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        Plants vs Dungeon (cozy, litRPG, slice of life, city building)

    
    
    
    
                PvZ meets Solo Farming In The Tower. What to expect (and please read the reviews to know what kind of story you're signing up for)

- 3 books complete

- over 1000 pages to binge

- Mature and logical MC who refuse to be devoured by vengeance

- A garden full of war crimes

- Untraditional progression through soft power (plants, alliances, etc) rather than numbers go up

- Character driven story over fast-pace progression 

- Lovable cast of characters

- Lore. Lots of lore regarding the dungeons and the civilizations that had fallen within it for you lorebrarians.

- Slice of life (heavy) and found family (actual found family, MC had no gripes against his blood family)

- Update on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday on 0:00 am GMT +7 (so 12am for you guys across the pond)



“In a gold rush, the position of shovel vendors is reserved for the privileged.”

That was a lesson Phong Tran had to learn the hard way.

One year after the dungeon appeared, it had become a modern gold rush. People awakened classes, unlocked skills, and dove into the dungeon for its seemingly endless riches and resources.

Phong, a level 1 Farmer with a dead EXP bar, naturally gravitated toward becoming a wandering vendor.

While other people fought monsters, gained EXP, and became media heroes, he sold them socks, battery banks, and energy drinks.

Phong existed in the space between glory and obscurity, until one day, a privileged bastard took everything from him.

He was beaten half to death, and his aunt and uncle were “erased” for being inconvenient to those at the top.

As if it had a cruel sense of humor, Phong received his first and only quest while lying in his sickbed:

“Plant 10 potatoes.”

No rewards. No promise of revenge. Just 10 potatoes sitting there, as if to mock his powerlessness.

He took the quest.

And now, he must conquer the dungeon with only 10 potatoes to his name.

            

    
        Chapter 1: When Dungeon Burps

    
    
    
    
                The first goblin didn’t see Phong. It stood ankle-deep in a gutter of black water, picking at something that might once have been a diver; its ears twitched, its yellow eyes scanned the broken street—they slid right over him. Phong adjusted the straps of his canvas backpack and walked past the creature like he was late for class.

A translucent panel hovered at the edge of his vision.

Name: Phong TranClass: Farmer
Level: 1
EXP: —

Neither a bar nor any numbers—only a single dash, as if the system itself had shrugged.

A year ago, when the first Gate opened over the Hudson and the sky cracked like glass, people had screamed; governments had tripped over themselves to respond; influencers had livestreamed their own near-death experiences for sponsorship deals. Now it was Tuesday.

The Gate on Canal Street pulsed like a soap bubble stretched across reality. Divers in mismatched armor and branded tactical gear moved in and out, laughing too loudly and bleeding too much. Drones hovered near the perimeter, streaming feeds to research departments and news networks hungry for the next miracle mineral or pre-collapse relic. The era already had a name: Modern Day Gold Rush.

Gold just happened to bite back.

Phong stepped through the Gate; the world inverted with a soft, nauseating tug, like being pulled through warm syrup. Then he was standing in the ruin-town again. Floor One: Eastern Habitat Cluster 7, according to Columbia’s Dungeon Cartography Department. To everyone else, it was Goblin Block.

Crumbling stone buildings leaned over narrow streets; moss swallowed rooftops. Faded murals depicted a civilization no Earth historian recognized: tall, antler-crowned figures carved into sandstone, their faces chiseled away by time. Neither skyscrapers nor wires nor tech—just bones. Bones of something old. Ancient.

Goblins skittered through alleys: three feet tall, green-gray skin, crude blades. They hissed and bickered; they ignored him. One bumped into his leg, glanced up, blinked, then scurried away. Phong didn’t smile; he’d stopped finding it funny months ago.

Being invisible to low-level mobs was the only thing his class gave him. There were not active skills, passives, or any stat boosts he could feel—only this strange, system-blessed irrelevance. Phong would have chosen a combat class, or even a chef class if he could. But alas, the class system was randomized, so people with production class like him were destined to be irrelevant.

He walked into the central square, where a half-collapsed fountain served as a makeshift trading post. A cluster of divers were farming respawn points, pulling goblins from a side street, cutting them down, then waiting for the trickle of system notifications. A girl in mismatched leather armor wiped her blade on a rag; a guy in a varsity jacket argued about loot rights.

Phong dropped his pack onto the fountain ledge. “Battery packs,” he called out. “For flashlights and fans. Two for ten. Thick socks, moisture-wicking. Battery banks. Energy drinks, cold sodas. Yes, still cold.”

Heads turned—not because he was important, but because he was convenient.

A lanky diver jogged over. “You got electrolyte tabs?”

“Cherry or lime>”

“Lime.”

Transaction complete; Cash App pinged. Modern problems, modern dungeon.

Phong worked quickly, trading small comforts for small margins. It wasn’t glorious, but it paid rent to his aunt and uncle back in Queens; it helped him finish a degree he already knew was useless. Three years into Urban Planning. Now entire cities were studying dungeon zoning permits instead.

A shadow fell across his goods. “Yo.”

Phong didn’t look up immediately; he recognized the voice. Joshua Harlan—university golden boy, son of a major sponsor at the university they attended.

Phong finished handing a pack of AA batteries to a diver before raising his eyes. Three of them: branded armor with sponsor patches, fresh gear, clean blades—the kind of divers who had farmed Goblin Block often enough to think that meant superiority.

Josh cracked his knuckles. “You setting up shop in our farming spot again, Tran?”

Phong kept his tone even. “Public square.”

The guy grinned. “Public my ass. We keep this area safe. Goblin density stable. That’s infrastructure.”

“Didn’t know goblin murder came with zoning rights.”

A few divers nearby snorted; the grin vanished.

“Protection fee,” the second one said. “Twenty percent.”

Phong looked at his backpack, then at the thin stack of bills he’d earned so far. “I can’t afford that.”

The tallest one stepped closer. “Then you can’t afford to be here.”

A goblin darted between them, shrieking. None of the three bullies noticed it; Phong did. He also noticed how it didn’t notice him. Josh punched the goblin’s head clean in, skull cracking, green blood splashing everywhere—pure intimidation—then he grabbed Phong by the collar. “Maybe we’ll take payment in merchandise.”

A blade of light slid between them: a slender rapier, translucent and humming, pressed gently against the bully’s wrist; he froze.

A woman’s voice, calm and edged like glass, cut through the square. “Let him go.”

She stood behind them, dark hair pulled back, leather coat cut somewhere between fencing attire and vigilante cosplay. A slim domino mask concealed her eyes, but not the authority in her posture. The psychic rapier shimmered in her hand. A second flicker of force tugged at the bully’s collar. Telekinesis, subtle but unmistakable.

“Mindblade,” someone whispered.

One in ten million—one of the rarest classes ever recorded in the human population.

The tallest bully swallowed. “This isn’t your business.”

“Harassment inside an active dungeon?” she said lightly. “Seems like everyone’s business.”

Her rapier tilted a fraction; the message was clear. They backed off, muttering, pride wounded but survival instincts still intact.

When they were gone, the rapier dissolved into motes of light. She turned to Phong; up close, he recognized her. Alexandra Vogel—campus queen, med school, the kind of person professors referenced in speeches. Here, she wore a different name, but Phong had seen enough livestream clips to know it was her.

“You’re going to get killed,” she said bluntly.

“Statistically likely,” Phong agreed.

She studied him. “What class?”

“Farmer.”

She blinked. “You’re joking.”

“I wish.”

Her gaze flicked to a goblin perched on a rooftop behind him. It stared at her with murderous intent; it didn’t even look at him. “…Huh,” she murmured.

“You should hire security,” she said after a moment. “Or join a team, if you want to continue this kind of work.”

“I can’t afford a bodyguard.”

“That wasn’t a joke.”

“Neither was mine.”

For a second, something in her expression softened. Then the vigilante mask slid back into place. She picked up a can from his cooler. “Energy drink.”

“Four.”

She tapped her phone; payment pinged. As she turned to leave, she paused.

“Next time,” she said, “I might not be around.”

Then she vanished down a side street, goblins scattering before her psychic blade. Phong exhaled; she was probably right.

He’d been naive to think an ordinary guy like him could make a living as a shovel vendor in a gold rush. Turns out, spots like these were reserved for people with influence—people like Josh.

Still, the pride he felt when he brought his earnings home... when he helped pay back his aunt and uncle for years of care and support... made him hesitate. Maybe a little longer, maybe until he paid off his student loans. Then he’d stop.

He packed up after another hour. Sales were decent; the bullies didn’t return. The deeper streets of Floor One were quieter. He wandered, not toward the farming clusters, but toward the outskirts of the ruin-town, where the stone buildings gave way to fields of knee-high silver grass. Wind moved through it like breath; he felt it then: not danger, or notification, but something else.

The soil beneath the cracked cobblestones near the edge of town looked darker than usual. Richer. He crouched, pressed his palm against it. For a split second, the world sharpened; he could feel moisture levels, density, nutrients. Then it was gone. There was neither a system window nor an unlocked skill—only a phantom sensation, like remembering a dream.

“Hey, farmboy!” A booming voice snapped him out of it. Phong looked up. A massive man in reinforced gauntlets and street-legal boxing boots strode toward him, armor scuffed, grin wide; he carried a tower shield like it weighed nothing. Dominic Torres. Class: Judgenaut. Semi-pro boxer turned dungeon diver—built like a tank, smiling like a golden retriever.

“Tell me you saved me one,” Dominic called out.

Phong straightened slowly. “Depends.”

Dominic pointed dramatically at the cooler. “Pepsi Max. Please tell me you didn’t sell out.”

Phong reached into the ice, pulled out a single cold can, and held it up; Dominic’s eyes lit like he’d found treasure.

“Brother,” he said reverently, “you are a saint.”

Phong tossed him the can. As Dominic cracked it open, the metallic hiss echoed across the empty field. Somewhere beyond the silver grass, something massive shifted; the ground trembled.

Dominic paused mid-sip. “…You feel that?”

Phong did. This time, when his palm brushed the earth, the soil pulsed back. Phong knew that tremor: a shifting event.

The dungeon didn’t obey tectonics; it didn’t care about conservation of mass; it didn’t even pretend to be acquainted with Earth physics. Sometimes Floor One would burp, vomiting a slice of some lower biome upward while swallowing part of itself back down, like a bovine bringing up grass to chew again. Tropical marsh became frozen tundra overnight; ruin-town turned into coral forest. Divers who didn’t move fast enough disappeared into places their levels had no business surviving.

The ground heaved again; silver grass rippled violently, then flattened as if something enormous had rolled beneath it. Dominic’s grin vanished. “Oh, hell no.”

“Run,” Phong said; he didn’t need to say it twice. The air warped. The skyline of crumbling sandstone flickered, half the buildings phasing into jagged obsidian spires before snapping back. A fissure tore open through the square behind them, goblins shrieking as they tumbled into a red-glowing abyss that hadn’t existed seconds earlier. Divers screamed; system notifications cascaded in the air, glitching and overlapping.

WARNING: ENVIRONMENTAL RESTRUCTURING
WARNING: FLOOR INSTABILITY

Phong ran, not toward the Gate—that would already be clogged—but toward the outer ridges, where terrain tended to settle instead of collapse. The soil buckled under his feet; Dominic swore, then simply scooped Phong up one-handed like he weighed nothing.

“Bro, you are not dying over twenty-dollar batteries!”

Phong’s world tilted as Dominic slung him over his shoulder like a sack of rice. The sky tore; there was no other word for it. Blue fractured into something darker; a shadow passed overhead, too large to be a creature and too deliberate to be random. Then the roar came—through the air, through bone. It ripped across the landscape like a god dragging a blade over glass.

Every diver in sight dropped. Dominic staggered mid-stride; his shield slipped from his grip. Phong felt the sound hit him a heartbeat later. Sound became pressure; pressure became knives. He didn’t hear himself scream.

Blood burst from his nose first, then his ears. His vision exploded red as capillaries ruptured in his eyes. His mouth filled with copper; he tasted iron, bile, dirt. Something warm ran down his neck from his scalp; his lungs convulsed; even the edges of his vision seemed to bleed. It felt like the roar had reached inside him and tried to wring him dry.

Dimly, he was aware that Dominic had collapsed, still trying to shield him with his body even as unconsciousness dragged the giant down. Phong hit the ground; the earth beneath his cheek felt… alive. For one terrifying instant, he thought the dungeon was swallowing him. His thoughts fragmented: This is it. Level 1. Farmer. Losing his life in silent irrelevancy.

The roar cut off as abruptly as it had begun. Phong lay there twitching, blood seeping from his eyes, nose, ears, lips. Even his tear ducts burned; he tried to inhale and felt something tear in his chest. A hair closer; one more second of that sound and he would have burst like an overripe fruit.

Footsteps approached—slow, careful. “Look at that,” a familiar voice said. Josh. Phong couldn’t move; he could barely see. One eye was swollen shut; the other painted the world in smeared red.

“Told you he’d get what was coming,” another muttered.

“Mind Blade bitch is out cold somewhere,” the third said. “Whole floor dropped. Perfect timing.”

A boot nudged his ribs; he felt it distantly, like it was happening to someone else.

“Still breathing.”

“Shame.”

They didn’t hesitate this time: a kick to his stomach—something cracked. A stomp on his shoulder, another to his face. Pain flared bright, then vanished under the greater agony already flooding his nerves; he tried to curl up, but his body wouldn’t answer.

They grabbed his backpack and ripped it open; cans spilled into the grass. “Protection fee,” the tall one sneered.

A fist slammed into his jaw; that one he felt. White light exploded behind his eyes. Another punch, another. Blood sprayed the silver grass dark.

“You think you’re special?” the bully hissed. “Walking around like mobs don’t see you? Freak.”

A heel ground into his hand; something snapped in his fingers. Phong almost wanted to laugh. Special? He was a Level 1 Farmer who sold socks.

A distant part of him registered heavy footsteps—fast, angry. “HEY!” Dominic’s voice—ragged but thunderous. The bullies froze—too late.

The first one flew sideways as Dominic barreled into him like a freight train, gauntleted fist driving into ribs with a wet crunch. The second raised a blade; a shield smashed into his face. The third tried to run; Dominic caught him by the back of his sponsor-branded armor and drove him into the ground hard enough to crater stone.

“YOU,” Dominic roared, eyes bloodshot, blood still leaking from his own ears, “TOUCHED. MY. FRIEND?”

Each word landed with another impact. Somewhere beyond the haze, Phong thought he saw a flicker of translucent light, like a rapier forming in unsteady air. Alexandra, maybe, dragging herself upright through the aftermath. But the world was fading; sound tunneled; Dominic’s shouts grew distant. The sky above him flickered again; for a split second, as consciousness slipped, Phong felt the soil beneath his body pulse once more. Warmth seeped into him from the ground itself, threading through cracked ribs and ruptured vessels like roots searching for water.

Then everything went black.

            

    
        Chapter 2: A staged tragedy

    
    
    
    
                Phong woke to antiseptic and ceiling tiles. For a long moment, he couldn’t remember why breathing felt like dragging glass through his lungs. Then the pain rushed back.

It returned in layers: ribs bound tight, scalp stitched, bruises spreading beneath gauze. His left eye was wrapped. A monitor beeped steadily to his right. Hospital: White walls, fluorescent glare, New York City murmuring beyond reinforced glass. The dungeon, the roar, the silver grass, still vivid yet so far away, like they were locked behind a dream.

His phone lay on the bedside tray: cracked screen, three percent battery. He turned his head and paid for it instantly. Messages. From Uncle Minh.

[We’re parking.Elevator is slow.
Be there in 5.]

Timestamp: Yesterday, 14:12.

Nothing after. Phong stared until the letters swam.

They didn’t come.

They would have come. His aunt would have stormed in and bullied the doctors in three languages. His uncle would have stood there quiet but shaking, already on the phone with lawyers, news desks, anyone who might listen.

They would have come.

The shifting event never traveled beyond the Gate. The official statement was already trending: Localized Dungeon Instability Event — No Civilian Impact. Localized. Contained. Safe. When cameras zoomed in on a dungeon, everything outside the frame disappeared; powerful companies operated in those blind spots. Staged accidents. Brake failures. Muggings in the wrong neighborhood at the wrong time.

Josh’s face rose in Phong’s mind. Varsity jacket inside a death zone. Sponsor patches too clean. Son of someone important. He remembered overhearing it once in a campus hallway: real estate, infrastructure contracts, extraction rights. Biggest university sponsor.

If his aunt and uncle had sued… they would have emptied themselves into it. They weren’t rich, but they were stubborn. They had crossed an ocean with nothing. They would have burned their last dollar before letting someone break him without consequence. The only reason they wouldn’t be here…

They couldn’t be.

Phong’s chest seized; the monitor spiked. He tried to scream, but the sound tore at his throat like the roar had come back to finish the job. Only a strangled rasp escaped. Tears burned down his unbandaged eye, and even that hurt. Every twitch sent fresh pain through his face.

He did this. If he hadn’t gone into the dungeon, if he hadn’t set up shop, if he hadn’t been too weak to defend himself, if he hadn’t needed money—maybe he wouldn’t have dragged his family into something they couldn’t survive.

The door clicked softly. Dominic Torres filled the frame like a moving wall. No armor. A plain hoodie stretched across his shoulders. Bruises darkened his jaw. Dried blood stained the skin near one ear. He carried a plastic bag.

“Hey,” Dominic said, his voice low.

Phong couldn’t answer. Alexandra stepped in behind him in casual clothing. Jeans, dark sweater, hair tied back. Without the psychic rapier, she looked younger. Human. Her eyes swept the room in a heartbeat—monitors, IV lines, bandages—then they locked on Phong. The guilt on her face was plain.

Dominic dragged a chair closer and dropped into it. The plastic bag crinkled. “I, uh…” He cleared his throat. “Brought contraband.”

He lifted a can. Pepsi Max. Condensation slicked the aluminum. Phong stared at it without blinking; Dominic’s attempt at a smile collapsed.

“They’re investigating,” Alexandra said, choosing each word carefully. “Campus security filed a report. I gave a statement.” Her jaw tightened. “The police released preliminary notes,” she added. “Traffic accident. Likely cause: shifting-induced disorientation.”

Of course. Convenient. Even the cause came gift-wrapped with an excuse. Shifting-induced disorientation. A perfect blanket to throw over anything ugly. Blame the dungeon and wash your hands.

Dominic leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You didn’t deserve that. Any of it. You hear me?”

Phong looked at them—or through them. A hollow thing wearing his face stared back. The part of him that used to calculate profit margins on batteries and soda had gone silent. In its place, one thought circled until it wore raw grooves in him.

They didn’t come.

Dominic swallowed. “Your family…”

Phong’s hand jerked hard; the monitor shrieked. Alexandra stepped back on instinct, as if he had manifested a blade instead of panic. A nurse rushed in, checked his vitals, adjusted the IV. Voices blurred into a wash of urgency. Dominic and Alexandra yielded to the nurse’s guiding hands and slipped out.

The door shut; silence settled. Night spread beyond the window. City lights blinked on like distant stars. Phong stayed awake long after the morphine dulled the sharpest edges. His phone had died hours ago. No new messages, calls, or confirmation. At that very moment, silence spoke louder than anything in the world.

When his tears finally ran dry, nothing lifted. Relief never came—only emptiness, as if something essential had leaked out with the blood he’d left behind in the dungeon.

He turned inward, the way divers learned to do. Status panel. It flickered into existence.

Name: Phong TranClass: Farmer
Level: 1
EXP: —

Still nothing, a single —. A laugh tried to rise and broke halfway up his throat. Of course. Even now. Then the panel stuttered. A soft chime rang out. New text bled into place beneath the barren stat line.

New Quest Available

Phong frowned. He had never received a quest. Not once. The text steadied.

Quest: First HarvestObjective: Grow and harvest 10 potatoes within the dungeon.
Time Limit: None.Failure: None.
Reward: ???

He stared.

Potatoes.

Ten potatoes. Inside a spatial anomaly that swallowed cities and roared like gods.

A broken sound slipped out of him, half laugh, half sob, and even that tore at his ribs. The system had chosen this moment to hand him farming. Grow. Harvest. He lay in a hospital bed, possibly alone in the world, and the dungeon wanted him to plant.

The room quieted again. Outside, sirens wailed somewhere far away. Inside, a Level 1 Farmer stared at a quest no one else would understand.

Ten potatoes.

…

Two months later, Phong walked out of the hospital with a discharge folder and a debt he had never agreed to owe. Not money, but blood.

The case had been “resolved.” That was the administrator’s word. Calm smile, polished suit, all charges dropped. In exchange, Josh’s father: Daniel Harlan—real estate magnate, dungeon infrastructure investor, donor to three hospitals and two universities—had “generously sponsored” Phong’s full treatment.

The press release framed it as compassion. A life-saving act. A doctor had even squeezed Phong’s shoulder and said, “You should be grateful. They moved fast. If lawyers got involved, you might not be here.”

Grateful. Phong nodded. He learned quickly that silence hurt less.

He filed inheritance paperwork alone. The house in Queens shrank without his aunt’s voice bouncing off the kitchen tiles. The restaurant three blocks down, its red sign sun-faded, had already been liquidated. Late rent, no operator, suppliers left one by one.

The garden alone remained behind the house: neat rows, rich soil, his uncle’s pride. His aunt’s herbs still clung to the fence in stubborn clusters. Phong stood there at dusk with his hands in his pockets, staring at the dark earth. He didn’t cry.

He sold most of it: the house - for the memories were too painful for him to continue living there, the restaurant equipment, the old delivery van. He kept only what he could carry and what refused a price: a worn gardening trowel, a pair of work gloves, and a burlap sack of seed potatoes from the last supplier invoice his uncle had paid.

When he returned to the Gate, the air buzzed with the same manic energy. Drones above. Sponsors looked too clean they almost didn't feel human on blinking billboard. College kids in fresh armor. The Modern Day Gold Rush hadn’t paused for anyone’s funeral.

Phong hitched the sack over his shoulder. Neither cooler nor batteries nor sodas this time. He had only potatoes.

The system was rigged. He understood that now. The rich won. They controlled courts, hospitals, narratives. Chasing revenge against men who could rewrite headlines felt childish.

But the dungeon? The dungeon didn’t care about either last names or sponsorships. It killed without preference. That was the fairest chance he had to bite back.

He stepped toward the Gate.

“Phong.”

He stopped. Dominic stood near the barricade with his arms crossed. He looked heavier somehow, not in muscle but in the eyes. Alexandra stood beside him. Neither mask nor blade, just Alexandra Vogel: med student, vigilante when necessary.

They had both been there when the charges vanished. Press conference. Corporate father shaking hands with hospital board members. Dominic had nearly shattered a podium. Alexandra had tried to rally students, threads, legal aid groups. It had fizzled within a week. Money shouted louder.

“You don’t have to do this,” Alexandra said.

“I do.”

Dominic’s gaze dropped to the sack. “That… what I think it is?”

“Seed potatoes.”

Dominic blinked. “You’re serious.”

Phong nodded. He turned to face them fully. “Thank you,” he said. His voice was steady, though still thinner than before. “For trying. For speaking up.”

Alexandra’s jaw tightened. “We didn’t try hard enough.”

“You tried,” Phong said. “That was enough.”

He didn’t say what all three of them already knew. The hospital had folded fast. Doctors who had promised to testify changed their tone on camera. Records that had clearly described blunt-force trauma quietly shifted into supersonic penetration damage. Translation: the roar did it, not good old Josh. Josh’s father’s company had donated a new trauma wing.

Dominic looked away first. “They win,” he muttered.

“For now,” Alexandra corrected, though the fire in her voice had dimmed.

Phong adjusted the sack on his shoulder. “I’m not fighting them,” he said.

Both of them snapped their eyes back to him.

“I’m done fighting humans.”

He backed toward the Gate. “The dungeon doesn’t care who your father is.” Then he turned and walked through.

Floor One greeted him with wind over silver grass and distant goblin chatter. Low-level mobs glanced his way, then looked past him. A slime oozed across cracked stone nearby, translucent gel wobbling as it flowed. It brushed his boot, paused, wavered, then drifted on as if he were a fence post.

Good. At least that still worked.

He went deeper than ever before: past Goblin Block, past the farming square, through broken arches choked with moss. He reached a low basin where ruined buildings sagged into marshy ground. Slime territory. Divers avoided it. Slimes were weak alone but miserable in numbers. They corroded gear, ruined boots, dissolved dropped items. No one farmed here unless they were desperate.

No one farmed in the dungeon unless they already had nothing to lose... actually. Level 1 farmers had no way to protect themselves and their crops. The divers had better things to do, so hire them was expensive. And to add salt to injuries, a bad luck with a Shifting Event could end him and his farm all together. Phong had heard some stubborn head try to plant here regardless, even bringing his own solar panels, lighting and security system. The dungeon got him shifted somewhere down deep under, and he was never heard of again. The only useful thing that guy found out was the dungeon light was... off... It couldn't power the solar panels for some reasons no one could explain yet.

So, when other farmers heard that story, planted their first seed and no notification came, all had wisely left the dungeon for their life.

Phong did the same thing when he awaken his class. Only now, after receiving a quest reassuring him that planting here had a purpose, did he return to do what his class supposed to do.

Phong found a relatively dry patch between two collapsed stone walls. The silver grass thinned there, the soil darkened. He crouched and pressed his palm into the earth. This time, the sensation held: moisture, acidity, nutrient density.

He set the sack down and opened it carefully. Ten seed potatoes rolled into his hands, small and rough-skinned. Nothing special about them, just food, honest, filling. He pulled the old trowel from his bag. Metal scraped stone. He dug.

The first cut into dungeon soil felt wrong, like slicing into something that had noticed him. He kept going. He turned the dirt. He broke clods. He worked until sweat slicked his temples despite the cool air.

A slime oozed closer. It bumped his leg, paused, then flowed around him, indifferent. Invisible. Useless in a fight. Perfect for this.

Phong carved shallow trenches in a steady rhythm, the same one his uncle had drilled into him in the backyard. Spacing matters. Depth matters. Roots need room.

He laid the first potato into the soil and covered it gently. Then the second, third. By the fifth, his hands had blistered. Hospital-soft skin tore against rough earth. He didn’t stop. By the tenth, dungeon dusk filtered red through the broken arches.

He sat back on his heels and dragged air into his lungs. Ten small mounds of turned soil marked the spot. For a moment, nothing changed. No fanfare, no glow, certainly no music or congratulation. Then a soft chime sounded; his status panel opened without him summoning it.

Quest Progress: 0 / 10 Harvested
Growth Detected

Growth detected. The soil beneath the mounds pulsed faintly—slow, steady, almost like a heartbeat.

A slime drifted across one mound. The soil hissed. The slime recoiled as if it had touched a hot pan. Part of its gelatinous body dissolved. It fled.

Phong stared. He hadn’t moved, triggered a skill, or received a buff. But the dungeon—the dungeon had accepted the seeds.

Wind swept through the basin. For the first time since the hospital room, something inside him shifted.

Not hope. Not yet.

Direction.

He pressed his blood-roughened hand into the dirt again. The ground answered with warmth.

Farmer. Level 1. Without a functioning exp bar, meaningful combat skill, or revenge just yet—only ten potatoes in hostile soil and a dungeon that, for reasons he didn’t understand, had decided to let them grow.



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 3: Moletatoes

    
    
    
    
                Phong moved into the dungeon the way some men moved into monasteries.

Not officially. Not permanently.

But close enough.

He still stepped out through the Gate once every week or two, restocked on rice, canned food, water purification tablets. Paid for a storage locker. Replaced worn gloves.

Selling the house and what remained of the restaurant had set him up for years if he lived simply.

And he did.

The world outside tasted sour now.

Billboards of smiling executives funding “Dungeon Safety Initiatives.”

Josh standing next to his father as a new “rising star” in the diver space. They throw adjectives at him like throwing breadcrumbs at a pigeon. Honorable, courageous, noble, dependable, adjectives that had nothing to do with a bastard like Josh in this life and the next now paint him as the ideal diver of the young generation.

News anchors debating liability versus “unfortunate misunderstandings.”

The screen then flickered to a young man wearing high collar sweater, freckles, and blonde hair meticulously styled to look effortless.

Olen was the name.

He’s talking about dropping out of Harvard for a project he’s researching, dungeon related.

Media clapped loudly, like seals in a zoo, mouth full of fish with dollar sign on them.

Legal system.

Not justice system.

He finally understood what his uncle used to mutter over late-night tea.

The law was a machine.

Justice was a hope.

They weren’t the same thing.

So he stopped looking for it out there.



Alexandra and Dominic checked on him.

Not often. Just enough.

They never mentioned the hospital. Never mentioned the settlement. Never mentioned Josh again.

They talked about small things instead.

Weather patterns on Floor One.

New monster variants.

New challenges brought by Shifting event.

A ramen place Dominic insisted had better broth than anything in Queens.

Life moved.

Even if it moved crooked.

Alexandra eventually stopped wearing her med school hoodie.

“I withdrew,” she told him one afternoon, standing awkwardly near his growing patch while slimes avoided the area in a wide circle.

“Temporarily?” Dominic had asked.

She’d looked toward the distant ruins.

“No.”

What happened at the hospital had done something to her too.

She’d believed in institutions. In systems. In reform. Working in a hospital like the one Phong was sent to had been her dream.

Seeing how quickly signatures could erase testimony had scraped something raw.

Now she dived full-time.

Independent. No sponsors.

Her Mind Blade had grown sharper, quieter. Less theatrical.

Dominic, meanwhile, refused every corporate offer that came his way.

“Not after that,” he said.

His team had finally found the entrance to Floor Two after the shifting event scrambled the old route. The discovery alone could’ve been sold for millions.

They didn’t sell it.

“We’ll map it ourselves,” he said. “Slow. Clean.”

He still argued that Pepsi Max beat Coke in blind taste tests.

Some constants remained.



The potatoes grew.

Fast.

Too fast.

In ten days, green shoots broke through dungeon soil. Thick, vibrant, leaves broader than any backyard variety.

The earth here wasn’t Earth.

It fed differently.

The air shimmered faintly at dusk, and Phong sometimes felt that same pulse beneath his palms when he knelt to tend them.

Slimes no longer approached within ten feet.

Goblins wandered by without seeing him, yet gave the patch uneasy glances as if instinct warned them something claimed this ground.

On the tenth day, the system chimed softly.

Quest Objective Ready: Harvest

Phong crouched.

Hands steady.

He slid fingers into the soil around the base of the first plant and pulled.

The earth resisted.

Then released.

A potato came free.

Except...

It wasn’t exactly a potato.

Smoother skin. Slightly iridescent under the light. Faint ridges along its sides like the segments of an armadillo.

His status panel flickered.



Item Acquired:
Moletato
Common — Dungeon Produce



Phong stared at it.

“…Moletato?”

He turned it over in his hands.

No additional description.

No stats.

No flavor text.

He glanced at the remaining plants, then back at the object.

“What the hell is a Moletato?”

He found out quickly.

Experimentally, he set it back on the dirt.

The moment it touched soil...

It twitched.

Phong jerked back.

The Moletato vibrated, then rotated upright. Tiny root-like tendrils burst from its underside. Not growing downward, but actively drilling.

The thing burrowed.

Not slowly.

It corkscrewed into the ground like a determined mole, leaving a neat spiral indentation before disappearing entirely.

The soil settled.

Phong blinked.

A faint rustle traveled underground, moving several feet away before stopping.

A few seconds later, a small bump formed in the dirt. The Moletato popped its top half out, as if testing the air.

Then it sank back down again.

Self-planting.

Mobile.

Alive? Not exactly. But not inert.

He exhaled slowly.

“…Okay.”

He harvested the rest.

Nine more Moletatoes.

Each one wriggled faintly in his palm, as though impatient.

When he set them down together, they nudged against each other before one abruptly dove into the soil, followed by the others in chaotic spirals.

Within minutes, the patch looked undisturbed.

Except—

The ground felt denser.

Richer.

Alive in a new way.

His panel chimed again.



Quest Complete: First Harvest



Phong waited.

For fireworks.

For stat increases.

For a skill.

For an EXP bar.

Nothing else appeared.

No reward screen.

No congratulations.

Just silence.

He checked his status.

Level: 1
EXP: —

Unchanged.

He almost laughed.

“So that’s it?” he muttered.

He pressed his palm into the soil again.

The warmth was stronger now.

Subtle vibrations moved beneath the surface. Moletatoes tunneling, repositioning, spreading.

He realized something slowly.

The menu didn’t think he needed a reward.

The Moletatoes were the reward.

Self-propagating dungeon crops.

Mobile.

Potentially defensive.

Growing in hostile territory where nothing else cultivated.

The ground under his patch expanded slightly overnight, silver grass receding as if conceding territory.

He sat back against a broken wall and watched the sunless sky dim.

He still didn’t have justice.

He still didn’t have answers.

But for the first time since the hospital room, he had something that was his.

Not sponsored.

Not granted by a corporate patron.

Not stolen through influence.

Earned.

Ten strange, burrowing potatoes.

The dungeon pulsed softly beneath him.

And somewhere deep below, something vast shifted—

Not in violence.

In acknowledgment.

Phong stopped waiting for the system.

Waiting had cost him a year once.

A year of drifting. A year of selling batteries. A year of believing something would eventually “trigger.”

He wasn’t going to build his life around another invisible timer.

If the dungeon wanted to hand him quests, fine.

If not, he would plant anyway.

He cleared a second patch beside the Moletato grounds.

The burrowing potatoes had expanded their territory subtly, aerating the soil as they tunneled. The earth was darker there now, looser. When he pressed his palm down, the pulse felt steadier, like a slow, patient heartbeat.

“Chilies,” he muttered.

If nothing else, spicy potatoes beat bland ones.

He’d brought seeds from a small Asian grocery in Brooklyn. Thai bird’s eye. His aunt used to grow them in cracked plastic buckets behind the restaurant.

He knelt and began preparing rows.

Slimes skirted the perimeter automatically now. A goblin wandered close once, sniffed the air, then veered away with visible unease.

The dungeon was learning the boundary.

Or the Moletatoes were enforcing it.

Either way, it suited him.



That evening, Dominic showed up with a crate under one arm and a bundle of scavenged firewood under the other.

“You’re turning this place into a homestead,” he said, dropping the wood in a neat stack.

Phong shrugged. “No HOA down here.”

Dominic snorted.

They built a small fire in a stone ring between collapsed walls. The flame crackled against the unnatural twilight of Floor One.

Dominic handed him a can.

Pepsi Max.

Phong accepted it.

They clinked aluminum lightly.

For a while, they just listened to the dungeon breathe.

“You know,” Dominic said eventually, staring into the flames, “we confirmed it. Floor Two entrance is stable. For now.”

“For now,” Phong echoed.

Dominic scratched his jaw. “It’s different down there. Denser. Smarter mobs.”

“You’re going anyway.”

“Yeah.”

A beat.

“You ever think about leveling?” Dominic asked carefully.

Phong watched a spark rise and vanish.

“What the point? Taking lives to feed a non-functioning exp bar.”

“And?”

“I prefer farming root vegetables to farming mobs.”

Dominic didn’t push.

He never did.



Footsteps approached near midnight.

Light.

Controlled.

Alexandra emerged from between two broken pillars.

She wasn’t masked.

Her movements were precise but slower than usual.

Phong saw it immediately.

The cuts along her forearm were straight.

Too straight.

Not ragged like claw marks.

Not melted like slime burns.

Clean slices. Narrow entry wounds.

Human blades.

Dominic saw them too.

His jaw tightened.

“You run into something?” he asked casually.

Alexandra flexed her fingers as if testing mobility. “Just sloppy positioning.”

“Monsters don’t do symmetrical,” Phong said quietly.

Her eyes flicked to his.

For a second, the vigilante mask almost came back. Not physically, but in posture.

Then she smiled faintly.

“You growing chilies?”

Dominic’s nostrils flared.

She sat down by the fire before either of them could continue that line of thought.

Phong didn’t press.

He knew that look.

The look of someone who had already decided not to escalate something.

He reached into his pack and pulled out a small, wrapped bundle.

“Try this.”

She eyed it suspiciously. “Is that safe?”

“It’s shrimp paste.”

Dominic made a face. “Bro.”

Alexandra leaned forward, curious despite herself. She dipped a stick into the thick, pungent paste and sniffed.

Immediate regret flashed across her features.

“Oh my god.”

“Don’t smell it,” Phong advised. “Taste.”

She hesitated.

Then, because she had always been the kind of person who leaned into discomfort rather than away from it, she dabbed a tiny bit onto a roasted slice of Moletato Dominic had skewered over the fire.

She bit.

There was a pause.

Her eyes widened.

“That is… aggressively alive.”

Dominic burst out laughing.

She took another bite.

“…Okay. That’s actually edible.”

“Told you,” Phong said.

Highest praise a German could give is “decent”.

The three of them ate roasted Moletato slices with shrimp paste and drank soda while the dungeon hummed around them.

For a little while, it felt almost normal.

Almost.

Later, when the fire burned low, Alexandra spoke without looking at either of them.

“I’m thinking of joining Dominic’s group.”

Dominic’s head snapped up. “For real?”

She nodded slowly.

“I can’t keep solo diving.”

“That’s not what you’ve been doing,” Phong said.

Silence.

She didn’t deny it.

Dominic leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You don’t need to prove anything to anyone.”

“It’s not about proving,” she said. “It’s about leverage.”

Her gaze shifted toward the darkness beyond the firelight.

“If certain people think I’m isolated, they’ll keep testing that theory.”

There it was.

Carefully phrased.

Clean wounds.

Ambush.

Dominic’s hands curled into fists.

Phong spoke first.

“Groups change the math.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“And Floor Two?” Dominic asked.

“I’m not afraid of Floor Two.”

Phong believed her.

Monsters were simpler.

They didn’t stage hospital settlements.

They didn’t rewrite narratives.

They either killed you or they didn’t.

Dominic exhaled slowly. “Then you’re in. But we do it clean. No sponsors. No contracts. We map, we clear, we rotate.”

She gave a small smile. “I don’t do logos anyway.”

The fire crackled softly.

Phong stared at the chilies planted earlier that day.

He could feel the soil adjusting to them already—micro-shifts in acidity, moisture redistributing.

He wasn’t leveling the way divers did.

But he was growing.

Something that didn’t need courtrooms to exist.

Alexandra stood, brushing dirt from her pants.

“I’ll start training with you tomorrow,” she told Dominic.

Then she looked at Phong.

“You sure you’re good out here alone?”

He glanced at the dark soil where Moletatoes tunneled unseen.

The ground pulsed once beneath his palm.

“I’m not alone,” he said.

For the first time since the hospital room, the words weren’t hollow.

            

    
        Chapter 4: Learning to trust again

    
    
    
    
                
Phong spent another month mostly underground.

He surfaced only when necessary. Quick showers at a cheap gym, restocking rice and canned fish, checking news feeds for signs of another large-scale Shifting. He’d learned to read the subtle warnings: minor tremors reported in Brazil, Gate fluctuations in Warsaw, anomalous mana density spikes near Tokyo.

The dungeon burped without pattern.

He refused to be caught sleeping through another one.

But slowly, without fanfare, he began to recover.

Not dramatically.

Not heroically.

Just… steadily.

He stopped waking up with phantom echoes of that roar.

Stopped checking his phone every morning for messages that would never arrive.

He accepted something hard and clean:

Revenge rushed is suicide.

Revenge planned is strategy.

And strategy required time.



One afternoon, he left the dungeon earlier than usual and took the subway to his favorite café in Queens.

The sign read Hà Nội Corner, paint slightly chipped, windows fogged with steam.

Long ran it.

Mid-fifties. Loud laugh. Permanent apron. The kind of uncle who wasn’t technically your uncle but absolutely was.

Long looked up from behind the counter.

He froze.

Then came around without a word and pulled Phong into a hug that smelled like condensed milk and coffee grounds.

“I heard,” Long said quietly.

Phong nodded.

No long speech.

No platitudes.

Long went back behind the counter and began assembling the drink without asking.

Robusta.

Dark. Thick. Almost bitter enough to hurt.

Salt foam layered on top, whipped to glossy perfection.

He slid it across.

“On the house,” Long said. “Don’t argue.”

Phong didn’t.

He took a sip.

The salt cut through the bitterness perfectly.

For a brief second, the world felt textured again instead of flat.

“Your uncle was stubborn,” Long said, wiping the counter with slow circles. “Good man.”

Phong nodded again.

Legal system.

Not justice system.

The phrase no longer tasted like rage.

Just fact.



From there, he walked to campus.

The university looked the same.

Red brick.

Banners about Dungeon Studies and Applied Mana Engineering.

As if nothing had happened.

As if everything hadn’t folded instantly when a donor flexed.

He still had his student card.

Technically inactive.

But the library scanners didn’t check enrollment status closely.

Knowledge didn’t discriminate the way institutions did.

He moved through shelves quietly.

Agriculture textbooks.

Soil microbiology.

Sustainable crop rotation.

Adaptive plant genetics.

Dungeon ecology journals.

He stacked them carefully on a table near the back windows.

If the system wouldn’t teach him how to level, he’d teach himself how to optimize.

He had land now.

Strange land.

But land.

He was flipping through a section on accelerated growth under anomalous energy exposure when a voice broke the silence.

“Didn’t expect to see you here.”

He looked up.

Selena Gonzalez stood a few feet away.

One year younger.

Sharp eyes behind thin-framed glasses. Hair tied back in a no-nonsense ponytail.

He vaguely remembered her from a shared general ed class. Always sat near the front. Took notes like she was preparing for war.

“I heard you switched majors,” he said, surprised by how even his voice sounded.

She adjusted the books in her arms.

“Dungeon ecology,” she confirmed.

“That new-new major?”

“Second year it’s offered.”

She glanced at the titles on his table.

“So you’re not done studying.”

He gave a faint shrug. “Dropped out.”

“Unofficially?”

“Something like that.”

She didn’t press.

Instead, she nodded toward one of his books.

“Writing your paper on the Shifting?”

The question slipped out of him before he could stop it.

He blinked, mildly surprised at himself.

Calm.

Curious.

Not bitter.

Selena tilted her head.

“Partially. My focus is biome translocation patterns. Most people think Shifting is random.”

“It’s not?” he asked.

“No.” She set her stack down and pulled out a notebook filled with tight handwriting. “It looks chaotic, but there’s clustering. Certain habitats are more likely to surface after specific mana density thresholds are met.”

He leaned back slightly.

“Like crop rotation,” he murmured.

She paused.

“That’s… actually not a terrible analogy.”

He gestured to the books.

“If the dungeon is an ecosystem, it can’t be pure randomness. Systems collapse under pure chaos.”

“Exactly,” she said, a spark lighting behind her eyes. “Energy flows. Predator-prey balance. Nutrient cycling. Even mana needs equilibrium.”

He studied her for a moment.

“You dive?”

“Observation teams only,” she replied. “Floor One. Controlled perimeters.”

He nodded.

Smart.

Her gaze sharpened slightly.

“And you?”

He considered lying.

Didn’t.

“I farm.”

Selena blinked.

“In the dungeon?”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“…On purpose?”

“Yes.”

She stared at him like he’d just claimed to be raising alpacas in Times Square.

“That’s not how progression works,” she said carefully.

“Depends on what you’re progressing toward.”

Silence stretched between them.

Not hostile.

Evaluating.

She leaned forward slightly.

“What are you growing?”

“Potatoes. Chilies.”

“In dungeon soil.”

“Yes.”

“That shouldn’t be viable long-term.”

“It is.”

Her fingers tightened around her notebook.

“You’re getting yield?”

“Ten-day cycle.”

Her eyes widened.

“That’s impossible.”

“It happened.”

He held her gaze steadily.

She searched his expression for exaggeration.

Didn’t find it.

“You documented it?” she asked.

“Not scientifically.”

“You need to.”

He tilted his head slightly.

“Why?”

“Because if what you’re saying is true, that changes resource sustainability models entirely.”

There it was.

Not gold rush greed.

Not sponsor hunger.

Intellectual hunger.

Different.

Cleaner.

He felt something unfamiliar flicker in his chest.

Interest.

Selena lowered her voice slightly.

“Most teams treat the dungeon like a mine. Extract. Kill. Leave. But if it’s an ecosystem…”

“…It can be cultivated,” he finished.

She nodded slowly.

“Carefully.”

A beat passed.

She studied him again.

“You look better,” she said quietly.

He didn’t ask what she meant.

“I’m working on it,” he replied.

She glanced at the titles again.

“So you’re serious about this.”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

Then, cautiously:

“Can I see it?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

Trust was expensive now.

But this wasn’t corporate polish.

This was curiosity wrapped in discipline.

He closed the soil microbiology book gently.

“Maybe,” he said.

Selena’s lips twitched slightly.

“Fair.”

She gathered her notebook.

“If the Shifting isn’t random,” she added, “then farming without understanding the pattern is risky.”

“I know.”

She met his eyes one more time.

“Then maybe we can compare notes.”

Not a request.

Not a demand.

An offer.

For the first time in a long while, the dungeon didn’t feel like the only place he could build something.

“Maybe,” he said again.

And this time, it sounded less like distance...

And more like possibility.



Phong still found it hard to trust.

Trust had a cost. He’d already paid more than he could afford.

Dominic and Alexandra were the only exceptions. They’d been there when he was bleeding out in silver grass. They’d stood up when it mattered... even if money had crushed the outcome.

That counted.

Everyone else?

Caution.

Even Selena.

She hadn’t done anything wrong. If anything, her curiosity felt… honest.

But honest people still lived inside dishonest systems.

He wasn’t naïve anymore.



He remembered Long’s voice clearly.

“Hey kid, don’t barricade yourself just because of some rich powerful bastards.”

Long had leaned over the counter, foam still clinging to the rim of the blender.

“There are folks like us out there. You think the world only has sharks? Nah. Plenty of stubborn little fish too.”

Phong had stared into his salt foam coffee.

“You come back daily, kay? One drink on the house, every day.”

Then Long had reached over and patted his head like his uncle used to.

Not pity.

Not charity.

Just presence.

That simple gesture had hurt more than hospital stitches.



He didn’t bring Selena to his patch.

Not yet.

Instead, he proposed something else in the library a week later.

“You plant independently,” he said. “We compare growth rates. Soil samples. Mana exposure levels.”

Controlled experiment.

Distance maintained.

Selena’s eyes lit up like he’d handed her a grant.

“Deal.”

She didn’t push to see his land.

That earned her a point.



Phong upgraded.

Not extravagantly, but deliberately.

He bought an inflatable reinforced expedition tent rated for Floor Two wind pressure.

A compact generator.

Portable grow lights.

Basic appliances.

A foldable cot.

A water filtration unit.

If he was going to live in the dungeon, he would live, not just exist.

The first night the generator hummed softly and warm light filled the tent, something shifted in him.

The dungeon outside remained alien. Slimes pulsing in the dark, distant goblin chatter, ruins breathing old dust.

Inside, it felt human.

Structured.

Intentional.

He cooked rice over a portable induction plate.

Roasted Moletatoes.

Sprinkled crushed dried chili flakes from his first experimental batch.

It was simple.

It was enough.

Life went on.



The chilies sprouted fast.

Dungeon soil accelerated everything.

Thin green stems broke through within days, leaves glossy and thick-veined.

By the first full cycle, small red pods hung beneath the leaves like droplets of blood.

He harvested one carefully.

The system chimed.



Item Acquired:
Angry Chilli
Uncommon — Dungeon Produce
Effect: Permanently increases Strength by +0.1 (Max +1.0 from this source)



Phong blinked.

“…What?”

He stared at the tiny red pepper in his palm.

Permanent.

He bit into it without hesitation.

Pain detonated in his mouth.

Not culinary spice.

Pure combustion.

His eyes watered instantly. His ears rang. His throat felt like it was lined with coals.

He swallowed anyway.

The burn traveled down his chest—

Then something tightened in his muscles.

Not dramatically.

But distinctly.

His status panel flickered.

Strength: 5.0 → 5.1

He sat very still.

Permanent.

Not temporary buff.

Not conditional.

Stackable up to +1.

He exhaled slowly.

This was not mining.

This was not combat XP.

This was cultivation.

He harvested more carefully after that.

Ten red chilies.

+1 Strength achieved.

The system stopped registering additional gains beyond that threshold.

Caps existed.

Fair enough.

But the implication was enormous.

Self-produced stat growth.

Independent of kills.

Independent of sponsors.

Independent of dungeon teams.

He glanced toward the green chilies still hanging on nearby plants.

They… stayed green.

Even after full growth cycles.

Even after the red ones had ripened and been harvested.

He waited through two cycles.

Some chilies matured red.

Others stubbornly remained glossy green.

No change in size.

No system recognition.

He picked one experimentally.

No notification.

He bit into it cautiously.

Spicy.

Normal spicy.

No stat gain.

He planted a few separately.

They grew.

But remained green again.

Non-activated variant?

Different mutation path?

He made notes.

Selena would be very interested in this.

But he didn’t rush to tell her everything.

Information was leverage.

He’d learned that too.



He ignored the green ones for now.

Focused instead on the Moletatoes.

The burrowing potatoes had expanded significantly.

Their tunneling improved soil aeration across a widening radius.

Slimes now avoided a thirty-foot perimeter instinctively.

Occasionally, a Moletato would surface briefly before diving again.

Territorial markers.

The patch was no longer just crops.

It was infrastructure.

He harvested a few.

This time, he didn’t replant all of them.

He stored some.

Tested cooking methods.

Roasting increased flavor but didn’t trigger any system effect.

Boiling made them softer but unchanged.

Then one night, he sliced one thin and left it under the grow light instead of underground.

It twitched.

Slowly.

Like it didn’t like exposure.

Interesting.

He reburied it.

Nothing happened.

No growth.

Phong made a mental note that the dungeon didn’t allow a fast forward button.

A thought formed quietly in his mind.

Divers mined.

Killed.

Extracted.

He cultivated.

Stabilized.

What if the dungeon responded differently to those approaches?

Outside, the wind moved through silver grass.

Inside his tent, the generator hummed steadily.

Phong sat at his foldable table, notebook open, documenting cycles, yield ratios, mutation patterns.

He wasn’t drifting anymore.

He was building.

Not revenge.

Not yet.

But foundation.

And for the first time since everything broke...

He didn’t feel like a victim surviving inside a monster.

He felt like a farmer reclaiming land.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Human basics: video games and trading with raccoon

    
    
    
    
                Phong surfaced again on a gray Tuesday.

Not because danger drove him up.

Not because grief shoved him out.

Necessity did.

He needed new clothes. Dungeon air left a mineral tang that never quite washed out. He needed a razor. Toothpaste. A haircut. Small human rituals that reminded him he still belonged to a species that used mirrors.

He stopped at Hà Nội Corner first.

The bell above the door jingled.

Long looked up from tamping espresso and split into a wide grin.

“Ah! The hermit returns!”

Phong let out a breath that almost qualified as a laugh. “You still handing out free drinks?”

“For you? Always.”

Phong didn’t argue.

Long built a robusta salt-foam coffee with exaggerated ceremony, narrating each step like a cooking show host.

“See this foam? Perfect peak. If it collapses, I retire.”

Phong leaned against the counter and watched the familiar motions. The smell anchored him in place.

They talked.

Not about lawsuits.

Not about funerals.

Dungeon things.

“People say slimes migrating north,” Long said, sliding the cup across. “Business slow near Riverdale.”

“Slimes avoid my area,” Phong said.

Long lifted a brow. “Oh? You tame them now?”

“Not tame,” Phong said. “My land annoys them.”

Long barked a laugh.

They traded rumors about the latest Shifting. About some part of Floor Three surfacing near the gate in Toronto for a blink. About an influencer who tried to livestream a boss fight and ended up sprinting for his life.

Normal gossip.

Human.

Phong stayed longer this time.

He didn’t rush back underground.

Long noticed.

“Good,” the older man said quietly while he wiped down a table. “Don’t forget the sun completely.”

Phong didn’t answer.

He also didn’t deny it.



He went to a barber. The very same who had cut his head since he was 10 and freshly arrived in the US.

Clumps of uneven, dungeon-grown hair slid to the floor.

Afterward he met his own eyes in the mirror.

Still thinner.

But no longer hollow.

He bought toothpaste. Fresh brushes. Simple cotton shirts.

Then when he returned to Hà Nội corner, Long handed him a box from behind the counter.

“Came yesterday,” Long said. “You sure you don’t want it delivered to a normal address like a normal person?”

Phong took the package.

“You’re normal enough,” he said.

Long scoffed, pleased anyway.

Inside sat the Steam Deck he’d ordered weeks ago and shipped to Long’s café.

For the first time in months, Phong thought about recreation.

About doing something that wasn’t survival or cultivation.

About disappearing into a game instead of soil charts and mana cycles.

The thought felt small.

And real.



Alexandra and Dominic hadn’t visited in half a month.

The last Shifting displaced the Floor Two entrance again. Their team pushed deeper, traced a new route, and lost the stable path back to Floor One.

But they called.

Every day.

Short check-ins.

Battery conservation mode.

Dominic’s voice crackled through cheap signal boosters.

Alexandra kept her tone steady, tired but alive.

“We’re good,” she’d said last night. “Don’t let your potatoes conquer Manhattan while we’re gone.”

“They’re considering it,” he’d replied.

She’d laughed.

That mattered.



Selena, meanwhile, sounded frustrated.

“I don’t understand,” she said over a video call from a controlled observation zone. “Same soil composition. Same mana exposure. My seedlings rot within hours.”

“What level are you now?” Phong asked.

“Four.”

“EXP bar functioning?”

“Obviously.”

Phong sat with that.

“You ever see anyone above Level One successfully cultivate dungeon-native crops?” he asked.

Selena hesitated.

“…No.”

They let the silence settle.

A theory formed between them. It didn’t need volume.

“Maybe the dungeon doesn’t let predators farm,” Phong said, careful with every word.

Selena’s eyes sharpened. “You think progression state changes ecological interaction?”

“I think anyone with a functioning EXP bar gets tagged as part of the consumption cycle,” Phong said. “Not the growth cycle.”

Selena went very still.

“If that’s true…”

“Then I’m an anomaly,” Phong finished.

Level 1.

EXP bar a single dash.

No combat progression.

Invisible to low-level mobs.

Maybe invisible to whatever label the system used to sort roles.

Selena leaned closer to her screen. “You realize how big that is?”

Phong held her gaze. “I realize how dangerous that is.”

Silence.

Selena nodded once.

“Secret?”

“Secret,” he agreed.

Trust still came measured in grams.



Back in the dungeon, Phong made a decision.

The Moletatoes held steady.

The chilies produced.

Time to expand.

He cleared a larger section where Moletato tunnels had already loosened the soil.

He planted sweet potatoes beside the existing beds.

If he meant to farm, he might as well grow what he liked to eat.

Then he planted one lime sapling, smuggled in from a specialty grower like contraband.

One tree.

Risky enough.

Trees demanded time. Trees demanded stability.

He didn’t know how dungeon soil treated wood and bark.

He watered it carefully with filtered dungeon water.

He adjusted pH by instinct and by notes.

Then he watched.

Days passed.

Sweet potato vines adapted fast. Their leaves thickened, and faint shimmer traced their veins under mana-heavy twilight.

The lime sapling struggled.

Leaves curled.

Edges browned.

Phong shifted it, inch by inch, closer to the Moletato-aerated zone.

The sapling steadied.

Interesting.

The Moletatoes didn’t only feed him.

They terraformed.

He rigged grow lights on timed cycles to mimic day-night variation. Dungeon light wavered and stuttered, as if it couldn’t be bother to commit to Earth’s rules.

He ran the generator sparingly.

That night, inside the tent, he booted up the Steam Deck for the first time.

The startup chime sounded absurdly loud in the dungeon’s hush.

He lay on the cot while goblins muttered somewhere beyond his cultivated perimeter.

For an hour, he wasn’t a grieving farmer.

He wasn’t an anomaly.

He wasn’t building strategy.

He was just a guy playing a game.

He chose PvZ for obvious reasons. He farmed inside a dungeon. No zombies yet, but goblins and slimes tested his boundary often enough.

When he shut it down, silence returned softer.

He stepped outside.

A moonless dungeon sky pressed overhead.

His garden spread in front of him.

Chilies glowed faintly red.

Sweet potato vines sprawled with confidence.

One lime sapling held its thin green posture against alien soil.

The ground pulsed beneath his boots.

Not ominous.

Responsive.

He crouched and pressed his palm into the dirt.

Warmth answered.

Not just acknowledgment now.

Partnership.

Life kept going.

And this time, he chose how.



Phong woke to screaming.

Not human.

High-pitched. Furious. Offended.

He rolled off the cot, heartbeat snapping awake, hand already on the tent zipper.

Another shriek.

Then a thwack.

Then a sharp pop-pop-pop like firecrackers.

He stepped outside.

And froze.

A raccoon stood in the middle of his chili patch.

On two legs.

Holding a wooden baseball bat.

Swinging with disturbingly decent form.

“Back! Back, you spicy demons!” it screeched.

A green chili plant trembled.

Then launched.

The chili shot forward like a miniature rocket, trailing a faint streak of mana vapor.

Pop.

It detonated against the raccoon’s thigh in a burst of red dust and heat.

“OW! WHAT THE?”

Another chili fired.

It smacked the raccoon square in the backside.

A very specific explosion followed.

The raccoon froze mid-swing.

Slowly turned its head.

“…You did not just—”

Three more chilies launched in coordinated retaliation.

They detonated against fur.

The raccoon shrieked and hopped in a circle, clutching its rear.

“THIS IS A WAR CRIME!”

Phong blinked.

The green chilies.

They never ripened red. They stayed green.

And apparently they became territorial.

To its credit, the raccoon swung again.

The bat cracked into a vine.

The vine snapped.

Three chilies answered like a trained unit.

Explosions peppered the raccoon’s lower back.

The raccoon yelped.

“RETREAT! RETREAT!”

It tried to sprint.

A chili hit dead center.

A muffled explosion erupted from somewhere deeply unfortunate.

The raccoon dropped the bat and rolled in the dirt, clutching itself with theatrical despair.

“I yield! I yield, you sadistic salad!”

Phong finally stepped forward.

“Stop,” he said, voice flat.

The chili plants stilled.

Leaves quivered once.

Then settled.

The raccoon lay on its back, panting, eyes wide.

Slowly it turned its head toward Phong.

“…You’re the landlord.”

Phong crouched.

Up close, he saw it clearly.

Not a dungeon mob.

No system target.

Just a raccoon.

Mutated.

Eyes too sharp. Posture too upright. Awareness living behind it.

Selena had mentioned this once.

Mana saturation sometimes accelerated neural complexity in animals exposed long-term.

Rare.

Documented.

“Are you done attacking my garden?” Phong asked.

The raccoon sniffed, offended. “Your garden attacked me.”

“You walked into it.”

“I was exploring.”

“With a bat.”

The raccoon bristled. “It’s called preparedness.”

Phong picked up the bat.

Plain wood, scavenged from somewhere in the ruins.

The raccoon winced as it tried to sit up. Its backside had singed into small circular patches.

“Those green ones are mean,” it muttered.

Phong glanced at the plants.

Noted.

Green meant defensive variant.

He held out a hand.

The raccoon eyed it like a trap.

“…You going to explode me too?”

“No.”

After a beat, the raccoon let him help it up.

It weighed less than expected.

Warm.

Its fur crackled faintly with leftover mana.

Phong carried it toward the fire pit.

“Name?” the raccoon demanded.

“I didn’t ask yours.”

The raccoon puffed up. “…Rico.”

Phong nodded once.

He stepped into the tent and returned with a cooked Moletato, sliced and lightly salted.

He offered it.

Rico sniffed. “…This won’t explode?”

“No.”

Rico bit.

Paused.

Chewed.

Its eyes widened.

“…This is illegal.”

It devoured the rest in seconds.

The crackle in its fur eased, not like a buff, more like a body settling.

Rico looked up.

“…You grow these?”

“Yes.”

Rico flicked a resentful glance at the chili patch. “They started it.”

Phong almost smiled.

“You can’t walk through the green ones.”

“Can I walk around them?”

“I’ll allow it.”

Rico considered this, grave as a judge.

“…Acceptable.”

It hopped down awkwardly, retrieved the bat, then hesitated.

“…You got more of that potato thing?”

“Moletato.”

“Whatever.”

“I trade,” Phong said.

Rico squinted. “For what?”

“Protein.”

Rico puffed up like a king. “I catch fish.”

“There’s fish here?”

“Pond east side. You didn’t know? Amateur.”

Phong nodded slowly.

A stable protein source within walking distance.

Without leaving the dungeon.

“I cook,” Phong said. “You bring fish.”

Rico extended a small paw. “…Deal.”

Phong stared at it, then shook.



Rico returned the next day.

He dragged two decent-sized fish across the dirt like trophies.

“See? High quality.”

Phong cleaned them carefully.

He cooked them over the fire.

He traded half a Moletato again.

Rico chewed and studied him.

“…You’re weird,” Rico said.

“So I’ve been told.”

“Most humans stab things first.”

“They do.”

Rico didn’t reply after that.

Over the next week, a routine locked into place.

Rico patrolled the perimeter.

He complained loudly about the chilies while avoiding them like plague, both the red flakes in his meal portion, and the green angry ones.

He brought fish.

He occasionally delivered shiny objects of questionable origin.

Phong traded cooked food.

The Moletatoes tolerated Rico.

The chilies still held grudge.

Selena would combust if she saw this.

Dungeon agriculture that held territory.Plants that defended borders.
Mana-mutated, semi-sapient wildlife that negotiated trade.

Phong sat by the fire one evening and watched Rico rinse a fish in a bucket before offering it like a professional.

Somehow he now bartered with a talking raccoon for protein.

And somehow it felt more honest than most of his recent interactions with humans.

The dungeon pulsed quietly beneath them.

This time it didn’t feel hostile.

It felt inhabited.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Never introduce a raccoon to caffeine and hotpot with friends

    
    
    
    
                Phong regretted introducing Rico to caffeine.

Deeply.

Profoundly.

“SPEED! I am SPEED!” Rico declared, cackling while vibrating on Phong’s shoulder as they stepped out of the Gate into Manhattan.

“You’re already loud without it,” Phong muttered.

Rico tolerated shampoo only because Phong had leveraged coffee privileges.

No bath, no brew.

It worked.

Barely.

Now the raccoon perched on his shoulder like an overconfident pirate mascot, tail flicking, eyes scanning traffic with intense suspicion.

“Your city smells inefficient,” Rico announced.

“That’s just Manhattan.”



They pushed into Hà Nội Corner.

The bell jingled.

Long looked up.

Paused.

Looked at Rico.

Looked at Phong.

“…I have questions.”

“He pays in fish,” Phong said calmly.

Rico waved. “Entrepreneur.”

Long stared another beat.

Then he shrugged. “I’ve seen worse during lunch rush.”

Behind the counter, a new contraption waited: clear cups, layered liquids, pearls settled at the bottom.

“You came at good time,” Long said proudly. “Next trend. Vietnam invading coffee meta.”

He held up a cup.

Long had always been like that.

He had money. Phong had heard the story. Long struck gold during the real estate boom, then cashed out and followed his obsession: coffee. Specifically, the four-Đ philosophy: đen, đậm, đặc, đắng. Black. Strong. Thick. Bitter.

Coffee snobs in the U.S. dismissed it as bold without “depth.”

Long treated that as a challenge and proceeded to import half of Vietnam’s drink trends into Queens.

Now he stood here in his fifties, single to the bone, and somehow the communal uncle of every student within three subway stops.

He presented his newest conquest like a trophy.

Dark oolong blended with cà phê sữa đá, swirled into marbled layers. Glossy pearls sank at the bottom.

“Boba coffee?” Phong asked.

“Not just boba coffee,” Long corrected. “Vietnamese pearl. Coconut inside.”

He tapped another container.

“Taiwan style, tapioca in brown sugar syrup. Classic. But this? This is fusion.”

Selena sat by the window already, notebook open. Her eyes lit up when she saw Rico.

“You brought him,” she said. She’d heard about the talking raccoon “moving in” with Phong.

Rico puffed up. “I consented.”

Selena offered her hand slowly.

Rico sniffed her knuckles.

“…You smell like soil samples.”

“That’s fair.”

Long handed over two boba coffees.

Rico leaned dangerously toward the cup.

Phong grabbed him by the scruff and pulled him back.

“No.”

Rico hissed under his breath. “I can handle it.”

“No, you cannot.”

Selena laughed. “You gave him caffeine?”

“I made a mistake.”

Long chuckled and slid a thimble-sized cup toward Rico.

“Decaf,” Long said, firm as a judge.

Rico narrowed his eyes. “…If this is betrayal…”

“It’s decaf,” Phong repeated.

Rico sipped.

Paused.

“…Acceptable.”

Selena watched the exchange with open amusement.

“You know mana-adapted fauna bonding with humans is statistically rare,” she said.

“Didn’t plan it,” Phong replied.

“Still lucky.”

The word landed too casually.

Envy threaded lightly through her tone, not cruel, just observational.

“I’d love a cooperative specimen for field data.”

Lucky.

The word brushed something old and fragile in him.

His family was gone. His life had fractured. He lived in a dungeon.

Selena didn’t know.

He hadn’t told her.

The silence held half a beat too long.

Then he nodded. “He showed up. Tried to fight my chilies.”

Selena grinned. “That tracks.”

She stirred her drink, thinking.

“There’s a Divers Association now,” she said.

Phong lifted a brow. “Since when?”

“Couple weeks. Not corporate. Decentralized. Resource transaction fees fund independent divers.”

He took a slow sip. The oolong cut the sweetness clean.

“And a ranking system?” he asked.

“Yeah. Verified clears. Contribution to mapped zones. Performance metrics.” She smirked. “App is open-source. Built and governed by a group of anonymous maniacs, from what I’ve heard.”

She pulled up her phone.

“Dominic Torres: C+.”

Phong wasn’t surprised. Dominic stayed reliable, not flashy.

“And Alexandra Vogel: B-.”

That made him look up. “Already?”

“She’s efficient,” Selena said. “High-threat neutralization, minimal collateral.”

That sounded like her.

“They’re funded independently,” Selena continued. “No sponsor contracts required. Association takes a small fee off dungeon resource sales. Transparent ledger.”

A cooperative model.

Not perfect.

But less centralized.

Phong filed it away.

Rico tugged his sleeve.

“Does ranking system include raccoons?”

“No,” Phong and Selena said at the same time.

Rico scoffed. “Discrimination.”



After coffee, Phong made a decision.

“Come see it,” he told Selena.

She blinked. “Your farm?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes widened. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

Trust wasn’t binary.

It grew by inches.

He wasn’t ready to hand her everything, but data meant nothing without observation.

They passed through the Gate together.

Rico rode between them like a bodyguard.

Selena adjusted to dungeon air fast, scanning terrain with trained awareness.

When they reached the patch, she stopped dead.

Moletato territory had expanded again.

Sweet potato vines filled controlled rows.

One lime sapling stood sturdier now, leaves vibrant.

Chili plants swayed slightly, green pods glinting with bad intent.

“This…” Selena breathed. “This is stable.”

“Yes.”

“No mana fluctuation spikes?”

“Minimal.”

She crouched, fingers hovering over the soil without touching.

“May I?”

Phong nodded.

She pressed her palm down and closed her eyes.

“…It feels different.”

“Because it is.”

Rico hopped down and strutted toward the pond path.

“I patrol perimeter.”

“Don’t antagonize the green ones,” Phong called.

Rico didn’t look back. “I learned.”

Selena watched him go with a faint smile.

“I envy you,” she said softly, eyes still on the garden. “Most divers grind for months to carve out territory. You just grew one.”

There it was again.

Envy, clean and factual.

Lucky.

He swallowed it.

She didn’t know.

He hadn’t told her.

He chose not to react.

Instead he pointed toward the lime sapling.

“It struggled at first. It stabilized near the Moletato aeration zone.”

She snapped into researcher mode. “So the Moletatoes terraform.”

“Yes.”

“And the chilies?”

“Green phase defends. Red phase yields stat boosts.”

Her head jerked up. “Permanent?”

“Yes. Capped at plus one.”

Her breathing changed. “Do you realize—”

“I do.”

She studied him. “You’re not exploiting this.”

“I’m studying it.”

A pause.

Then she smiled. “Good.”

Rico returned dragging a fish like a trophy.

“PROTEIN DELIVERY.”

Selena laughed and scratched behind his ear.

“You’re unbelievably lucky,” she said lightly.

This time Phong didn’t flinch.

Lucky wasn’t the word.

He’d lost almost everything.

What he had now came from cultivation.

Pain planted.

Patience watered.

He looked over the garden: sweet potatoes rooting deep, chilies guarding hard, lime leaves catching alien light.

“I worked for this,” he said quietly.

Selena glanced at him, caught the weight behind the words, and nodded.

“Yeah,” she said. “You did.”

Phong sliced sweet potatoes when he felt it.

It wasn't a tremor.

It wasn't danger.

Familiarity.

Footsteps.

Heavy and controlled.

And lighter ones beside them.

Rico froze mid-gnaw on a fish bone.

“…Big human,” he muttered.

Dominic’s voice boomed before he appeared.

“FARMER!”

Phong stepped out from behind the tent.

Dominic stood at the edge of the Moletato perimeter, grinning wide, shield slung across his back. Alexandra stood beside him, armor scuffed, posture relaxed in a way Phong hadn’t seen in months.

They both looked alive.

Tired.

But stronger.

“You expanded,” Dominic said, whistling as he took in the rows, the tent, the generator hum. “This is a whole camp.”

“Camp implies temporary,” Phong said.

Dominic barked a laugh.

Alexandra’s gaze softened as it moved over the lime sapling, the chili barricade, the sweet potato vines stretching across alien soil.

“You did this in two months?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She shook her head. “Of course you did.”

Dominic dropped a heavy sack onto the ground.

“Brought something special.”

He pulled out what looked like a plucked chicken.

Except the proportions sat wrong.

Longer neck. Broader breast. A faint iridescent sheen to the skin.

“Floor Two runner,” Dominic announced proudly. “Fast little bastards. Tastes like chicken on steroids.”

Rico’s eyes widened. “MEAT.”

Phong nodded once. “Hot pot.”



They built a larger fire ring.

Selena arrived shortly after, notebook in hand but mercifully left closed.

Five around the fire.

Including one raccoon.

Phong set the portable burner in the center. Broth simmered: bone stock, lime slices, crushed red Angry Chillies, herbs he coaxed from dungeon soil.

Steam rose fragrant and sharp.

Dominic dropped slices of steroid-chicken into the bubbling pot.

It cooked fast.

Too fast.

“High mana density in muscle fibers,” Selena murmured on reflex.

“Translation?” Dominic asked.

“Juicy.”

He grinned.

They ate.

Sweet potato slices soaked up broth.

Chicken turned tender and rich.

Lime lifted everything.

Alexandra leaned back after her first bite and closed her eyes for half a second.

“This,” she said quietly, “beats ration bars.”

Dominic raised a Pepsi can like a toast. “PepsupremaSi.”

Selena rolled her eyes but clinked her cup anyway.

Phong sipped quietly.

Rico sat between him and Alexandra, nibbling at a chunk of Moletato with the seriousness of a critic.

Alexandra eyed the floating red chili pieces warily.

“You know those things try to murder people, right?”

“Green ones,” Phong said. “Red ones just hurt.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

Selena had already fished out a chili slice and popped it into her mouth.

Alexandra coughed once.

Then twice.

Then straightened.

“…Manageable.”

Dominic grinned. “You’re adapting.”

They talked.

Floor Two terrain shifts.

Denser predator hierarchies.

A fungal forest that reacted to sound.

Alexandra described a creature that phased between stone and flesh mid-attack.

Selena listened like she’d stumbled into a masterclass.

Dominic insisted the Divers Association ranking system was flawed.

“C+,” he scoffed. “I carried two B-rank teams through choke points.”

“You also argue with vending machines,” Alexandra said dryly.

“Because they’re wrong.”

Laughter rose into dungeon twilight.

Phong watched them.

Dominic’s laugh stayed loud.

Alexandra’s shoulders sat slightly looser tonight.

Selena leaned in, eyes bright.

People.

Not corporations.

Not systems.

People.

Dominic wiped his hands and leaned back.

“You mind if I bring the team next time?”

The question landed softly.

Selena glanced at Phong.

Alexandra didn’t look at him, but her attention sharpened.

Trust again.

Incremental.

Phong thought.

He would need more people eventually.

Isolation had kept him alive.

Prolonged loneliness would rot him.

Dominic trusted his team with his life.

That mattered.

Phong nodded once. “Fine.”

Dominic grinned. “You won’t regret it.”

“Probably will,” Phong said dryly.



Alexandra shifted closer to Rico.

“Can I?” she asked.

Rico blinked up at her.

“…Are you going to explode me?”

“No.”

She scratched under his chin with careful fingers.

Rico froze.

Then melted.

His eyes half-lidded.

“…This is acceptable,” he murmured.

She scratched behind his ears, then the top of his head.

Rico’s tail thumped like a drum.

Dominic stared. “I cannot believe the raccoon likes you more than me.”

“I don’t smell like sweat and Pepsi,” Alexandra replied.

Rico tilted his head toward her.

For a second, he imagined riding on her shoulder into Floor Two.

Adventure.

Glory.

Fungal forests.

Then Phong handed him another slice of roasted Moletato.

Rico bit into it and closed his eyes.

Stability.

Territory.

Predictable hot pot nights.

He opened one eye.

“…I remain loyal,” he declared solemnly.

Alexandra laughed. “Good.”

The fire sank lower.

The dungeon pulsed faintly beneath cultivated soil.

Five figures sat within a pocket of warmth carved out of alien land.

For the first time in a long while, Phong didn’t feel like he hid inside the dungeon.

He felt like he hosted it.

            

    
        Chapter 7: The SuperLow, and the Christmas market

    
    
    
    
                Snow fell in Manhattan.

Not the soft, cinematic kind.

Wet, impatient flakes that turned sidewalks into gray slush and forced taxis to crawl.

Christmas lights blinked stubbornly against it anyway.

Phong stood outside Hà Nội Corner on Kissena Boulevard, hands tucked into his coat pockets, watching flakes collect on Rico's whiskers.

The raccoon sneezed hard.

"This weather is like lice in your ears."

"It's winter," Phong said.

"Giving it a name does not improve it," Rico insisted.

Phong sighed and tugged his jacket open. "Wait. Didn't you live up here once? How do you not know winter?"

Rico squirmed as Phong tucked him inside his coat. "Can't remember."

Dominic and Alexandra arrived together, boots crunching through slush.

Dominic clapped his hands once. "I forgot cold exists up here."

"You live here," Alexandra said.

"I live mostly underground now," Dominic shot back. "Learned it from our farmer."

They stepped inside.

Warmth.

Steam.

Condensed milk and roasted robusta hanging in the air like a promise.

Long waved from behind the counter. "Ah! My dungeon delegation!"

Dominic walked up like a man about to win a prize. "Cold brew."

Long paused mid-motion. "You sure?"

"I can handle coffee."

Long looked at Phong.

Phong said nothing.

The cold brew arrived, dark and dense, unmistakably robusta-heavy, the full four-Đ philosophy in liquid form.

Dominic took a big gulp.

He froze.

His eyes widened.

His shoulders locked.

"Oh," he said, very softly.

Alexandra leaned closer. "You good?"

Dominic's knee started bouncing under the table. "I can hear colors."

Phong sipped his salt-foam coffee like nothing in the world could surprise him anymore.

Rico sniffed the air eagerly from inside Phong's coat.

"No," Phong said instantly.

Long slid a tiny espresso cup toward Rico.

"Decaf."

Rico narrowed his eyes. "…Children drink again?"

Alexandra ordered a cocoa coffee, chocolate layered over condensed milk and a dark robusta base.

She took a careful sip.

Her eyebrows lifted. "That's dangerously good."

Dominic, vibrating now, pointed at his cup. "PepsupremaSi still stands."

Alexandra gave him a sideways look. "You didn't ask Long to blend it with Pepsi, right?"

Dominic looked personally offended. "Pepsi must be enjoyed pure. Perfection needs no adjustment."

Long nodded solemnly. "Respect."

They lingered.

They talked about nothing heavy.

Snow outside.

Tourists sliding on ice.

The Divers Association shifting resource schedules because dungeon logistics had permanently rewired broadcast calendars.

"SuperLow tonight," Dominic said. "You going?"

Phong shrugged. "Maybe."

---

The SuperLow.

What the Super Bowl had become.

After the dungeons appeared, schedules collapsed. Seasons fractured. Viewership splintered. The leagues adapted the only way they could.

They stopped pretending it was just football.

Now it was augmented athletics. Combat simulations. Mana-enhanced obstacle runs. Hybrid events that looked like sport if you squinted, and looked like a regulated dungeon drill if you didn't.

They held it indoors now.

Less weather risk.

More control.

More cameras.

They funneled the crowd into Madison Square Garden at 4 Pennsylvania Plaza, right above Penn Station. Phong sat high in the stands, coat zipped to his chin anyway. Old habits held.

Rico burrowed into his inner lining and grumbled nonstop.

Dominic and Alexandra sat on either side of him, just like at camp.

Below, athletes warmed up on a field that wasn't a field. It was modular turf, obstacle scaffolding, padded walls, and mana-dampening pylons that hummed under the lights.

A starter horn blared.

Spotlights swept the arena.

The crowd roared.

Competitors moved with regulated impossibility: short teleport bursts within hard limits, strength-assisted tackles, reaction speeds tuned by safe-tier infusions.

It was spectacle.

Controlled danger.

Sanitized power.

Dominic leaned forward, still caffeinated and still incapable of subtlety.

"See that lateral burst?" he said. "That's legit."

Alexandra tracked the runner's footwork. "He overextended. He'll gas early."

Phong watched in silence.

Skill.

Strength.

Ranking systems.

Public approval.

Clean metrics.

Everything measured.

Everything broadcast.

Order, packaged and sold.

Then halftime hit.

Lights dimmed.

Sponsor reels rolled.

Corporate logos blazed across the jumbotrons.

Energy conglomerates.

Mana extraction firms.

Infrastructure developers.

Then the screen cut to a familiar face.

Josh's father.

Suit immaculate.

Smile calibrated.

Voice smooth with practiced compassion.

He spoke about "responsible dungeon expansion" and "community safety investments."

Applause rose on cue.

A hospital wing flashed behind him, donation plaques shining, children waving for cameras.

Phong's vision narrowed.

The arena noise slid away, as if someone turned a dial.

Dominic saw it first.

Dominic's grin fell apart.

Alexandra's fingers brushed Phong's sleeve, light as a tap.

Not dramatic.

Not restraining.

Present.

The company logo filled the screen.

"Building a safer tomorrow."

The words tasted metallic.

Phong didn't look away.

He didn't storm out.

He watched.

He stored every detail in a clean quiet place inside his head.

Not rage.

Not impulse.

Information.

Pattern.

System.

Legal system.

Not justice system.

The crowd cheered as the segment ended.

The event resumed.

Bodies slammed into padded barriers.

A runner blink-teleported across a gap with millimeters to spare.

Dominic leaned closer and muttered low enough for Phong alone.

"Floor Two has bigger monsters."

Phong kept his eyes on the field.

"I know."

Alexandra squeezed his sleeve once.

Not pity.

Not permission.

Solidarity.

The spectacle rolled on under bright lights.

And somewhere deep beneath Manhattan, a patch of cultivated dungeon soil pulsed steadily.

Waiting.

Phong let the applause wash over him without drinking it in.

He didn't let the image twist into obsession.

He let it harden into intention.

Revenge, if it came, would come clean.

Planned.

Strategic.

He would not cultivate it like a monocrop until it poisoned everything else.

He exhaled slowly and turned his attention back to the match.

---

After the SuperLow, the crowd spilled back into Penn Station's fluorescent maze.

Dominic clapped Phong on the shoulder near the Seventh Avenue exit.

"Come by for New Year," Dominic said. "My wife makes enough food to feed Floor Two."

Phong blinked. "You got married?"

Dominic grinned, suddenly sheepish. "After almost dying together in a fungal swamp, yeah. It accelerates the timeline."

Alexandra smirked. "He cried at the ceremony."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

Dominic muttered something about onions and winter air, then headed off, boots splashing through slush like it offended him personally.

Rico, meanwhile, had acquired churros.

Somehow.

No one saw him obtain them.

He tore through the Christmas market like a furry missile, powdered sugar coating his whiskers.

"I HAVE DISCOVERED HEAVEN."

"Slow down!" Phong called.

Too late.

Rico ricocheted off a decorative reindeer and vanished under a vendor table.

Alexandra laughed, really laughed, and the sound came out unfiltered.

They had ended up at the Bryant Park Winter Village, tucked behind the New York Public Library.

The market glowed in amber light.

Handmade ornaments.

Steam from mulled wine.

Children tugging scarves tight.

A speaker crackled out German carols, the notes wobbling in the cold.

"This market started small," Alexandra said as they walked past a stall of carved ornaments. "My community, mostly German and Italian families, started coming here when I was little. People wanted something that felt normal, even before the dungeon."

Normal.

In a city with Gates and mana and corporate saints on jumbotrons.

She brushed snow off a wooden railing.

"I organized it last year, and the year before," she added. "I thought I'd be too busy this year."

"But you weren't," Phong said.

She shook her head. "No."

They walked shoulder to shoulder, slow enough to feel like a choice.

Rico's distant sugar-fueled war cries echoed through the stalls.

Selena had texted earlier: pictures and videos from Long Island, family dinner, holiday lights. Mr. Gonzalez challenging a neighbor dad to a barbecue showdown with tongs raised like a weapon.

Gift exchange when I'm back. Also tell Dominic I'm challenging PepsupremaSi with Mexican Coke.

Phong found himself smiling at the message.

Life.

Continuing.

They stopped at a stall selling hand-carved figurines.

Alexandra picked up a small fox.

"You know," she said lightly, "you didn't have to stay for the sponsor segment."

"I know."

She glanced at him, the question behind her eyes. "You okay?"

Phong considered it the way he considered soil pH, carefully and honestly.

"Yes," he said.

And he meant it.

"I won't forget," he added.

"I know," she replied.

They passed a stall selling roasted chestnuts. The smell came sweet and smoky, cutting through slush and exhaust.

"For what it's worth," Alexandra said after a moment, "I don't believe forgiveness is an obligation."

He looked at her.

She kept her eyes forward. "But I do believe in balance. You don't let them set the scale."

Snow caught in her hair. Streetlights reflected faintly in her eyes.

"I won't let it consume me," Phong said.

A pause.

"But I won't let it go."

She nodded. "Fair."

They stopped near a small stage where a local choir sang off-key with terrifying confidence.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Families moved through lights.

Children ran through snow.

Ordinary life kept insisting it belonged here.

Then Rico sprinted past again, powdered sugar everywhere, shouting sentences that should have been illegal in a market full of children.

"MORE! WHITE POWDER FEELS GOOD. I SEE MUSIC. I HEAR LIGHT."

"Absolutely not," Phong called.

Alexandra reached out and took his hand.

Not dramatic.

Not theatrical.

Warm fingers in cold air.

He looked down.

Then at her.

She didn't pull away.

"For tonight," she said quietly, "just be here."

Snow, lights, music, and her hand in his.

For a moment, excluding the rampaging raccoon shrieking about fried dough, Phong let himself exist inside something simple. 

Not a farmer in a dungeon.

Not a victim of billionaires.

Not a strategist calculating vengeance.

He allowed himself to be a young man at a Christmas market, walking beside someone who understood silence.

---

They found a bench near the edge of the market, close enough to see the Library's stone steps and the warm glow spilling from nearby windows.

Alexandra returned with two cups of hot chocolate.

"Careful," she said. "It's actually hot."

Phong wrapped both hands around the cup. Heat seeped into his palms, steady and real.

They sat without speaking at first.

Breath fogging.

Rico in the distance attempting to ambush a group of children with a snowball roughly the size of his head.

Phong took a sip.

Sweet. Thick. Comforting.

"I never believed in God," he said quietly.

Alexandra glanced at him but didn't interrupt.

"My family weren't refugees," he continued. "We weren't saved by missionaries or anything like that. My people were fine for thousands of years before Christianity reached our land."

Snow drifted between them.

"And if God was real," he said, eyes on the lit cross above a nearby church façade, "he would have come down that day."

He didn't name the day.

He didn't need to.

Alexandra didn't hand him theology.

She didn't offer comfort clichés.

She listened.

"But being here," he added after a moment, "in the community, just breathing, it's not bad."

She smiled faintly. "No divine endorsement required."

He let out a quiet huff.

In the distance, Rico yelped.

A volley of snowballs hit him from three directions.

Children, small hands faintly lit with harmless mana infusions, cackled like tiny villains.

The dungeon's influence had changed everything.

Skill systems.

Stat boosts.

Even kids manifested minor abilities now.

Snowballs flew with suspicious accuracy.

Rico attempted retaliation.

He missed completely.

A second volley buried him.

"I REGRET MY TACTICAL DECISIONS," he screeched.

Before it escalated, three mothers descended with terrifying efficiency.

"Enough!"

Snowballs stopped instantly.

Children scattered.

Rico got lifted by the scruff and returned to Phong like a confiscated toy.

"Sorry about that," one of the moms said, brushing sugar out of Rico's fur.

"It's fine," Phong said.

Rico muttered, darkly, "They wield too much authority."

Alexandra laughed under her breath. "Some power structures are universal."

They sat again as the choir shifted into something softer.

Phong looked at her.

"What's your dream now?"

She didn't answer right away.

People moved around them, unaware of the weight of the question.

Finally she said, quietly and honestly, "To gain enough influence that what happened to you doesn't happen to the kids in my community."

No speech.

No theatrics.

Only intention.

He absorbed it.

"That's noble," he said. "Selfless."

She shrugged. "Different brand of selfish."

He frowned.

"If I protect them, I protect the world I want to live in," she explained. "It's not sainthood. It's self-preservation at scale."

He smiled faintly. "Still noble."

She didn't argue.

Snow gathered on Rico's tail while he sulked.

Phong hesitated, then made a choice.

"There's something you should know," he said.

Her attention sharpened.

"My red chilies grant permanent stat increases," he said. "Strength. Stackable up to plus one."

She stared. "Permanent?"

"Yes."

"I assumed my stat changes were just level growth."

"You didn't pay attention."

"I was busy not dying."

"Fair."

Her mind sprinted.

"Is it replicable?"

"Yes. But capped."

She looked toward the market lights, recalibrating.

"You trust me with that?"

"Yes."

The word landed gentle.

Just fact.

She nodded once. "Then we handle it carefully."

They finished their drinks.

Later they wandered to a stall selling handmade ornaments.

Phong handed her a small wrapped box.

She blinked. "You didn't have to."

"Open it."

Inside lay a simple silver pendant.

Not flashy.

A small chili carved into it, subtle enough to pass as decoration.

She laughed softly. "Appropriate."

She handed him her gift.

A leather-bound notebook, sturdy, blank, built to survive damp and dirt.

"For your research," she said.

He ran his fingers over the cover. "Thank you."

They stood under the lit tree as the choir reached the end of its song.

"Merry Christmas," she said.

"Merry Christmas," he replied.

Rico raised a tiny paw. "Festive acknowledgement."

Snow continued to fall.

Lights glowed.

And for a while, the world felt balanced.

            

    
        Chapter 8: A warm hug between friends, and trolls... lots of trolls...

    
    
    
    
                They slowed once they left the market lights behind.

Snow softened the city. Noise blurred. Footsteps sank into slush instead of snapping on pavement.

They crossed Sixth Avenue, cut east, and rode the quiet stretch of Queens that tourists never photographed. Alexandra guided them without announcing it, letting the route unfold like something casual.

Phong recognized the turn anyway.

His pace dropped.

Alexandra noticed. She didn’t comment. She just matched him, hands in her coat pockets, breath fogging pale in the cold.

They stopped on a block of South Jamaica, near 150th Street off 130th Avenue, where the streetlights looked tired and the houses kept their shoulders hunched against winter.

Across the street sat a small house with a narrow strip of garden out front.

Different decorations now.

An inflatable Santa leaned near the porch. Warm yellow LEDs traced the railing instead of the old white lights.

But the garden stayed.

The herb bed still sat where it always had, boxed and neat. The soil looked turned. Mulch lay fresh. Someone had pruned the dead stems back instead of ripping them out.

Clean.

Efficient.

Exactly how his uncle had kept it.

Alexandra’s gaze lingered on the yard a beat too long. Something tugged at the corner of her mouth, not joy, not cruelty. A private kind of relief she didn’t know how to name out loud.

“That’s…” she started, voice gentle.

“My uncle’s,” Phong finished.

He watched the house for a long moment.

Not yearning.

Not anger.

Acknowledgment.

Snow gathered on the gate his uncle used to oil every autumn. The hinge didn’t squeal when a gust nudged it. Someone had cared enough to fix that.

“They would’ve liked you,” Phong said quietly.

Alexandra didn’t ask what he meant.

She stood beside him, shoulders close but not touching, humming under her breath like she tried to keep her own thoughts from spilling out. Amusement flickered again in her eyes, then she buried it fast.

Phong took one last look.

Then he nodded once, as if closing a book.

“Good night,” he said.

“Merry Christmas, farmer.”

She hesitated, then stepped in and hugged him.

She felt like firm warmth in cold air.

He returned it.

He didn’t feel romance spark or heat surge.

He felt warm.

Trust. Deep. Clean. Earned.

She pulled away and headed back toward the brighter streets without looking back.

Phong turned toward the Gate.

Rico peeked out from inside his coat.

“…You are emotionally complicated.”

“Yes.”



Dungeon air met him like always.

Cool. Mineral-rich. Awake.

They reached the patch.

Phong caught the scent first.

Fresh.

Sharp.

Citrus.

He looked toward the lime sapling and stopped.

Small white blossoms dotted the branches.

Delicate.

Almost luminous under the dungeon’s dim, unreliable light.

He stepped closer and touched one with a careful fingertip.

Real.

Alive.

Fruit would come soon.

He exhaled through his nose and felt something in his chest loosen, just a little.

Growth.

Concrete proof of growth.

Rico sniffed the air. “…Smells sharp.”

“Lime.”

“Can we eat it?”

“Eventually.”

Satisfied, Rico trotted toward the fire pit as if he owned it.

Phong checked the chili rows next.

The green plants held their posture, leaves taut, pods glossy with menace.

He expanded the line, extending the defensive perimeter outward a few feet.

The plants answered immediately.

Stems trembled.

Leaves tightened.

Territory locked.

For now, green chilies served as walls.

Moletatoes served as foundation.

Sweet potatoes served as meals.

Lime would serve as flavor, and maybe something else he hadn’t learned to name yet.

He gathered sweet potatoes, brushed off soil, wrapped them in foil, and buried them beneath hot coals.

Heat breathed upward. The smell filled the air slow and steady.

Rico perched nearby, watching with predatory focus.

“Regular potatoes superior,” Rico declared.

“Sweet potatoes win when roasted.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Objectively false.”

Rico crossed his arms. “We agree to disagree.”

When they softened, Phong unwrapped one. Steam curled up in firelight.

He split it open.

Bright orange flesh glowed like ember.

He handed Rico a smaller portion.

Rico chewed, paused, then nodded like a critic forced to admit competence.

“…Acceptable.”

They ate in quiet.

Warm food in cold dungeon air.

Simple.

Enough.

Later, inside the tent, the generator hummed.

Phong lay on the cot with his phone propped up, watching a movie he’d downloaded. Lightweight action. Predictable plot. No grief hooks.

Rico curled near the heater and finally stopped talking.

Halfway through, Phong’s eyelids sank.

He let the screen dim.

He rolled onto his side.

Tent fabric shifted with dungeon wind.

He thought of Long, stubborn and generous.

Of Dominic, loud and loyal.

Of Alexandra, steady and fierce.

Of Selena, curious and sharp.

His community stayed small.

But it kept growing.

Carefully.

Deliberately.

Like rows outside.

Like blossoms preparing to fruit.

Like soil taking territory inch by inch.

He drifted into sleep.

Not empty.

Not consumed.

Cultivating.

The Shifting arrived without spectacle.

No roar.

No bone-shattering scream.

A deep tectonic exhale rolled through the ground.

Phong slept through the first tremor.

Tent poles creaked.

The earth rolled under the Moletato network.

Rico twitched and muttered something obscene in his sleep.

Then silence returned.

When Phong opened his eyes, he didn’t wake to screaming.

He woke to darkness.

Not normal dungeon dimness. Not the lazy imitation of day-night the dungeon usually bothered with.

This felt blocked.

He frowned and unzipped the flap.

Cold air knifed in.

And stone.

A mountain loomed directly behind his camp.

Not a hill.

Not a ruined tower.

A sheer jagged wall of dark rock, rising hundreds of feet into a misted ceiling.

His cultivated basin still looked like Floor One terrain, but it now bordered an entirely different biome.

The Shifting hadn’t swallowed him.

It had relocated something next to him.

“…That’s new,” he muttered.

Rico climbed onto his shoulder, fur bristling.

“…I do not approve of geography changing while I sleep.”

A low resonant bellow rolled down the mountain face.

Phong froze.

Another bellow answered.

Then another.

Heavy footsteps hammered stone.

Not goblins.

Not slimes.

Too heavy. Too deliberate.

Shapes appeared along the ridge.

Tall. Broad. Horned.

They descended in long ground-eating strides.

Goat-headed creatures with tusks and predator canines, hides thick with moss over stone-hard skin.

Trolls.

Not the storybook kind. Not the tabletop kind.

Dungeon trolls.

Average Level: 35.

The top-ranked divers in the Association barely scraped the low twenties.

These didn’t belong on Floor One.

The Shifting had shoved a higher-level edge right against his farm.

One troll dropped the final ledge and landed hard enough to shake dirt.

It sniffed.

Yellow eyes locked onto Phong.

This one didn’t look through him.

It saw him.

Recognition flickered in its stare, followed by a clean shift into threat.

It roared.

“Run?” Rico whispered.

Phong’s mind raced.

The Gate sat behind the trolls.

Running uphill against Level 35 regenerative monsters meant suicide.

The trolls charged.

Five of them.

Hooves gouged trenches. Massive arms swung. Breath steamed like furnace exhaust.

The first crossed into chili territory.

Green pods shuddered.

Then fired.

Miniature rockets streaked forward in a tight spread.

Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.

Explosions burst across mossy hides.

The trolls staggered. Moss blackened. Smoke rolled.

The first troll blinked, confused.

Its moss began regrowing almost immediately.

Then another volley hit.

And another.

The green chilies didn’t just warn.

They retaliated.

Violently.

The blasts stripped moss away faster than it could knit back.

One troll roared and swiped at a plant.

A vine snapped.

Three pods answered and detonated across its face.

It reeled back, bellowing blind.

Another troll pushed forward through the barrage and grabbed a sweet potato vine.

It yanked once.

Then paused.

The soil pulsed.

Moletatoes surfaced at its hooves in a sudden cluster.

The troll stepped down.

The ground shifted under its weight, loosened and undermined.

It slipped.

A second troll collided into it at full speed.

Both went down.

Explosions kept landing in steady rhythm, never letting regeneration settle.

One troll turned on the other, teeth sinking into a moss-covered shoulder.

Stress cracked the pack.

Cannibalistic instinct took the wheel.

The wounded troll retaliated.

They tumbled and tore at each other.

The remaining three hesitated as the barrage kept chewing at them.

A partially blinded troll swung wild and struck its own kin.

Cohesion shattered.

Two locked into a violent knot.

One staggered uphill, bellowing.

One shook its head like it tried to scrape capsaicin out of its eyes.

The last troll hovered at the perimeter, roaring, but it refused to commit.

The chilies kept firing until the moss across its chest turned black and smoking.

Healing slowed.

Then stalled.

It backed away.

Then turned and ran.

Within minutes, the mountain edge emptied.

Two heavily wounded trolls limped back up the slope, flesh torn where the other had bitten, moss burned away in ugly patches.

They didn’t return.

Silence fell.

Smoke drifted over the chili rows.

Several plants lay damaged.

Most held.

Green pods swayed with quiet menace, ready for the next test.

Phong realized he hadn’t drawn a full breath in several seconds.

His legs wobbled.

He sank to his knees in the dirt.

Rico slid off his shoulder, stared up at the mountain, then looked down at his own lower half.

“…I have disgraced myself,” Rico whispered.

A dark patch spread beneath him.

Phong let out a shaky breath that almost turned into a laugh.

“You’re alive.”

“Barely.”

“And you peed yourself while sitting on my shoulder?”

“Occupational hazard.”

Phong’s hands still trembled.

Level 35.

If even one had pushed through fully, he would have died in seconds.

The dungeon had escalated the board.

But his crops had held.

Green chilies broke regeneration.

Moletatoes sabotaged footing.

He stood slowly and walked to the perimeter.

He looked up at the mountain.

They would test again.

He knew it.

Not tonight.

But soon.

He stared at his shaking hands.

He wasn’t a combat class.

He wasn’t a Level 20 diver.

He was a Level 1 Farmer.

And his farm had just repelled something that could wipe most teams in the Association.

Fear clenched his chest.

Under it, something else settled into place.

Understanding.

The dungeon had moved.

It had pushed pressure into his life.

And cultivation had answered.

Rico waddled closer, tail drooping.

“…We require stronger breakfast.”

Phong let out a weak breath and nodded.

“Yeah.”

They both looked at the mountain.

Snow drifted over alien soil.

The lime blossoms trembled in cold dungeon wind.

The Shifting had changed the map.

And now the mountain watched back.

            

    
        Chapter 9: New Year Eve in the dungeon

    
    
    
    
                New Year’s Eve arrived with distant fireworks echoing somewhere above Manhattan.

Down here, the mountain loomed.

And the garden had changed.

Phong had barely finished reinforcing the chili perimeter when footsteps crunched along the lower ridge path.

Weren't trolls.

Lighter.

More than one.

Rico froze mid-chew on a roasted Moletato. “If it’s more goats, just let them eat me.”

“It’s not,” Phong said, and only understood why a heartbeat later.

The Moletato network vibrated under his boots.

Not alarm.

Recognition.

Seven figures crested the rise.

Dominic came first, shield strapped to his back, grin already loaded.

Behind him walked three members of his team, armored but loose in the shoulders, the way people looked when they trusted a route.

A woman kept pace beside Dominic, scarf wrapped tight against dungeon cold.

Alexandra followed close, eyes sweeping terrain out of habit.

Selena sprinted slightly ahead of everyone, hair tied back, breathing hard.

“The troll mountain got shifted next to you,” she called, “and you didn’t text that?”

“I was asleep,” Phong said.

Selena skidded to a stop.

Then she froze.

Because the garden no longer looked like a garden.

Sweet potato vines had thickened. The once-soft creepers now rose from the soil in tense coiled arcs.

A pebble tumbled from the mountain face.

One vine snapped upright like a whip.

Roots beneath it bulged.

Then punched.

A knotted cluster of hardened roots shot upward and cracked the rock mid-air.

The fragment burst into dust.

Dominic blinked. “Did your vegetables just uppercut geology?”

Phong exhaled. “Bonktatoes.”

Selena stared at him. “You named them.”

“Yes.”

Before she could say anything else, movement flickered on the slope.

A troll.

Testing again.

It charged.

The green chilies fired first.

The pods had grown thicker. They launched like mortars now.

Explosions landed deeper and heavier, chewing into moss in smoking chunks.

The troll staggered.

Then a Bonktato vine snapped forward.

The root cluster slammed into its jaw.

The impact sounded like a tree trunk splitting.

The troll went limp at once and collapsed face-first into soil.

Unconscious.

Dominic let out a low whistle. “That would drop most divers in one hit.”

The troll’s moss twitched, trying to knit back together.

The green chilies kept detonating until regeneration stuttered, then stalled.

Up on the ridge, other trolls watched.

None descended.

Selena’s eyes shone with scientific hunger. “This is adaptive escalation,” she said. “Your crops are responding to pressure.”

Phong nodded slowly. “The Moletatoes too.”

He could feel them. Threads under the soil. A network routing signals like roots that learned to think.

When the Bonktatoes struck, the Moletatoes shifted density around the impact zone.

When the chilies fired, vines cleared the blast radius.

No friendly fire.

No accident.

Coordination.

Only that unseen communication kept the garden from tearing itself apart while it escalated.

Alexandra stepped closer, her expression sharpening. “You’ve built a defensive ecosystem.”

“I didn’t plan it,” Phong said.

Dominic grinned. “Doesn’t matter. It works.”

The woman beside him stepped forward.

“Hi,” she said warmly, brushing snow from her coat. “I’m Janet.”

She offered her hand.

Phong shook it.

Firm grip. Kind eyes. The posture of someone practical enough to survive.

“You’ve built something incredible,” Janet said, and her tone stayed simple. No flattery, no performance.

“Thanks,” Phong said.

Selena exhaled hard. “I left my family’s New Year dinner for this. It better involve food.”

That cracked the tension instantly.



They built a larger fire than usual.

Two burners. Thick steam rising into cold dungeon air.

The feast assembled itself like a ritual.

Thin slices of beef on a wooden board, marbled fat catching firelight.

Plates of chicken cut into bite-sized pieces.

Shrimp cleaned and butterflied.

Dominic’s Floor Two runner, the steroid-chicken, portioned and ready.

Hot pot balls: fish, beef, shrimp, and a few stuffed with molten cheese that punished the unprepared.

Bundles of enoki mushrooms.

Napa cabbage, crisp and pale.

Tofu blocks, silky and delicate.

Fresh lime wedges from the first small fruits beginning to form on the single lime tree at the center of camp.

Chili oil shimmering red in small bowls.

The broth rolled at a steady boil: bone-deep savory, citrus bright, layered with heat that warmed without bullying.

Beef turned from ruby to tender brown in seconds.

Shrimp curled and blushed pink.

Steroid-chicken soaked up flavor like it had something to prove.

Selena bit into a cheese-stuffed hot pot ball and nearly yelped when molten filling burst.

Dominic laughed loud enough to shake the tent poles.

Janet refilled bowls before anyone asked.

Alexandra avoided the larger chili fragments with quiet discipline, but she didn’t complain.

The smell alone did work.

Savory.

Spicy.

Sweet from roasted Bonktato wedges, split open and caramelized at the edges.

Steam clung to scarves.

Laughter came easy.

Rico sat near the center and chewed a chunk of beef like a tiny judge.

He glanced at a Bonktato vine as it flexed idly in the firelight.

“I require backup,” he muttered.

Selena scratched behind his ears. “You’re not the apex predator anymore.”

“Apex anything is overrated,” Rico said. “I prefer caffeinated.”

People laughed at Rico’s blunt honesty, at least by human standards.

They ate until plates emptied.

Until warmth sank into bone.

Until the mountain felt less like a threat and more like weather.

Phong pulled up a fireworks stream on his phone.

Pixelated bursts bloomed and vanished on a cracked screen.

Dominic leaned closer while the others focused on the video.

“By the way,” he murmured.

“What?”

“I saw you and Alexandra at Christmas.”

Phong stiffened. “What?”

“Through a second-floor window,” Dominic said, then smirked when Phong’s confusion deepened.

Phong blinked. “What?”

Dominic nodded toward the mountain, then lowered his voice anyway. “The house. My wife bought it.”

Phong stared at him.

Janet glanced over and smiled like she’d been carrying that truth for weeks.

“We were looking for a place closer to Queens,” she said. “Good bones. Needed care. The garden was…” She paused, choosing respect over detail. “Important.”

Dominic nodded. “I saw you two standing outside. Didn’t interrupt.”

Phong stared into the fire for a long moment.

The house.

His uncle’s garden.

In hands he trusted.

Warmth spread through him in a way no chili ever managed.

“Take care of it,” he said quietly.

Janet’s voice carried across the fire, steady and clear. “We will.”

Phong believed her.

The mountain loomed behind them.

Strange plants guarded the perimeter.

Trolls watched from higher ground and kept their distance.

Around the fire, there was food and trust and people who showed up.

Rico leaned against Phong’s leg, belly full. “Acceptable tribe,” he declared.

Phong looked around the circle.

Dominic.

Janet.

Alexandra.

Selena.

Steam rising between them.

His garden had grown.

So had his people.

And for the first time since everything broke, he felt anchored.

Not only by roots in dungeon soil.

By hands that chose to gather beside him.



Janet didn’t waste time.

They still skimmed broth from the pot when she leaned forward, eyes sharp in a way that suggested she’d survived Floor Two dives and the Manhattan housing market.

“You could expand this,” she said, gesturing around. “Turn the ruin into a safe hub. Adventurers would pay.”

Dominic shot her a look. “Janet.”

She frowned. “What? It’s viable. Defensive ecosystem, stable terrain—”

Dominic leaned in and murmured something low into her ear.

Janet’s expression shifted.

The business glint softened into caution.

Phong caught Dominic’s glance.

A silent question.

Phong answered with a small nod.

Consent.

Janet breathed out once, then tried again.

“Okay,” she said. “Revised.”

She looked at Phong directly.

“We don’t commercialize it.”

Silence settled, comfortable.

“We keep it private,” she continued. “Just us. Dominic’s team. Alexandra. Selena if she wants. Emergency refuge. Rest point between dives. If someone can’t reach the Gate, they come here.”

Dominic nodded. “We keep it off the Association map.”

“Plants included,” Alexandra added.

Selena’s eyes flicked to the chili rows. “Especially the plants.”

Janet folded her hands. “You get paid. We get safety. No publicity. No sponsors. No expansion beyond trust.”

Phong considered it.

He didn’t want crowds trampling soil. He didn’t want strangers yanking vines and calling it commerce.

But trusted faces?

People who had already risked themselves, or tried to?

He nodded once. “Okay.”

Rico perked up. “We charge extra for raccoon security.”

“No,” Phong said automatically.



The next morning, work began.

Bonktatoes had grown dense under troll pressure, vines packed tight.

With Phong’s guidance, palm pressed to soil, intention flowing down into the network, the Moletatoes loosened select sections of ground.

Rows shifted outward.

Spacing widened.

Chili lines restructured into layered rings instead of a single clustered wall.

Bonktato vines obeyed his adjustments, retracting and redistributing root clusters to maintain coverage without choking themselves.

Selena crouched near the perimeter and scribbled notes like her pen might catch fire.

“You’re influencing spatial cohesion,” she murmured.

Janet raised an eyebrow. “English?”

Selena pointed around the basin. “Shifting moved the surrounding terrain. Biomes swapped. Elevation changed.” She pointed to the ridge. “But this ruin and the garden perimeter haven’t shifted.”

Dominic frowned. “Meaning?”

Selena looked at Phong. “It’s anchored.”

The word landed hard in cold air.

“Anchored to Floor One,” she continued. “Like a fixed node.”

Phong felt the soil under his boots.

Steady.

Unmoved.

Even when mountains arrived.

Even when trolls descended.

His cultivation hadn’t just adapted to the dungeon.

It had stabilized a piece of it.

Janet straightened slowly. “So this isn’t just a farm.”

“It’s a foothold,” Dominic said, and his grin faded into something more serious.

Phong didn’t answer.

He didn’t disagree either.



They tried moving the lime tree.

Moletatoes loosened soil.

Bonktato vines retracted.

Chilies shifted to cover gaps.

But the lime tree refused.

Its roots gripped the center of camp like a decision.

When they tried to lift it, the soil hardened around its base.

The trunk trembled.

Citrus scent intensified, sharp and warning.

Selena backed away first. “It doesn’t want to move.”

Phong pressed his palm to the trunk.

Warmth pulsed back, steady as a heartbeat.

“It stays,” he said.

Janet nodded. “Centerpiece.”

She started planning out loud anyway. “Insulation panels along the ruin walls. Real beds instead of cots. Storage. Medical cabinet. Backup power.”

Dominic grinned. “Fortress farm.”

“No,” Janet corrected. “Home.”

The word hung there.

Home.



By dusk, the clearing looked different.

Open space in the center.

Defensive plants spaced with intention.

The lime tree standing at the heart.

Ruin walls reinforced with salvaged stone and temporary insulation.

Steam rose from cups.

Divers didn’t drink alcohol inside the dungeon. Reaction time mattered.

So sodas cracked open instead.

Pepsi for Dominic.

Cola for Selena.

Hot cocoa for Alexandra.

Sparkling water for Janet.

Rico got diluted coffee under strict supervision and complained anyway.

They sat on folding chairs under the lime tree.

Mountain looming behind.

Chilies swaying.

Bonktato vines coiling lazy but alert.

Alexandra leaned back and smiled slightly.

“Homeowner should make a speech,” she said.

Phong looked up. “I didn’t plan one.”

“Improvise,” Dominic said. “You farm. You can talk.”

Selena nodded. “We require ceremonial words.”

Rico raised a paw. “I support dramatic declarations.”

Phong stood slowly.

Snow drifted lightly from above the dungeon ceiling, a phenomenon nobody could explain and everyone had stopped trying.

He looked at them.

Dominic, loud and loyal.

Janet, practical and sharp.

Alexandra, steady and fierce.

Selena, curious and brilliant.

Rico, dramatic.

He cleared his throat.

“A year ago,” he began quietly, “I didn’t have this.”

He gestured around.

“No land. No direction. No…” He paused. “People.”

No one interrupted.

“I still don’t have justice,” he continued. “I won’t pretend I’m over it.”

A few nods answered him.

“But I have this.” He set his hand on the lime tree trunk. “A place that doesn’t shift. A place that fights back. A place we can come back to.”

His voice steadied.

“So to a new year.”

He lifted his soda.

“To warm hot pot and cold sodas.”

They raised their drinks.

“To hot pot!”

“To anchoring!”

“To punching vegetables!” Dominic added.

Rico clinked his tiny cup against Phong’s can. “Acceptable tribe.”

They drank.

The mountain stayed silent.

The garden pulsed softly.

And for the first time, Phong wasn’t just surviving the dungeon.

He was shaping it.

With roots.

With trust.

With people who chose to sit in the cold and build something steady beside him.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Trolls adaption and an expanding of community outside the dungeon

    
    
    
    
                The trolls adapted.

They stopped charging the chilies.

They stopped testing the Bonktatoes.

They learned.

Burning moss hurt. Regeneration broke. Panic triggered cannibalism.

So they stopped touching the garden.

Instead, they swung around the mountain.

Toward the Gate.

Toward traffic.

Toward whoever stood unguarded.

When the first report hit the Divers Association channel, Alexandra didn’t pause.

She called everyone into the ruin’s clearing.

The single lime tree rustled overhead. Bonktato vines coiled along the perimeter. Chilies swayed with restless pods.

“The trolls won’t break this place,” she said. “So they’ll attack where it’s weaker.”

“The Gate,” Selena said.

Alexandra nodded. “Which means none of you go in or out alone.”

Rico puffed up. “I am independently capable.”

“No,” Alexandra said, calm as a scalpel.

She crouched until she met Rico eye-to-eye.

“Level 35 trolls.”

Rico stared back.

Then he nodded once. “I retract my statement.”

Alexandra stood.

“For now, whenever Phong, Selena, or Rico leave or enter the dungeon, we move as a squad. Full escort.”

Dominic crossed his arms. “Until the next Shifting punts those goats somewhere else.”

No one argued.

No pride.

No ego.

Only logistics.

Janet clapped once. “Good. Because I need insulation, bedding, and real medical kits if this becomes a permanent rest stop.”

Dominic raised a finger. “And Pepsi.”

Selena rolled her eyes.

Phong looked toward the Gate. “I need seeds,” he said quietly. “And coffee.”

Rico perked up. “…I support this mission.”

Alexandra nodded once. “Then we go today.”



The mountain path tightened every nerve.

They moved in formation.

Dominic and another tank-class diver took point.

Alexandra and a ranged user held the flanks.

Selena stayed near the middle.

Phong walked inside the shell.

Rico rode low in a reinforced pouch strapped across Selena’s chest.

He protested.

Briefly.

The first ambush hit halfway down the slope.

Two trolls burst from behind a rock outcrop.

Dominic intercepted the first with a shield slam that cracked bone.

The second launched toward the center.

Alexandra met it mid-air.

Her psychic rapier punched through its eye socket clean.

Moss flared where it struck.

Dominic hurled a satchel of dried green chilies Phong had packed for emergencies.

Pods ruptured on impact. Heat and smoke bit into the troll’s hide.

It shrieked. Regeneration stuttered.

The other troll hesitated.

Then it turned and bit into its injured companion.

The squad fell back at once and let instinct do the work.

Within seconds, the trolls tore into each other in a violent knot.

“Move,” Alexandra barked.

They moved like a machine.

No wasted motion.

No panic.

They repelled two more small packs before the Gate came into view.

Each time, they repeated the same method.

Disrupt healing.

Spike panic.

Let cannibalism fracture cohesion.

Efficiency.

No casualties.

When they crossed the Gate threshold, cold Manhattan air slapped them like a different planet.

Then sirens wailed.

An ambulance screamed past.

A crowd pressed near the barricade perimeter.

News drones hovered overhead, lights blinking.

Dominic grabbed a bystander by the sleeve. “What happened?”

“Troll breach,” the man said, pale. “They came down from somewhere. Hit a small dive group trying to enter.”

Phong’s stomach tightened. “Who?”

The man swallowed. “Some college kids. One didn’t make it.”

A news van camera light flared.

A reporter’s voice carried clear over the noise.

“Confirmed deceased before reaching hospital. Identity withheld pending family notification. Sources say he was associated with a private sponsor—”

A screen behind her displayed a blurred photo.

Phong recognized the face.

That person wasn't Josh.

But he was of them.

One of the three who had kicked him into the dirt.

He stared.

The world didn’t slow.

It didn’t dim.

It registered.

Gone.

By a troll. By the dungeon. His revenge robbed by that ruthless entity.

Phong waited for drama.

For rage.

For guilt.

For some moral quake.

Instead, satisfaction flickered, small and quiet.

Too small to be called a triumph.

Too rough to be called a relief.

A shift.

A slight correction.

Balance nudging, almost imperceptibly.

He couldn’t deny it.

Dominic glanced at him and kept silent.

Alexandra studied his face for a second.

Phong nodded once. “I’m fine.”

They split there.

Janet and Dominic’s team peeled off toward supply stores for insulation panels, medical kits, and bedding.

Dominic hesitated, then pointed at Phong. “Coffee run.”

Alexandra nodded.

Selena adjusted Rico’s harness. “I’ll take him to a lab contact,” she said. “Short stop. Back to the Gate in two hours.”

Rico squirmed. “I demand pastry.”

“No caffeine,” Selena warned.

Rico gasped like she’d committed treason.

Phong headed toward Hà Nội Corner with Alexandra beside him.

Snow melted into gray slush along sidewalks.

The city moved on, unaware that a mountain had grown underground.



Long looked up as they entered.

“Ah! My farmer!”

He paused at the sight of Alexandra in full dive gear.

“Bring friends, get discount.”

Phong allowed himself a small smile.

“Salt foam,” he said.

“And seeds,” he added.

Long leaned over the counter. “What kind?”

Phong thought for a second. “Basil,” he said. “And maybe ginger.”

Alexandra glanced at him. “Expanding cuisine?”

“Expanding territory,” Phong replied.

Outside, sirens faded into distance.

Inside, robusta brewed thick and dark.

The world stayed imperfect.

Unjust.

But not empty.

And somewhere beneath Manhattan, a lime tree stood stubborn at the center of an anchored patch of land, waiting for them to return.

Phong sank into a wooden chair, shoulders loosening as heat from salt foam coffee seeped into him.

Long launched into a story immediately.

“Back home,” Long said, wiping down the counter with theatrical circles, “Vietnamese youth now jump into dungeon like it’s motorbike race.”

Dominic leaned forward. “Smart?”

Long barked a laugh. “No. Brave. Too brave. More gut than brain.”

Alexandra smirked faintly. “Casualties?”

“High,” Long admitted, tone sobering for a moment. “But progress also high. Vietnam reached Level Three briefly. Same time as Russia. Crazy people. India and China too. Numbers alone push them forward.”

He tapped the counter.

Dominic and Alexandra both looked at Phong.

Phong rolled his eyes. “I’m a Farmer on Floor One. I avoid battles unless something tries to eat me.”

Dominic grinned. “You anchored a biome and knocked out a Level 35 troll with vegetables.”

Alexandra added, softer, “You don’t read as cautious.”

Phong sipped his coffee instead of answering.

Long ducked under the counter and pulled out a small crate.

“For you.”

Inside sat onions, tight and fragrant. Garlic bulbs with papery skins intact. Fresh ginger, knobby and sharp.

And mushrooms.

Wood ear, dark and crinkled.

Oyster mushrooms, delicate fans.

Enoki bundles tied neat.

Shiitake caps with deep earthy smell.

“Technically not plants,” Long said proudly. “Technically farmable.”

Phong ran a hand over the mushrooms.

Protein diversity.

Texture.

Umami layers for hot pot.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Long waved it off. “You make Dominic regular now. Most time he drink Pepsi like traitor. But he bring new customers.”

Dominic puffed up. “I diversify clientele.”

Long snorted. “Some become loyal. You bring community. That’s how business survive.”

Phong nodded.

He understood that now.



After coffee, Alexandra said casually, “You two coming?”

“Where?” Dominic asked.

“My place.”

Dominic blinked. “Oh.”

Phong glanced between them. “Why?”

“My parents want to meet you.”

Phong froze. “…Why.”

Alexandra shrugged. “I might have mentioned a Level 1 farmer who built a defensive ecosystem and feeds people hot pot.”

Dominic coughed. “You undersold it.”

Long leaned over the counter, eyes sparkling. “Meet the parents. Family of doctors? Professors? Very serious people?”

Phong expected a townhouse.

Or a sterile apartment lined with framed degrees.

Instead, Alexandra led them to Vogel’s German Bakery in Ridgewood, on Seneca Avenue, the kind of place that kept its windows warm even in ugly weather.

Light spilled onto the sidewalk.

The smell hit Phong the moment they opened the door.

Butter.

Yeast.

Sugar.

Cinnamon.

Dominic blinked. “This is elite.”

Alexandra smirked. “Told you.”

Inside, shelves overflowed with old-world pastries and sturdy breads. Pretzels the size of shields. Layered cakes dusted with powdered sugar. Cookies lined like soldiers.

Her parents stood behind the counter.

Her father looked German in the straightforward way, broad shoulders, flour on his apron, hands built from kneading.

Her mother moved with sharper precision, features that blended German angles with Italian warmth, her hair pinned back like she didn’t tolerate mess unless it involved dough.

They recognized Dominic immediately.

“You,” her father boomed, stepping forward to shake Dominic’s hand. “We thank you properly this time.”

Dominic scratched the back of his head. “Just doing my job.”

Her mother turned to Phong.

“And you.”

No suspicion.

No judgment.

Only gratitude.

“Thank you for taking care of our daughter.”

Phong opened his mouth.

Closed it.

“I didn’t—”

“You did,” Alexandra cut in, light but firm.

Her mother smiled. “She told us.”

Her father nodded toward the pastry display. “And she told us about the café you introduced her to. Very good coffee.”

Phong blinked. “Hà Nội Corner?”

“Yes,” her mother said brightly. “Salt foam. Delicious.”

Dominic grinned wide. “Cultural exchange.”

They stayed.

They sat at a small wooden table near the back.

Plates appeared like magic.

Apfelstrudel, flaky layers shattering under fork pressure.

Black Forest cake, dark chocolate and whipped cream, cherries tart and sweet.

Butter cookies crisp and delicate.

Pretzel knots brushed with coarse salt.

Coffee for the adults.

Hot chocolate for Alexandra.

Soda for Dominic.

Phong took a careful bite of strudel.

Warm apple filling. Cinnamon present but controlled. Butter layers dissolving on his tongue.

He hadn’t sat like this in months.

No mountain looming.

No chili artillery.

No formation plans.

Only pastry.

Alexandra’s father told stories about post-dungeon supply chain chaos and flour imports.

Her mother described how the neighborhood adapted when half their regulars became divers.

Dominic recounted a sanitized version of the Floor Two fungal forest.

Everyone laughed at the right moments.

No one asked about lawsuits.

No one mentioned sponsors.

It felt simple.

Normal.

At one point, Alexandra’s mother leaned toward Phong.

“You are welcome here anytime,” she said, sincere.

He nodded. “Thank you.”

Outside, snow kept falling over the city.

Inside, butter and sugar and warmth.

Phong leaned back in his chair.

He watched Alexandra argue with her father about oven temperature.

He watched Dominic demolish a second slice of cake.

He listened to the hum of a small family business still standing.

He had missed this.

A room where nothing needed defending.

A place where the only conflict involved pretzel crust.

For the first time in a long while, he felt like a normal New York kid again.

Not a farmer anchoring a dungeon.

Not a strategist stacking revenge in silence.

Just a young man eating pastry on a winter evening.

And he let himself enjoy it.

Alexandra’s mother watched Phong for a long moment while the others argued about whether cinnamon ratios were culturally negotiable.

“You lean back a lot,” she said suddenly.

Phong blinked. “…Sorry?”

She smiled gently. “You sit like someone watching a room, not standing inside it.”

He didn’t know what to do with that.

She continued, warm rather than critical. “You observe. You measure. You look at everyone with kind eyes.”

Phong glanced down at his cup.

She set a hand lightly on the table. “It is good. But sometimes move forward. Stand beside people. Not always one step back.”

For a second, he felt twelve again, getting quiet advice in a kitchen filled with herbs and steam.

He nodded slowly. “I’ll try.”

She smiled. “Good.”

Alexandra caught the tail end and smirked. “See? I told you my mom is scary.”

“She’s efficient,” Phong corrected.

Her father laughed loud.



They left the bakery wrapped in butter-scented warmth and stepped back into the cold.

Snow muted traffic.

The three walked toward the Gate together.

Dominic talked pretzel density like it mattered to national security.

Selena came jogging down the sidewalk to meet them.

Her face looked flushed. Her hair had slipped slightly out of its tie.

She looked flustered.

“You’re late,” Alexandra said.

“I know,” Selena said quickly. “Sorry.”

She adjusted the duffel bag on her shoulder.

Rico perched atop the bag like a suspicious general and cleared his throat.

“I have made executive decisions.”

Phong frowned. “What did you do?”

Selena crouched and unzipped the bag.

Two small heads peeked out.

A puppy, golden-brown fur, oversized paws, bright curious eyes.

A kitten, gray tabby, already scanning threat vectors.

Both tiny.

Both alert.

Both looking back with awareness that didn’t belong in ordinary animals.

Dominic blinked. “You’re kidding.”

Selena stood, cheeks still pink. “They were born near a mana-saturated zone on Floor One. No parent. High exposure.”

The puppy tilted its head.

The kitten blinked slowly.

Selena spoke faster. “They’re sentient. Not fully verbal yet, but cognitively elevated. I couldn’t leave them.”

Rico puffed up. “They require mentorship.”

Alexandra stared. “You’re telling me...”

Selena nodded. “Rico insisted.”

Rico nodded gravely. “I cannot remain the sole enlightened raccoon.”

Phong rubbed his forehead. “So you adopted them.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re bringing them to the dungeon.”

“Yes.”

“And Rico is training them.”

“Yes.”

Rico pointed at the puppy. “This one has reckless energy. Good frontline potential.”

He gestured to the kitten. “This one plots.”

The kitten blinked.

Accurate.

Dominic exhaled slowly. “Our farm is becoming a daycare.”

Alexandra looked at Phong.

Phong stared at the two small creatures.

Then at Rico.

Then back at Selena.

“Fine,” he said.

Selena’s shoulders eased at once. “Thank you.”

Rico looked smug.



They regrouped at the Gate with Janet and the rest of the team.

Janet had optimized her loadout: insulation rolls, bedding compressed tight, medical kits strapped secure.

Dominic looked hopeful.

Janet handed him a six-pack.

Pepsi.

Only a six-pack.

Dominic stared. “That’s it?”

“You need water too,” Janet said.

He sighed. “Understood.”

They entered the dungeon together.

The path back stayed tense but manageable.

Trolls didn’t show.

Dominic squinted at the mountain line as they crossed the lower ridge. “They’re not nocturnal. Activity spikes during the day.”

Selena nodded. “Moss photosynthetic adaptation.”

Rico whispered to the puppy, “Rule one: do not antagonize large horned goats.”

The puppy wagged with reckless enthusiasm.

The kitten watched in silence.

They reached camp without ambush.

The lime tree stood steady at the center.

Chilies swayed.

Bonktatoes flexed lazy but ready.

Moletatoes hummed faintly beneath soil.

Janet started issuing instructions immediately.

“Bedding inside the ruin chamber. Insulation on the north wall first. Medical kit central and accessible.”

Dominic cracked open a Pepsi with reverence.

Alexandra scanned the perimeter.

Selena set the bag down and released the puppy and kitten.

The puppy sprinted in a wide circle and bumped a Bonktato vine.

The vine lifted.

Paused.

Phong pressed his palm into the soil. “Friendly,” he murmured.

The vine relaxed.

The kitten climbed a stone and surveyed the entire area like a tiny monarch.

Rico puffed up. “Observe and learn.”

Dominic leaned back on a crate. “This place needs a name.”

Phong glanced at him. “It has a name.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Dominic argued. “We can’t keep calling it ‘Phong’s place.’ That sounds like a pizza shop.”

Janet nodded. “It needs identity.”

Selena immediately started listing.

“First Floor Anchor.”

“Citrus Bastion.”

“Root Haven.”

Dominic snorted. “Bonk Fortress.”

Alexandra deadpanned. “Hot Pot Stronghold.”

Rico shouted, “Raccoon Citadel.”

The puppy barked approval.

The kitten remained judgmental.

Phong leaned against the lime tree trunk and watched them argue.

He watched insulation go up.

He watched bedding get arranged.

He watched two tiny mana-awakened animals explore under Rico’s stern supervision.

Community kept expanding.

Again.

He shook his head lightly. “Let it marinate.”

They groaned.

“Terrible,” Dominic declared.

“Practical,” Alexandra corrected.

They agreed to revisit it tomorrow.

The mountain loomed quiet.

The garden held steady.

Under a dungeon sky that shimmered faintly with distant mana currents, Phong felt something settle inside him.

This wasn’t just a camp anymore.

It wasn’t just a farm.

It was becoming something larger.

Something anchored.

Something named.

Soon.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Camp Stymphalian

    
    
    
    
                Dominic crashed like he’d taken a tranquilizer dart.

Within five minutes of stretching out inside the insulated ruin chamber, his body went slack.

Within ten, he snored.

Not gentle breathing.

Machine-gun fire.

Rapid staccato bursts ricocheting off stone like somebody tried to start a war with their sinuses.

The puppy yelped once, alarmed.

The kitten stared at Dominic like it had discovered a design flaw in nature.

Rico crawled to Phong’s cot and whispered, “Is he under attack?”

“No,” Phong muttered into his pillow. “That’s normal.”

Janet, Selena, and Alexandra claimed the inner section with the animals. They rolled bedding out with the kind of efficient spacing that suggested they planned for emergencies even in their sleep.

Rico refused to join them.

“I require personal space.”

He curled near the single lime tree instead, tail wrapped tight like a blanket.

Phong drifted into shallow sleep.

Half-awake.

Half-ready.

Then the sound hit.

THUD.

Not Dominic.

Outside.

Heavy.

Violent.

Phong snapped upright before he realized he’d moved.

Another impact followed.

Then a cracking snap of root against bone.

Alexandra stood already.

Dominic barreled through the doorway with his shield half-raised, eyes still fogged with sleep.

They rushed outside.

Bonktatoes had lifted.

Vines arched up like spears.

One root cluster still held at full extension.

At its base lay something enormous.

A bird.

Wingspan easily ten feet.

Feathers dark with a metallic sheen that caught the dungeon’s dim light and threw it back cold.

One wing bent at an angle no living joint chose.

Its beak looked like a cleaver, broad and brutal, built to split skulls.

It twitched once.

Then stilled.

The Bonktato vine retracted with calm efficiency, like it had swatted a fly.

Selena stepped closer, eyes wide. “That isn’t Floor One fauna.”

Dominic crouched and tapped a feather with his gauntlet.

It rang.

Clean.

Metallic.

“Steel,” he muttered.

Phong knelt beside the corpse.

Thick skull.

Serrated beak edge.

Predator.

Aerial.

A scout, maybe, probing for weakness after the trolls stopped wasting themselves on the perimeter.

A childhood story surfaced through the fog.

Heroes.

Birds with iron feathers.

He stood slowly.

Alexandra watched him. “What?”

Phong looked at the lime tree, the mountain behind it, the anchored soil beneath their feet.

“Stymphalian,” he said.

Selena blinked. “What?”

“The Stymphalian birds,” Phong said. “The ones Hercules killed.”

Selena lifted a finger at once. “Herakles. Hercules is Roman.”

Phong nodded. “Stymphalian.”

Dominic stared at the iron-feathered corpse. “You naming the camp after a Greek labor?”

Janet’s mouth twitched. “I’ve heard worse.”

Rico trotted over, inspected the corpse, then nodded with grave authority.

“…Large sky goat.”

“It’s a bird,” Selena said.

“It was,” Rico amended.

By noon, they carved a wooden namepost and hung it from the lime tree’s trunk.

STYMPHALIAN CAMP

Simple. Direct.

Below it, they mounted the skull of the iron-feathered bird.

Beak polished clean.

A bundle of feathers set aside for later study.

The mountain loomed behind, silent and watchful.

Under the lime blossoms, they started lunch.

Phong tied his apron on by reflex.

“I’m making giả cầy,” he announced.

Dominic perked up instantly. “That’s the fake dog one, right?”

“Yes.”

Janet raised an eyebrow. “Explain before I panic.”

“Pork trotter,” Phong said. “Fermented rice. Shrimp paste. Galangal. Lemongrass. Chili. Caramel.”

Selena leaned forward. “That sounds complex.”

“It is.”

Phong worked with methodical patience.

He torched the pork trotter skin until it blistered and charred.

He rinsed it, chopped it into thick chunks.

The smell of toasted skin rose into the cold air and made the ruin chamber feel like a kitchen again.

He crushed galangal with the flat of his knife. Sharp piney aroma cut through the chill.

Shrimp paste hit the pan and announced itself.

Pungent.

Fermented.

Unapologetic.

Rico gagged theatrically. “Why does it smell like betrayal?”

“Flavor,” Phong said, steady.

Fermented rice added gentle sourness.

Caramel darkened the broth.

Chilies bled red into oil.

The stew simmered over controlled heat.

Fat rendered.

Sauce thickened.

The aroma deepened into something layered, sweet and savory and sharp.

When he served it, the pork fell apart under chopsticks. Skin turned gelatinous and rich. Sauce clung to every edge.

They ate with rice.

Dominic closed his eyes after the first bite. “Worth surviving trolls.”

Janet nodded. “This has depth.”

Selena took another spoonful, analyzing between bites. “The fermentation balance is ridiculous.”

Alexandra chewed thoughtfully. “It’s bold.”

Rico sniffed, then recoiled. “No.”

“You didn’t try it,” Phong said.

“I refuse to ingest weaponized shrimp.”

The puppy attempted a bite and wagged furiously.

The kitten sniffed, judged it beneath royalty, and moved on.

They ate under lime blossoms.

Under the skull of a fallen iron bird.

Under the new name of their anchored camp.

Stymphalian.

Dominic wiped his mouth and leaned back.

“You know,” he said, nodding at the skull, “if Herakles had hot pot and fake dog stew, that labor would’ve been easier.”

Phong smirked. “Probably.”

The mountain stayed quiet.

No trolls descended.

No wings shadowed the sky.

The camp had a name now.

A skull.

A story.

And under the lime tree, they ate warm and anchored and alive.



Morning at Stymphalian Camp felt almost normal.

Dominic and Janet geared up early for another supply run. Insulation wasn’t glamorous, but freezing to death ranked lower.

Before they left, Phong handed Dominic a canvas sack.

Dominic peeked inside.

“Bro.”

Green chilies.

Far more than necessary.

“These turn trolls into barbecue,” Dominic said.

“Take more,” Phong replied.

Janet nodded, approving. “Overprepared beats heroic obituary.”

They clasped forearms.

Then Dominic leaned in, voice low.

“By the way. When the Shifting hit and we lost contact?”

Phong glanced at him.

“She fought like hell to get here,” Dominic said.

He didn’t have to name Alexandra.

“She didn’t show it when she arrived,” Dominic continued, “but she’s running on fumes. Exhausted. Pushed herself hard.”

Phong absorbed that without comment.

Dominic added, steady and factual, “And Selena’s smart. She’s not built for troll charges.”

No insult.

Only reality.

Then they left.



Camp quieted when the tanks disappeared.

Alexandra stretched under the lime tree. Stiffness tugged at her shoulders in a way she tried to hide.

Selena crouched near a Bonktato vine and sketched root structure.

Rico lectured the puppy about perimeter awareness.

The kitten ignored everyone and watched the mountain with unnerving patience.

Phong walked to what remained of the iron bird.

Curiosity still lived in him.

He carved a thick section of breast meat and brought it to the cooking fire.

Salt.

Ginger.

Long simmer.

Six hours.

The smell never improved.

Gamey.

Metallic.

Even galangal and shrimp paste couldn’t cover it.

Phong tasted a small piece.

Chewed.

Chewed again.

Kept chewing.

Texture like boiled leather.

Flavor like rust and wet moss.

He swallowed with effort.

“No.”

Rico gagged dramatically from ten feet away.

Phong didn’t waste more fuel.

They dismantled the carcass.

Bones crushed.

Feathers stripped.

Everything composted into the soil.

If it wouldn’t feed them, it would feed something else.

The Moletato network absorbed nutrients with greedy patience.

Even iron had a use.



By noon, Phong laid tools out in neat lines.

Ginger rhizomes went into loosened soil.

Garlic cloves spaced in tight rows.

Onions planted deeper.

Mushrooms inoculated into damp shaded sections near the ruin wall.

Wood ear onto soaked logs.

Shiitake plugs driven into split timber.

Enoki kept in controlled darker patches.

Before each new row, Phong pressed his palm into the soil.

He communicated intent.

Growth.

Not aggression.

The dungeon pulsed faintly beneath.

Selena approached, brushing dirt from her knees.

“You think they’ll mutate?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“How?”

Phong shrugged. “Only the dungeon knows.”

She studied the new rows. “You don’t think they’ll turn defensive?”

Phong glanced toward the mountain.

The trolls hadn’t tested the perimeter since the iron bird died.

They had learned.

Stymphalian Camp had marked itself.

“Not soon,” Phong said. “Defense is established.”

Bonktatoes flexed lazily in the breeze, thick root clusters coiled like resting fists.

Green chilies swayed in layered rings.

Moletatoes hummed beneath everything, anchoring and routing.

Selena watched him for a moment. “You’re calm.”

“I’m busy,” Phong said.

She nodded.

Sometimes that did the job.

Across the clearing, Alexandra leaned against the lime tree with her eyes closed.

Resting.

Small green orbs formed where blossoms had been.

Fruit starting.

Life layering over life.

Rico trotted up beside Phong. “Do the new plants punch?”

“Probably not.”

“Disappointing.”

“They might do something worse.”

Rico paused. “…Intriguing.”

Phong pressed the last garlic clove into soil, sat back on his heels, and wiped his hands.

The mountain loomed.

He ignored it and kept farming, waiting to see what the dungeon grew next.



Phong hadn’t expected to get humbled by a cat.

Specifically by Selena’s mana-awakened kitten.

In Tekken.

He sat cross-legged inside the ruin chamber, Steam Deck in hand, staring at the DEFEAT screen.

The kitten perched beside him and blinked once.

It had picked a Mishima.

It had punished frame-perfect.

Twice.

Rico gasped dramatically. “You were outplayed by someone who still requires assistance grooming.”

Phong stared at the screen and murmured, “Skill issue.”

The kitten flicked its tail.

Dominic’s distant voice echoed from outside, mid-laugh about insulation panels.

Phong quietly turned the console off.

He didn’t sulk loudly.

He sulked internally.



That afternoon, the lime tree shimmered faintly.

Phong stepped outside, still replaying missed inputs in his head.

The blossoms had fallen days ago.

Now the fruits sat ready.

Small, firm, faintly glowing with a pale frost-like sheen.

He reached up and plucked one.

The moment it detached, the air around it cooled sharply.

Smooth skin.

Tiny crystalline specks across the surface.

His panel flickered.



Item Acquired:Snow Lime
Rare — Dungeon Produce
Effect: +20% Movement Speed for 1 hour.



Phong blinked.

“…That’s huge.”

Not permanent like Angry Chillies.

But percentage-based.

And twenty percent was not small.

He sliced it open.

The flesh inside looked almost translucent.

He squeezed a drop onto his tongue.

Ice.

Not just cold.

Arctic.

The chill slid from his mouth down his spine like he’d swallowed winter.

Then his muscles felt lighter.

His breath sharpened.

The world seemed to move a fraction slower around him.

He stepped forward experimentally.

Distance collapsed under his feet. Friction felt reduced. Response tightened.

He exhaled.

“Oh.”

The lime tree swayed gently.

Not from wind.

From pride.

It absolutely knew.

Phong snorted softly. “You’re showing off.”

Leaves rustled like smug applause.

He squeezed more into a cup and diluted it with filtered water.

No sugar needed. A faint sweetness hid beneath the cold.

He handed the first glass to Alexandra.

She took a cautious sip.

Then froze.

Her pupils widened slightly.

She set the cup down and drew her psychic rapier.

The blade formed instantly.

Sharper.

Cleaner.

She flicked her wrist.

The rapier moved faster. Air displaced harder.

She extended telekinesis toward a loose stone.

The stone shot forward, then curved mid-air with crisp precision.

She turned to Phong slowly.

“This,” she said, voice almost reverent, “is the difference between life and death.”

For a Mind Blade, speed was everything.

Reaction.

Execution.

Telekinetic response.

Twenty percent wasn’t incremental.

It was transformative.

Selena approached more cautiously and sipped.

Her eyes widened.

But her attention locked on the lime tree instead.

“It swayed when you praised it,” she whispered.

“It does that,” Phong said.

“No,” Selena said, voice tightening. “I mean it responds.”

The tree gave another subtle rustle.

Almost smug.

Selena stepped closer. “You’ve anthropomorphized it so much it’s internalizing feedback.”

The leaves shivered.

Defensive.

Phong raised an eyebrow. “You just insulted it.”

The leaves shook once, sharp as a slap.

Selena blinked. “That’s not normal.”

“No,” Phong agreed. “It isn’t.”



Dominic’s team returned near dusk.

The first thing visible was a mountain of soda.

Dominic carried a crate.

Then another.

Then another.

He dropped a 48-pack of Pepsi like it was treasure.

“For Stymphalian,” he declared.

Janet walked behind him already rubbing her temples.

“You realize hydration includes water.”

Dominic cracked one open immediately. “It’s balanced.”

Alexandra tossed him a Snow Lime slice.

He caught it mid-air.

“…You’re not corrupting perfection.”

“Try it,” she said.

He took a bite.

His eyes widened.

“…Okay.”

He paused.

“…Okay.”

Then he took a sip of Pepsi immediately after.

“…Still superior.”

Janet covered her face with a hand.



That night, Dominic insisted on cooking.

“Step aside,” he said grandly.

He produced oxtail, rich marbled segments.

He browned them aggressively in a deep pot.

The smell hit instantly: deep beef, caramelized edges.

He added onions, garlic, ginger. Phong’s newly planted reserves took their first casualties.

Tomato paste.

Chili flakes.

Star anise.

Bay leaves.

He poured water in and let the stew simmer for hours.

Fat rose in golden layers.

Meat softened slowly.

Bone marrow melted into broth.

When it finally served, the oxtail fell apart under the slightest pressure.

Sauce turned thick and glossy.

Spice rounded instead of spiking.

Rich without suffocating.

They ate under the lime tree.

Snow Lime juice chilled in cups.

Steam rose from bowls.

Rico sniffed the stew approvingly. “Acceptable protein.”

The kitten, still undefeated in Tekken, ate politely.

The puppy tried to climb into a bowl and got gently redirected.

Selena alternated between bites and notes about citrus mana modulation.

Alexandra flexed her fingers every few minutes, clearly addicted to the speed boost.

Dominic leaned back, satisfied. “Not bad,” he admitted.

Phong nodded. “Not bad.”

He looked around.

At the lime tree.

At the Bonktatoes.

At the skull mounted beneath the STYMPHALIAN CAMP sign.

At the 48-pack of Pepsi stacked like a monument.

He’d gotten beaten by a cat today.

But he’d also grown a fruit that could change fights.

The dungeon shifted.

It adapted.

So did he.

Stymphalian Camp pulsed softly beneath them.

Anchored.

Alive.

And with cold lime in hand, Phong allowed himself a small smile.



Escorting Selena back to the Gate went smooth.

No ambush.

No iron-feathered shadows.

Only careful formation and quiet awareness.

At the surface, Selena adjusted her bag and looked at Phong seriously.

“Don’t die while I’m gone,” she said.

“I’m a farmer,” Phong replied.

She smiled faintly. “Exactly.”

Rico stayed.

The kitten and puppy, now officially enrolled in Rico’s chaotic curriculum, watched Selena disappear into Manhattan’s winter crowd.

Dominic clapped Phong’s shoulder. “Vacation’s over.”

Janet checked gear already. “Floor Two won’t clear itself.”

Alexandra lingered a second longer.

She didn’t need speeches.

“I’ll call,” she said.

“Be careful,” Phong answered.

Then they went.

Up the mountain trail.

Toward the Floor Two entrance.

Phong stood at the edge of Stymphalian Camp after the last silhouettes vanished.

A year ago, he stood alone, angry and hollow, feeding revenge fantasies like they were oxygen.

Now he watched people leave.

People who would come back.

People who trusted him.

People who chose to return.

He turned toward camp.

The lime tree shimmered faintly.

Bonktatoes flexed lazily.

Green chilies swayed in defensive rings.

Moletatoes hummed beneath soil.

Phong pressed his palm down.

Warmth answered.

No quest.

No notification.

No menu update.

He stayed Level 1.

His EXP bar stayed a dead dash.

The system hadn’t acknowledged him since the first potatoes.

But he had built all this without it.

No quest pushed him.

No timer guided him.

His agency did.

That thought settled in his chest like weight in the right place.

He started his quiet routine.

Checked mushroom logs.

Rotated garlic rows.

Trimmed sweet potato vines.

Spoke softly to the lime tree when nobody listened.

The dungeon breathed.

Peaceful.

Then the mountain moved.

Deliberate.

Heavy.

Slow.

A single figure descended the slope.

Larger than the others.

Red moss covered its massive frame, deep crimson like dried blood.

Horns curved wider.

Its eyes looked aware in a way that tightened the skin on Phong’s neck.

It stopped at the edge of the chili perimeter.

It didn’t step forward.

Green pods trembled, ready.

Phong straightened slowly.

The troll spoke.

Its voice scraped like stone dragged across gravel.

“Farmer.”

Phong didn’t reach for anything.

“You talk,” he said evenly.

The red-moss troll inclined its head.

“King.”

It gestured back toward the mountain.

“Tribe.”

It looked at the chilies.

“We learn.”

Smart enough.

It had watched.

Studied.

And it hadn’t come to die.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Leverage with trolls 

    
    
    
    
                
“We cannot burn,” the troll continued. “Your fire-fruit… bad.”

Phong didn’t deny it.

The troll’s gaze shifted to the Bonktatoes.

“And ground fists.”

It exhaled, long and heavy.

“War… waste.”

The word sat in the cold air.

Phong waited.

The troll set a bundle on the ground.

A freshly killed mountain deer-like creature.

Clean kill.

“We bring meat,” the troll said. “Not man-flesh.”

It paused, then added, slower, like it chose each word.

“You give cooked ground-walker.”

Moletatoes.

The troll’s nostrils flared at the memory of roasted sweetness.

“Hundred,” it rumbled. “Each moon cycle. Until mountain moves.”

Dungeon wind stirred between them.

Green chilies stayed ready.

Bonktatoes coiled quiet.

Rico stood slightly behind Phong, fur bristling. “…I distrust diplomacy with goats,” he muttered.

The red troll didn’t react.

It watched Phong.

Measured him.

Pragmatic.

Trolls had tried force.

Force failed.

Now they tried trade.

Phong considered it.

Neighbors or enemies.

Constant skirmishes near the Gate, bodies in slush above.

Or a stable line at the mountain.

He stepped to the edge of the chili boundary.

Pods quivered but didn’t fire.

“One hundred Moletatoes per moon cycle,” Phong said. “Meat delivered here.”

The troll nodded once. “Tribe not cross fire-fruit line.”

“And you don’t touch my friends.”

The troll’s eyes narrowed slightly.

Then it nodded again.

“Agree.”

It extended a massive clawed hand.

Phong looked at it.

Then he pressed his palm into the soil instead.

The Moletato network pulsed.

The lime tree rustled once.

Bonktatoes tightened subtly.

The troll seemed to feel it.

A boundary.

A pact witnessed by the land.

It lowered its hand.

“Truce,” it rumbled.

Then it turned and climbed back up the mountain.

Slow.

Measured.

It didn’t look back.

Silence settled.

Rico exhaled loud. “…We now have goat neighbors.”

“Yes.”

“Do we trust them?”

“No.”

“But we trade?”

“Yes.”

Rico considered this with painful seriousness. “…Acceptable.”

Phong walked to the carcass and examined it.

Fresh.

Clean.

High-quality protein.

He looked up at the ridge.

A smear of red moss vanished into the rocks.

Neighbors were better than enemies.

Even here.

He glanced back at Stymphalian Camp.

Skull mounted under the lime tree.

Namepost carved by hand.

Insulation lining the ruin walls.

Garden anchored to Floor One.

He was still Level 1.

Still had no functioning EXP bar.

Still invisible to low-level mobs.

But now he negotiated with kings.

And the dungeon listened.

He hefted the meat and carried it back toward camp.

Lunch would run heavy today.

Somewhere beneath the soil, Moletatoes hummed approval.



Phong discovered that victory over the kitten did not require combos.

It required patience.

He sat beneath the lime tree with his back against its steady trunk and let the kitten climb into his lap.

No controller.

No Tekken.

Slow, deliberate petting.

Under the chin.

Behind the ears.

Gentle strokes down the spine.

The kitten purred.

Loud.

Victorious.

Phong smirked faintly. “…Different skill set.”

The puppy bounded over, tail wagging hard enough to throw it off balance.

Phong scratched its belly.

Leaves rustled faintly overhead.

Peace.

Except Rico sprinted past at alarming speed.

“THE SKY IS MOVING TOO SLOW.”

Phong sighed.

Dominic’s 48-pack hadn’t stayed secured.

Rico found the stash.

And the soda had caffeine.

Now he hit full hyper-raccoon.

He scaled a Bonktato vine.

Leapt to a ruin wall.

Threw three unnecessary somersaults.

“THIS IS OPTIMAL.”

Phong pinched the bridge of his nose. “I blame Dominic.”

The kitten flicked its tail in agreement.



He called Alexandra that evening.

The connection crackled through dungeon interference.

“You alive?” he asked.

“Barely,” Dominic’s voice answered in the background.

Alexandra came on next. “We reached the ruin.”

“What kind?”

“Pre-collapse civilization,” she replied. “Stone architecture. No metal. Mana saturation high.”

Dominic cut in. “Bugs. The size of cars.”

Phong blinked. “…You’re joking.”

“I am not,” Dominic said grimly. “One tried to bite my shield.”

“And sentient mushroom men,” Alexandra added. “Telepathic. Hostile.”

Selena’s voice filtered in faintly. “They move in coordinated clusters.”

Phong exhaled slow. “Please don’t die.”

“Working on it,” Dominic replied.

Phong hesitated. “By the way, Rico found the Pepsi.”

Silence.

Then Dominic’s horrified whisper. “…You left it out?”

“Yes.”

“That raccoon is going to achieve orbital velocity.”

“Already did.”

Alexandra’s faint laughter echoed.

“Your fault,” Phong said.

“Worth it,” Dominic replied, stubborn.

Phong shook his head, smiling slightly.

“I made a deal with the trolls.”

The line went quiet.

Then Alexandra’s voice sharpened. “Explain.”

He did.

The red king.

The meat trade.

One hundred Moletatoes per moon cycle.

Dominic let out a low whistle. “You negotiated with a Level 35 alpha?”

“Yes.”

“You’re insane.”

“No. Practical.”

Selena’s voice returned. “Strategically sound. Reduced Gate pressure.”

Alexandra exhaled. “Keep distance. Monitor compliance.”

“I will.”

They talked a little longer.

Then Phong said quietly, “Come back safe.”

A pause.

Then Alexandra replied, “We will.”

The line cut.



Later, Phong tried to teach the puppy to fetch.

He tossed a small stick. “Fetch.”

The puppy stared at him.

Unblinking.

Judgmental.

Then it trotted past the stick, stood upright awkwardly, and began shadow-boxing.

Left paw jab.

Right paw jab.

Small growl.

Phong blinked. “…Where did you learn that?”

The puppy threw a clumsy uppercut.

Phong remembered Dominic training in the clearing weeks ago.

Apparently observation had occurred.

Rico streaked past in a blur. “THE SMALL ONE HAS POTENTIAL.”

The kitten watched from a rock, unimpressed.

Phong leaned back against the lime tree.

The fruit above him glowed faintly. Snow Lime production stayed steady.

Bonktatoes flexed lazily.

Green chilies hung heavy with ammunition.

The first shiitake caps began pushing through the inoculated logs.

Brown domes.

Firm.

Perfect.

Phong crouched, inspected them, and ran a finger gently over the surface.

Healthy.

Mana-infused.

He smiled.

New growth.

New flavor layers.

New variables.

He stood.

Rico dashed by again, yelling something about conquering gravity.

Phong shook his head.

He was still Level 1.

Still had no functioning EXP bar.

Still technically “weak.”

But his days stayed full.

Planting.

Negotiations.

Training puppies who preferred boxing to fetching.

Mushrooms sprouting from logs.

Friends fighting car-sized bugs on Floor Two.

He pressed his palm into the soil.

Warmth answered.

Anchored.

Alive.

Under the lime tree, with a kitten purring in his lap and a hyper raccoon orbiting the camp, Phong felt steady.



A moon cycle later, the mountain trembled with familiar footsteps.

Phong looked up from the mushroom logs where shiitake had formed thick, glossy caps.

Lime leaves rustled faintly.

Bonktatoes flexed.

Chilies shifted in lazy arcs as they sensed known mana signatures.

Then Dominic’s voice boomed down the slope.

“OPEN THE GATE, FARMER.”

Phong allowed himself a rare, unguarded grin.

They emerged from the mountain path one by one.

Dominic first. Armor scratched, shield dented, but walking steady.

Alexandra followed. Leaner, sharper, movements economical with real combat refinement.

Behind them, the rest of the squad carried packs heavier than usual.

Bug carcasses.

Chitin plates the size of car doors.

Segments of armored legs bundled together like trophies Phong refused to admire too closely.

Wrapped cuts of meat from creatures he chose not to identify.

Stone tools, primitive but intricately carved. Relics from the ruin they cleared.

But the important part stayed simple.

They were alive.

Phong stepped forward.

Dominic dropped his pack and crushed him into a bear hug.

“Still Level 1?” Dominic asked into his shoulder.

“Yes.”

“Good. Stay mysterious.”

Alexandra didn’t hug him immediately.

She just looked him over.

Quick assessment.

All limbs attached.

No new scars.

Then she nodded once. “You look settled.”

“I am.”

That was enough.



Selena hadn’t come down this time.

She stayed on the surface, coordinating research, writing papers, analyzing samples from the ruin.

Before leaving, she’d told Phong on the phone, “I’m better above ground. You know that.”

He did.

Everyone had their terrain.



Janet took control of camp like a general returning to inspect fortifications.

“Unload everything. Bug meat on the outer rack. We test small portions first. No one experiments alone.”

Dominic grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

She rolled her sleeves up and started cooking.

The bug meat, surprisingly, worked.

Once they stripped the outer chitin away, the inner muscle fibers looked pale and surprisingly tender.

She marinated strips in ginger and garlic. Phong’s recent harvest came in robust and fragrant.

Fresh garlic crushed against stone filled the clearing.

Galangal sliced thin.

Onions caramelized slow in rendered bug fat.

The questionable monster meat, dark and almost purple, went into a separate pot.

Janet tasted everything first.

Deliberate.

Measured.

Then she nodded. “Edible.”

They gathered under the lime tree.

Snow Lime juice chilled naturally in clay cups.

Shiitake sliced into the stew, soaking broth and releasing deep umami.

Wood ear added crisp texture.

Dominic contributed surface oxtail from Janet’s freezer stash, combined with dungeon spices into a second pot. Rich, fatty, deeply satisfying.

Steam rose in thick curls.

The iron bird skull gleamed faintly above them.

Stymphalian Camp felt fuller than ever.

Rico climbed onto a crate and addressed the returning squad.

“You have returned. Acceptable.”

The puppy, bigger now, shadowboxed Dominic’s knee.

The kitten observed from the ruin wall, judging their posture silently.

They ate.

They talked.

They described the ruin.

Stone corridors lined with carvings depicting a civilization that worshiped something geometric and vast.

Rooms filled with dormant constructs that activated when approached.

Car-sized beetles with crushing mandibles.

Mushroom men moving in coordinated formations, emitting psychic pulses that felt like whispers against the skull.

Alexandra described cutting through the central chamber’s guardian so cleanly the construct hadn’t realized it was dead.

Dominic described holding a corridor alone for ninety seconds while the team regrouped.

They laughed.

They survived.

That mattered most.



Late afternoon, the mountain shifted again. Ceremonial this time.

The red-moss Troll King descended slowly.

This time, he didn’t come alone.

Three lesser trolls followed, carrying bundles of raw game.

They stopped at the chili boundary.

Green pods trembled, but didn’t fire.

Phong stepped forward, calm.

“Moon cycle complete,” the Troll King rumbled.

“Agreed.”

Moletatoes pulsed beneath the soil.

One by one, clusters surfaced near the boundary.

A hundred perfectly formed Moletatoes.

Clean.

Ready.

The Troll King knelt and gathered them with surprising care.

He sniffed one like it held meaning, then looked at Phong.

“Ground-walker superior.”

Dominic leaned toward Phong. “Ground-walker?”

“Moletato,” Phong translated.

The lesser trolls drooled.

The Troll King stood tall and gave a low, resonant call toward the mountain.

Far above, other trolls answered.

A signal.

Celebration.

“They feast,” the king said. “Not man-flesh.”

“Good.”

The Troll King looked toward the camp.

Toward stew steam.

Toward crates stacked near the ruin wall.

His nostrils flared.

Dominic’s eyes lit up in a way Janet immediately disliked.

“Oh no,” Janet muttered.

Dominic grabbed a can of Pepsi and walked toward the boundary like he carried a holy relic.

Phong raised an eyebrow. “You’re not.”

“I am,” Dominic said.

He cracked the can open with theatrical confidence.

The hiss echoed.

Foam bubbled.

He held it up. “Cultural exchange.”

The Troll King stared at the can.

Dominic stepped to the edge and offered it.

A tense second passed.

The Troll King sniffed.

Took a cautious sip.

Paused.

Then his eyes widened.

He drank deeper.

The can crumpled slightly in his grip as carbonation detonated across his senses.

He roared triumphantly.

The lesser trolls stared, confused.

The Troll King raised the empty can high.

“FIZZ-FIRE.”

Dominic burst out laughing. “See. See.”

The Troll King pounded his chest once, then pointed at Dominic.

“FIZZ-FIRE MAN.”

Dominic straightened like he’d just received a knighthood.

Janet covered her eyes with a hand.

By the time the trolls climbed back up the mountain, carrying Moletatoes like sacred offerings, Dominic had been declared, unofficially and with great ceremony, an honorary member of the tribe.

Janet jabbed a finger at him. “Do not escalate soda diplomacy.”

Dominic shrugged. “No promises.”



That night, the camp ran loud.

Full.

Alive.

Bug stew.

Oxtail.

Snow Lime juice.

Pepsi.

Fresh shiitake from the logs.

Lime leaves swayed gently above them.

The mountain stayed quiet.

Troll fires flickered faintly in the distance, tiny orange dots against dark stone.

They feasted too.

On Moletatoes.

Phong leaned back against the tree and listened.

Dominic retold the corridor hold.

Alexandra corrected his exaggerations with quiet precision.

Janet argued about sodium intake like it mattered more than trolls.

The puppy tried to box a shadow.

The kitten studied the Troll King’s retreat path like it memorized geopolitical terrain.

A year ago he had nothing.

Now he had a camp with a name.

A tree that bore winter fruit.

Mushrooms pushing through damp logs.

A trade pact with monsters.

Friends clearing ancient ruins.

A raccoon on caffeine shouting about FIZZ-FIRE diplomacy.

He stayed Level 1.

His EXP bar stayed dead.

The system stayed silent.

But the dungeon moved around him.

And Stymphalian Camp endured.

Anchored.

Fed.

Alive.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Agency

    
    
    
    
                Phong realized something mildly embarrassing.

He had not been paying attention.

To him, harvesting had turned into routine. Like brushing his teeth. Like checking perimeter lines. Like squeezing Snow Limes into juice before a dive.

He picked things.

He cooked them.

He fed people.

He did not min-max. He did not theorycraft. He did not sit there mapping buff order, duration, cooldown, and optimal harvest windows.

They were food.

Fuel for community.

Not stat sheets.

Another reason sat under all of it. His stats were too low. So low that when he used Appraisal, it coughed up scraps of information only when it felt generous. Most days he burned the attempt and had to wait until tomorrow for another roll of the dice. After he bought the Steam Deck, he stopped gambling on a skill that succeeded about as often as a lottery ticket.

Janet disagreed.

Strongly.

They gathered under the lime tree when she slammed a notebook onto the table with deliberate force.

“Floor Two is getting worse,” she said. “Shifting frequency is climbing. We are surviving because of Snow Lime. That stops working the moment we get complacent. We need to understand everything you produce.”

Dominic nodded, unusually serious. “We ate a double-Shifting in the ruins last week. A corridor collapsed. The terrain rewrote mid-fight.”

Alexandra added, quiet and clipped, “We need to know exactly what we are working with.”

Phong looked around the circle.

They were not asking him to optimize for ego.

They were asking him to protect people.

That changed the request.

He nodded once. “Fine.”



They ran mass appraisal.

Not casual.

Not playful.

Janet brought a scale, measuring tape, timers, and enough pens to supply a clinic.

Dominic volunteered as a test subject with alarming enthusiasm.

Alexandra insisted on controlled baselines and cross-checks.

Rico demanded tasting privileges.

Denied.

They started with fundamentals.



MoletatoEarthy brown, faint subterranean hum when freshly unearthed.
Terraforming capability when replanted. Cooperative communication through root network. Structural stabilization within a limited radius.Taste: nutty, sweet, flexible across cooking methods.
Buff: none.

Dominic chewed thoughtfully. “So it’s infrastructure.”

“Yes,” Janet said. “A logistics-class vegetable.”



Angry Chilies, Red VariantSmall, glossy, vivid crimson.
Buff confirmed: +0.1 Strength permanently per fruit, stackable up to +1 total.

Dominic had already capped his.

Alexandra confirmed no increase beyond the cap.

Janet wrote: Permanent scaling tool, early-stage power bridge.

Rico tried to eat one whole.

Regret arrived instantly and loudly.



Angry Chilies, Green Variant
Evolved in response to pressure. Larger pods, denser flesh. Primary use: perimeter artillery.

Consumption test: No buff found, tastes like pain.

Primary function: external defense.

Janet nodded and wrote, underlined twice:
“Two variants. Utility and defense. Watch for branching mutation in other crops.”



BonktatoThick vines. Hardened root clusters.
Behavior: active defense confirmed.
Consumption: filling. No stat buff.

Notable report: subjects described a mild grounding sensation after eating. Likely psychological.

Alexandra raised an eyebrow. “Morale vegetable.”

Phong smirked.



Sweet Potatoes, Dungeon Growth Variant
Golden flesh. Slightly luminous veins when sliced.

Effect: +10% sensory perception for 30 minutes.

Alexandra tested first. She closed her eyes. “Sound separation improves. Peripheral detection sharpens. Spatial awareness expands slightly.”

Dominic tried next and grimaced. “Everything’s louder.”

Then they looked at Phong, the man who had been eating pounds of roasted sweet potatoes every week without saying a word.

He shrugged. “I don’t feel different.”

Janet wrote: Recon support, pre-engagement prep. Farmer unreliable for potency testing, likely due to low baseline stats.



Then they moved to the new additions.



Weeping Onion
Large. Pale purple. Aggressive sulfur bite.

Chopping triggered tears instantly.

Test subject: Dominic.

He chopped. Tears poured. “WHY DO YOU HURT ME.”

Alexandra monitored mana fluctuation.

Result: MP restored by 20 points.
Limit observed: 2 per hour. 10 per day, then diminishing returns.

Janet underlined the line and glanced at the only caster on Dominic’s team. “Sustained caster recovery.”



Stoic Garlic
Dense bulbs with a faint silver sheen.

Effect: +20% Defense for 1 hour.

Dominic took one. His stance changed. Shield felt heavier, steadier.

They ran an impact test using a controlled Bonktato strike.

“Hit me,” Dominic said.

Phong refused.

Alexandra tapped his shield instead. The reverberation dampened sharply.

Janet wrote: Test stacking with Snow Lime.

Test confirmed: stackable. Different stat categories.

Dominic grinned. “Now we’re talking.”



Arrogant Ginger
Knobby root. Sharp scent.

Effect: poison immunity for 10 minutes.
Limit: once per day.

Dominic volunteered again.

Janet refused to poison him “for science.”

They used diluted venom from preserved bug sacs.

Dominic ate ginger first.

Venom exposure produced no reaction.

A second exposure after the time window produced mild symptoms.

Single daily use confirmed.



Sympathy Enoki
Cluster mushroom. Effect required 20+ stalks.

Test 1: Dominic’s minor cut from shield maintenance. He ate a full bunch. The wound sealed cleaner than baseline healing skills within minutes. Disinfection effect confirmed.

Test 2: mild cold symptoms. Enoki cleared symptoms within hours.

Limit: once per day.

Janet concluded: “Heals minor wounds, minor illness, and disinfection.”



Snow Lime
Already familiar.

Effect: +20% Movement Speed for 1 hour.
Limit: once per day.

Scaling confirmed: telekinetic execution speed improved proportionally. Projectile speed did not. Spell speed did not. Reaction time sharpened.

Dominic admitted, grudging and honest, “Man. Your plants outperform a whole Level 20 support squad.”

Janet paused, then wrote: High-tier mobility consumable. Sustainable production advantage.



The remaining mushrooms, wood ear, oyster, shiitake grown on logs, showed no stat anomaly.

(Phong mistake sawdust on Enoki ends for dirt, so he plants them directly in the ground. This is not how you grow them IRL)

Flavor normal.

Nutrition normal.

Mana signature faint.

Janet frowned. “That’s strange.”

Phong tilted his head. “What is?”

“Everything grown directly in dungeon soil mutates,” she said. “The ones grown on surface logs do not.”

Phong looked at the shiitake logs.

Surface lumber.

Brought from above.

Selena.

They needed Selena.



Phong called.

She answered on the second ring. “You’re alive.”

“Yes.”

“Good. I just finished dissecting a telepathic spore core.”

“Nice.”

Janet leaned in. “We ran mass appraisal.”

They listed every crop, every effect, every limit.

Selena went quiet on the other end.

Then she asked, “The mushrooms grew on surface logs, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then they are not drawing mana directly from the dungeon soil matrix.”

Alexandra frowned. “Matrix?”

“The dungeon substrate isn’t inert,” Selena said. “It’s active. Responsive. Mutagenic.”

She paused.

“Your soil is alive, Phong.”

Phong looked down at his hands, which had drifted to the dirt by habit. “That’s not news.”

“No,” Selena said. “I mean structurally alive. Mana-reactive.”

She continued, “Log-grown mushrooms feed off dead surface wood. The wood insulates them. They stay baseline.”

Janet leaned forward. “So if we inoculate a dungeon stump…”

Silence.

Then Selena’s voice sharpened with excitement. “Test it immediately. Controlled conditions. Compare mutation patterns.”

Phong glanced toward the mountain.

Dungeon trees stood everywhere.

He nodded. “We’ll try.”

The call ended.



Night settled over Stymphalian.

They sat beneath the lime tree with notes scattered across the table.

Dominic cracked a Pepsi, unusually thoughtful. “So we’re running an alchemy lab.”

Janet nodded. “With stable production.”

Alexandra leaned back and looked at Phong. “None of this came from a quest.”

He nodded. He had carried that thought for weeks.

The system stayed silent.

No notifications.

No levels.

No EXP bar.

Still Level 1.

Yet they had defense buffs, speed buffs, poison immunity, MP restoration, field healing, permanent Strength gain, sensory enhancement.

All cultivated.

None granted.

Phong pressed his palm into the soil.

Moletatoes hummed softly.

Anchored.

Alive.

“I didn’t do this for optimization,” he said quietly. “Or fame. Or fortune.”

Janet smiled faintly. “Maybe that is exactly why it works.”

Above them, lime leaves swayed gently.

On the ridge, troll fires flickered.

Stymphalian stood firm, not because the system commanded it, but because someone chose to build it.

Now they would refine it.



The trolls came at dusk.

They carried logs, thick trunks from dungeon trees that bled faint blue sap when cut.

They stacked the logs at the chili boundary with careful hands.

The Troll King stepped forward.

Phong tracked him automatically.

Thick crimson growth of moss across his frame, like living armor.

“More ground-walkers,” the king rumbled.

Phong studied the logs.

Dense grain.

Mana-rich.

Perfect for Selena’s experiment.

He nodded once. “Trade accepted.”

This time Phong changed the offer.

He didn’t hand over raw Moletatoes.

He cooked them.

Half he boiled in salted water until skins split and flesh softened.

Half he roasted slowly in rendered tallow from mountain game until edges crisped gold and the centers turned fluffy and fragrant.

Steam curled upward.

The smell made the lesser trolls shift restlessly.

Phong carried the first tray forward.

The king took a roasted piece, bit down, and paused.

The red moss along his neck flared subtly.

He chewed, slow and deliberate, then exhaled through his nostrils in visible vapor.

“Better,” he declared.

The lesser trolls surged forward in excitement, but the distribution stayed orderly.

Even trolls respected hierarchy.

The king chewed another piece, then looked toward Dominic.

“FIZZ-FIRE.”

Phong groaned. “You’re enabling them.”

The king pointed at the crate near the ruin wall.

Janet muttered, “You are a terrible influence.”

Dominic shrugged like a martyr, cracked a Pepsi, and handed it over.

The hiss echoed.

The king drank.

This time he didn’t crush the can.

He lifted it toward Dominic in acknowledgment.

“FIZZ-FIRE MAN.”

Dominic puffed up. “I am a diplomat.”

Janet pinched the bridge of her nose.



That night the mountain roared in celebration.

Trolls feasted, shouted, pounded stone, and wrestled.

The noise sounded like hundreds of steroid-loaded Dominics body-slamming each other into cliffs.

Phong listened from camp and shook his head.

Dominic laughed at the comparison.

“Accurate.”

Up the slope, massive silhouettes slammed together, dust clouds bursting with every impact. The sound rolled down like thunder.

Stymphalian glowed warm and steady under the lime tree.

Inside the ruin, someone suggested a Tekken tournament.

It escalated fast.

Dominic picked King.

Alexandra chose a precision fighter.

Janet surprised everyone with clean fundamentals.

Phong tried to redeem himself.

The puppy barked encouragement at random.

Rico commentated like an unqualified sports analyst.

And the kitten dismantled everyone.

Perfect spacing.

No panic mashing.

Calculated punishment.

When the final round ended, the screen flashed CHAMPION.

The kitten blinked once, unimpressed.

Dominic stared at the screen. “I refuse to accept this.”

Alexandra laughed openly.

Phong sighed and leaned back. “Skill issue.”

The boys sulked together near the storage crates, nursing wounded pride.

Rico patted Dominic’s shoulder. “You fought bravely.”

“I got combo-locked by a cat.”

“Yes,” Rico said, as if that settled the matter.



Under the lime tree, Janet and Alexandra opened a video call.

Selena’s face appeared on screen, lab coat wrinkled, eyes alert.

“Status?”

Janet summarized the troll trade, the appraisal results, and the dungeon tree logs.

Selena’s expression shifted.

“You know your clear speed is abnormal, right?”

Alexandra frowned. “We’re efficient.”

“For C+ and B-?” Selena replied. “Your advancement curve doesn’t match your bracket.”

Dominic leaned into frame. “We’re just good.”

Selena shook her head. “No. You’re supported.”

She didn’t need to say more.

Snow Lime.

Red Angry Chillies for +1 Strength.

And soon…

Dungeon sweet potatoes.

Stoic Garlic.

Weeping Onion.

Sympathy Enoki.

Arrogant Ginger.

Janet exhaled slowly. “If the Association runs stats…”

“They’ll spot anomalies,” Selena finished. “Then they’ll hunt for the cause.”

Silence settled.

Stymphalian hummed around them.

Selena continued, “Lay low. Don’t clear aggressively. Stay off leaderboards. If NYC sponsors start digging, they’ll trace supply chains.”

Dominic nodded, reluctant. “So… we bunker.”

“For now,” Selena said. “Escort Phong when he goes up. Keep patterns normal.”

Phong leaned into frame. “I don’t really need escort.”

Dominic snorted. “The trolls escort you now.”

It wasn’t entirely wrong. Since the truce, Gate pressure had dropped. No troll touched the lower trail without the king’s approval. Ground-walker supply needed to stay steady.

Still, the group liked walking together.

Shared rhythm.

Shared vigilance.

They agreed to stay in camp for a while.

Reset.

Stabilize.

Tomorrow they’d hit Hà Nội Corner for salt foam coffee.

Then Alexandra’s parents’ bakery for butter, sugar, and normal life.

Phong felt warmth at the thought.

He pressed his palm into the soil.

Moletatoes pulsed content.

Lime leaves swayed.

The mountain roared with troll wrestling.

The lake did not exist.

Yet.



It happened past midnight.

No roar.

No scream.

A deep, wet shift.

Phong woke first. The air felt heavier, wetter, as if the dungeon had exhaled moisture into his lungs.

He stepped outside the ruin.

The mountain remained.

Troll fires still flickered on the ridge.

But on the opposite side of camp, the terrain familiar had vanished.

Rewritten.

Where rolling plains had stretched before, water now waited.

A vast, dark lake reflected faint dungeon sky.

Still.

Unnaturally still.

The shoreline stopped barely fifty meters from the outer chili perimeter.

Stymphalian Camp now sat between two forces.

Troll mountain behind.

Unknown lake ahead.

Dominic stepped out beside him. “…Well.”

Alexandra joined them.

The lime tree rustled, uneasy.

Bonktatoes flexed.

Chilies tilted toward the new horizon.

Phong watched the lake.

No ripples.

No sound.

Just black surface stretching into mist.

Phong walked to the perimeter edge, crouched, and pressed his palm into the soil.

Moletatoes pulsed.

Alert.

The dungeon had shifted again.

The mountain stayed.

The trolls stayed neighbors.

Now water watched from the other side.

Phong stood.

“Cancel coffee,” Dominic sighed.

Rico emerged from the ruin, fur slightly frazzled. “…Why does the air taste like fish?”

Phong looked at the lake.

Anchored.

Between mountain and water.

Stymphalian had a new frontier.

And the dungeon was not done.

            

    
        Chapter 14: The Lizardman of lake Baratok and the agriculture war crimes against them

    
    
    
    
                Phong didn’t panic.
Not after seeing what his plants had done to the trolls.

The lake had appeared overnight, like a mirror dropped into the dungeon.Still.
Black.
Patient.

Phong answered the only way he knew how: he planted.

He shifted the garlic rows closer to the new shoreline, spacing them with care.Ginger rhizomes went in next.
Onions followed in tight, tidy lines.

And the dungeon logs—now traded from the trolls—he set along a low embankment near the water and inoculated with fresh mushroom spores.

“If the plants mutate differently when they react to outside stimulus,” Selena had said in their strategy call, “then exposing them to the lake could open a new mutation path.”

They would test it.
Methodically.

The gang stayed in camp that day.No Floor Two push.
No ruin dive.
Just upkeep.

Dominic hauled lumber and braced the ruin walls with stronger framing.Janet sorted bedding, stacked proper storage crates, and hung canvas partitions until the place almost had rooms.
Alexandra trained lightly—precision work, not endurance.

The puppy drilled boxing combos on a hanging sandbag Dominic had rigged.
The kitten watched from the windowsill with silent judgment.

Rico bounced between “shoreline inspection” and grilling everyone about Pepsi inventory levels.

Camp Stymphalian started to look less like a fortified farm and more like a weird, stubborn summer camp carved into hostile reality.Laundry lines.
Cookfire smoke.Mushrooms drying on racks.
Snow Lime juice chilling in clay jugs.

If you ignored the troll mountain and the silent lake, it almost felt wholesome.
Almost.



Noon came softly.
Too softly.

The lake, unnervingly smooth all morning, rippled once.
Then again.

Not wind.
Something underneath.

Everyone felt it. The Moletato network throbbed hard.
Alert.

Phong rose slowly.

The water parted.

A shape climbed out without a splash.Tall.
Scaled.Green-blue hide slick with water.
Long snout.
Yellow eyes.

Armor—not crude bone or hide, but worked metal layered over its shoulders.
A trident rested easy in one clawed hand.

Above its head, faint system text shimmered:

Lizardfolk Warrior – Lv. 35

Same tier as the trolls. Same floor bracket.
But this one stood upright, and its eyes shone with intelligence.

It walked toward shore at an unhurried pace. The water split around its legs like it didn’t obey physics.

When it reached dry ground, it shook once, scattering droplets like beads of mana.

Its gaze swept the camp.Measured.
Calculated.

It didn’t charge.
It didn’t roar.

It spoke.

Its voice came out smooth, almost cultured.
“Who leads this settlement?”

Dominic stepped forward on instinct.
Alexandra slid a half-step to flank.

Phong caught Dominic’s arm.
“I do,” Phong said, calm.

The lizardfolk studied him.
“You are… farmer.”

Not a question.

Phong didn’t argue.

“I am Envoy Ssarath of the Great Lizardman Kingdom of Lake Baratok.”It tipped the trident toward the water.
“The lake you see is only the outer boundary of our domain.”

The words landed clean and structured.Not beast-thought.
Civilization.

“You occupy contested shoreline,” Ssarath said. “By decree of the Scaled Throne, all adjacent territories must submit as vassals.”

Dominic muttered, “Here we go.”

Ssarath didn’t react.“Yield your camp to our protection.
Provide tribute.Submit to oversight.
In return, Lake Baratok shall shield you from lesser threats.”

Protection. Control. Dominion.

Alexandra’s eyes narrowed.Janet’s jaw set.
The puppy stopped boxing.
The kitten’s tail flicked once.

Rico whispered like he was narrating a tragedy, “We have fish overlords now.”

Phong walked to the edge of the chili perimeter.
“You want vassalage.”

“Yes.”

“And you assume we need protection.”

“You border our waters.”

Ssarath’s slit pupils tightened.
“You cannot withstand what stirs beneath.”

The lake rippled again, subtle as a threat whispered into your ear.

The Moletato network pulsed, not with fear, but with awareness.

Phong held its stare.
“We aren’t looking for a throne,” he said. “We just want to farm.”

Ssarath’s lip curled, flashing sharp teeth.
“Then farm in service to the Scaled Crown.”

Dominic cracked his knuckles.
Alexandra’s psychic rapier flickered at the edge of existence.

Phong shook his head.
“No.”

Clean.Steady.
Final.

Ssarath blinked once, slow.
“You deny the Great Kingdom?”

“Yes.”

Silence stretched. Water lapped at the shore.

The chili pods quivered.Bonktatoes tightened under the soil.
Garlic and ginger leaves near the lake shifted, responding to proximity.

Ssarath straightened.
“You align with mountain beasts.”

“Trolls are neighbors,” Phong said evenly. “They respect boundaries.”

Ssarath flared its nostrils.
“Then you have chosen your side.”

“No,” Phong said. “We don’t pick sides. Not them, not you.”

Ssarath’s eyes went hard.“Your camp will be marked hostile.
Lake Baratok declares war.”

War.

That meant organized violence.

Ssarath turned and walked back into the lake. The water swallowed it without a ripple.

Silence returned.

Dominic let out a long breath.
“…We just picked a fight with an underwater kingdom.”

Janet already had her notebook open.
“Strategic assessment. Aquatic mobility. Ranged capability likely. Amphibious units possible.”

Alexandra stared at the water, jaw tight.
“They speak. They organize. That’s feudal-level coordination. Medieval warfare.”

Phong looked at the garlic near the shore. Leaves trembled.

He pressed his palm into the soil.

The Moletato network surged. The new plantings answered differently.Faster.
Sharper.
Potential waking up.

The dungeon escalated again.

Behind them, the troll mountain loomed.
Ahead, Lake Baratok stirred.

Camp Stymphalian stood between two Level 35 powers.

Dominic grinned despite himself.
“Guess vacation’s over.”

Phong didn’t smile. He looked at the lake, then the lime tree, then the people beside him.
“Then let them try,” he said softly.

The chili pods swayed.The Bonktatoes coiled.
Garlic leaves stiffened.

War had been declared.
And Camp Stymphalian would answer in its own way.

The first strike from Lake Baratok didn’t wait for nightfall.
It came in broad daylight.

The lake, calm only hours earlier, fractured into concentric ripples.

Shapes streaked beneath the surface.Fast.
Organized.

Alexandra was already moving.
“Formation!” Janet snapped.

Dominic grabbed his shield.Janet herded the animals into the inner ruin chamber.
Rico complained loudly, then did it anyway.

Phong stepped to the shoreline perimeter and planted his palm into the soil.The Moletato network pulsed.
Ready.

The water erupted outward.

Lizardfolk surged out in coordinated waves—eight of them—armored in layered scale and bronze plates, tridents gleaming.

They moved with discipline. No roaring. No frenzy.
They advanced in staggered formation, shields up.

“Test breach,” one hissed.

They expected stone or timber.
They met agriculture.

The first rank stepped into chili range.

The green pods trembled, then fired.

Missiles snapped forward in rapid succession.Impact.
Explosion.

Capsaicin burst into concentrated vapor.

The reaction was instant. The lizardfolk recoiled hard.Scales didn’t help against aerosolized heat.
Armor didn’t matter.
Capsaicin went straight for nerve endings, eyes, mouth, gills.

One dropped its trident and clawed at its face.
Another staggered, hissing like it wanted to tear its own skin off.

“Maintain push!” their captain barked.

They tried. They really did.

But Bonktatoes were already primed.

Vines snapped up with piston speed. Thick root clusters hammered shield edges, cracked plates, and threw bodies off-balance.

One lizardfolk lifted clean off the ground from a root strike and slammed into another.

Dominic barked a laugh from behind the secondary line.
“Farm defense online!”

The attackers adjusted fast.

Two broke toward the shallows, trying to skirt the thickest chili concentration.

That’s when the lime tree moved.

For the first time since Phong planted it as the heart of Camp Stymphalian, it struck back.

The trunk shuddered.Branches bent at angles wood shouldn’t bend.
Fruit swelled along the limbs at impossible speed.

Blue skin.
Deep crystalline blue like frozen mana.

Snow Limes—evolved.

They grew in seconds, tore free, and launched toward the shore.

The lime tree swung like an automated trebuchet. Each lime arced high and burst on impact into fine glacial mist.

The mist rolled across the lake’s edge and froze it solid.

Ice spread across the shallows.

Lizardfolk feet lost traction.One slipped.
Then another.
A trident skittered away.

Chili missiles rained again.Explosions layered over slick ice.
Bonktato vines punched with methodical precision.

Phong focused.
“Non-lethal,” he murmured into the soil.

The Moletato network answered. The vines adjusted.

Strikes hit joints, shoulders, legs, just hard enough to disable.Chili bursts angled outward, avoiding clear shot into throats.
Lime mist froze ground, intentionally avoid their lungs.

A lizardfolk captain tried to rally.
“Forward—”

A Bonktato root slammed his shield so hard it spun him into a frozen patch. He went down flat and ate three chili detonations in rapid succession.

He stopped moving.
Unconscious.

In three minutes, the shoreline turned into chaos.

Lizardfolk slipping.Coughing.
Half-blinded.
Armor useless against nerve-fire and ice.

Not a single plant line broke.Not a single fence splintered.
Not a single human had to draw blood.

Alexandra stood ready and never needed to advance.

Dominic lowered his shield slowly.
“…This is absurd.”

The remaining lizardfolk dragged their incapacitated comrades back.One hissed, furious.
“Retreat!”

They hauled themselves across ice and into the water. The lake swallowed them again.

Silence returned.

Ice patches began to melt.The lime tree eased its branches.
Fruits shifted back to normal.

Chili pods swayed, almost pleased.Bonktatoes sank back down.
The Moletato network hummed.

Rico burst out of hiding.
“WE ARE UNDEFEATED.”

The puppy barked triumph.
The kitten blinked once, as if the outcome had been obvious.

Phong exhaled slowly.

He hadn’t wanted blood. He didn’t want escalation he couldn’t control.

The message had gone through.Clear.
Overwhelming.
Non-lethal.

He looked at the lake. The surface stayed still.
But underneath, they were recalculating.

Dominic walked up beside him.
“Think they’ll try again?”

“Yes,” Phong said.

Alexandra joined them.
“They won’t underestimate us now.”

“No.”

Janet studied the freezing-and-melting edge.
“We showed capability without slaughter. That matters.”

Phong pressed his palm into the soil again.

The new plantings by the water—garlic, ginger, onion—trembled faintly.Proximity triggered something.
Change.

The dungeon had introduced its first truly organized, intelligent enemy.

Camp Stymphalian answered.
In its own way.

The lime tree swayed once, quiet with pride.

Behind them, the troll mountain held steady.

War had begun.
And Camp Stymphalian had just taken the opening move.



The war didn’t stay polite.

For days, the shoreline turned into mayhem.

At first, lizardfolk squads stopped hitting Camp Stymphalian head-on. Instead, they went around. Up the slope. Toward the mountain. Toward the trolls.

They wanted the trolls dead so they could pinch the camp from both sides and break its morale. To the lizardmen, Camp Stymphalian held out only because the trolls backed them. Remove that hope and the farm would fold.

The first clash rolled through the valley like thunder.

Trident met horn.
Scaled shield met moss-covered fist.

Capsaicin had taught the lizardfolk caution.
Troll fury taught them fear.

The Troll King descended in full wrath.
Dozens of trolls followed.

Trolls weren’t known for unity. They brawled constantly, fought over territory, over food, over nothing.

But something had shifted.

Their ground-walker farmer had been attacked.Their supply line threatened.
Moletatoes endangered.

Unacceptable.

For the first time in their race’s short dungeon history, the trolls moved like a single organism.

They hit the lizardman brigade with terrifying cohesion.

Moss burned in earlier skirmishes had grown back thicker and denser.
The Red King led from the front.

When they roared this time, it carried shape and purpose.

The lizardfolk line wavered.
Disciplined formations collided with brute force and regeneration that bordered on obscene.

The lake churned.Ice shattered.
Tridents splintered against horn and bone.

Camp Stymphalian watched from a distance.

Dominic crossed his arms.
“Are they actually coordinating? That’s a first, right?”

Alexandra nodded slowly.“They’re angry.”
Very angry.

The war between mountain and lake spilled beyond farm boundaries.

And for a few days, Camp Stymphalian was mostly left alone.

Until the second assault.



It came at dawn.

This time, they didn’t test the perimeter.
They brought artillery.

Three lizardfolk mages stood knee-deep in water, staves blazing with layered sigils.
Behind them, armored infantry.

Above the lake, mana gathered like storm clouds.

Alexandra swore under her breath.
“They’re adapting.”

The first volley screamed toward the camp.

Fire arrows—bolts of concentrated flame—formed on bows made entirely of mana and launched in rapid, repeated shots.

Green chili pods detonated midair as spells collided with them.
Bonktato vines blackened at the edges.

The outer fence flared for a moment before Stoic Garlic-infused Dominic slammed into position and smothered the flames.

“Defensive posture!” he barked.

Alexandra moved like lightning. Snow Lime still fresh in her system. Her psychic blade split incoming fire projectiles, shearing spells apart before they could hit.

Janet called positions.
Rico dragged the puppy and kitten into cover.

Phong stood at the center of camp.

The lime tree trembled.
The Moletato network pulsed urgent and sharp.

The mages started chanting.

The lake boiled. Fire and water fused into scalding steam clouds meant to blind and overwhelm.

Dominic grinned through clenched teeth.
“Oh no, scale-faces. You are not getting past old Dominic.”

They surged.

For the first time, Dominic and Alexandra pushed beyond the chili line and met them directly.

Dominic’s shield caved in scaled armor.
Alexandra’s rapier slipped into gaps with surgical precision.

Lizardfolk dropped.

Real kills this time.No mercy.
No unconscious bodies dragged away.

System text flickered above their heads:Level up.
Level up.
Level up.

Janet flanked and dropped a mage before a second volley could form.

But the shield infantry came in far heavier numbers than before.

Their V formation, with Dominic and Alexandra spearheading, slammed into a lizardman shield wall and stalled hard.

Phong felt something in him lock into place.

His earlier mercy.The measured response.
The restraint.

The lizardfolk had read it as weakness.Something negotiable.
Something to probe.

He shut his eyes for a beat, then pressed both palms into the soil.

“No restraint,” he whispered.

The Moletato network surged, carrying one clear order through root and vine and leaf.

Kill.



The first mutation hit from the onion rows nearest the lake.

Weeping Onion.

Leaves stiffened. Bulbs swelled, then ruptured underground.

A thick, invisible cloud was released and rolled across the shoreline.

Within seconds, lizardfolk infantry clawed at their faces.Tears streamed.
Vision vanished.
Breathing turned to agony.

The gas wasn’t poisonous.
It was worse.

It choked them while forcing a gag reflex. Their brains screamed for oxygen, but their bodies refused to draw another breath.

“Pull the mages back!” a commander screamed.

Too late.

Bonktatoes erupted through the shield line, striking the heads of blindly flailing bodies with ruthless precision. Skulls cracked. Eyes burst. Something popped. Bodies went limp.

The lizardmen chose no mercy.
So Camp Stymphalian answered with massacre.

And the plants weren’t done.

Garlic.
Stoic Garlic.

The bulbs hardened under the soil.Shifted.
Waited.

As lizardfolk pushed deeper into the perimeter, the first one triggered.

Boom.

A focused explosion.

From the shattered bulb, small white cloves shot out.

They didn’t scatter.
They drilled.

Into exposed joints.Under scales.
Into muscle.

A heartbeat later, they detonated again.
Internal concussive bursts.

Screams tore across the shoreline.

Dominic froze mid-swing.
“…Oh.”

Another garlic mine triggered.
Then another.

The ground itself had turned hostile.

Janet muttered, “This is… excessive.”

Alexandra didn’t look away. She scraped a piece of lizardman flesh from her face, eyes cold.
“They escalated first.”

Ginger rows shook violently. Their mutation hadn’t finished.
The mushroom logs vibrated faintly, like something was winding up.

But Weeping Onion and garlic mines already crossed enough lines to shove back an advancing army.

The shoreline collapsed into chaos.

Blinded soldiers stumbled into chili salvos.Explosions ignited armor seams.
Bonktatoes smashed shield formations mid-regroup.

Dominic drove his team forward right behind the plant hits, zoning the lizardfolk out of key positions. The Pepsi-addicted giant used his tower shield like a door and kept slamming it into lizardman heads.

Janet sprinted through the battlefield, keeping coordination between Dominic’s left flank and Alexandra’s right-side rampage.

Garlic mines kept popping under retreating feet.

The lizardfolk mages tried one last coordinated spell.

Alexandra reached them first.

Her blade punched through a mouth and out the back of a head.Three times.
Three kills.
No hesitation.

She didn’t bother yanking the rapier free. She dismissed it and summoned a new one for the next target, a trick she’d learned on Floor Two where some monsters had muscles strong enough to trap a blade.

Silence.

The remaining forces broke and fled.This time they didn’t drag comrades.
They ran.

The lake swallowed them in disorder.

The onion cloud thinned and drifted away.Garlic bulbs settled back into dormancy.
Onion leaves drooped, satisfied.

Dominic leaned hard on his shield.
“…We just committed agricultural war crimes.”

Janet folded her arms.“Garlic proximity mines that burrow and double-detonate?”
She stared at Phong.
“You’re violating the Geneva Convention left and right.”

Alexandra lowered her blade.
“Especially the garlic.”

Rico climbed onto a crate, triumphant.
“TAKE THAT AND RUN, YOU TWO-LEGGED FISH!”

Phong looked at the shoreline.Burn marks.
Scale fragments.
No attackers standing.

He let out a slow breath.
“I didn’t want to kill them.”

Dominic clapped his shoulder.
“It’s us or them. You already showed mercy once. That’s a luxury down here, farm boy. Their fault for not appreciating it.”

The Troll King’s roar rolled down from the mountain ridge.

Lake Baratok had escalated.
Camp Stymphalian had answered.

And that day, casualties climbed into the dozens. Even excluding the ones dragged back into the lake, nearly a hundred bodies lay dead on the shore between Lake Baratok and Camp Stymphalian.

Phong looked at the ginger rows.
At the trembling mushroom logs.

They weren’t done mutating.

The dungeon was adapting to organized conflict.
And so was his garden.

Behind him, the lime tree swayed in silence, cold fruit glinting in the morning light.

Camp Stymphalian stood bloodied, but unbroken.

And now the lake knew mercy wasn’t on the table anymore.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Lv30 and something between us

    
    
    
    
                The shoreline still smelled faintly of garlic and ozone.

Phong did not celebrate right away.

Instead, he waded into the shallow edge of the lake where the fighting had been fiercest and recovered two things himself.

The captain’s trident.
The head mage’s staff.

He did not keep them as trophies.

He mounted them.

The trident he drove deep into the soil just outside the chili perimeter, its prongs facing the lake.
The staff he lashed beside it with vine fiber.

A message.

Clear.
Final.

Dominic watched him finish.

“Symbolism?”

“Warning,” Phong said.

Janet nodded with approval.

“You built a scarecrow for lizardmen. I have to admit, I’m impressed.”

Alexandra stood beside them, silent, her eyes still scanning the lake.

When the weapons were in place, Phong stepped back.

Then he did something entirely ordinary.

He tended the garden.

He trimmed the charred Bonktato vines with care.He removed dead chili pods.
He inspected the onion rows.
He reset and redistributed the garlic bulbs.

The Moletato network pulsed softly beneath his palms as he worked.

War might rage.

Plants still needed care.

Behind him, the gang gathered in a loose circle.

Dominic opened his status panel first.

“Twenty-eight.”

He grinned.

Janet checked hers.

“Twenty-nine.”

The other three spoke almost at once.

“Twenty-seven.”“Twenty-eight.”
“Twenty-seven.”

Alexandra hesitated before speaking.

“Almost thirty.”

The words settled heavier than anyone expected.

Level 30.

The threshold.

Only a handful of divers in the world had reached Level 30. Most were controlled by governments. Others belonged to corporations with budgets rivaling small nations.

They were called A-class divers.

The line between competent and elite.

Between good and great.

At Level 30, classes evolved.

They received a complete structural transformation.

Elite class.

And for rare classes like Mind Blade, the evolution could be terrifying.

Dominic looked at her.

“You’re about to join their league.”

Alexandra did not smile.

“I’m about to become visible.”

That was the real weight.

Phong stood and wiped soil from his hands.

He looked at her.

“You’ll cross it on your terms.”

She met his gaze.

“Maybe.”



Phong did not let the mood sink too deep.

Instead, he lit the fire pit.

Hotpot night.

Celebration.

Steam rose as broth began to roll.

Bug meat sliced thin.Shiitake layered in.
Sweet potatoes cubed.

Garlic and ginger went in too, carefully measured this time for flavor rather than detonation.

Snow Lime wedges rested on a wooden plate.

Soda cans popped open in chorus.

Dominic raised his.

“To almost Level 30.”

“To surviving,” Janet corrected.

“To agricultural warfare,” someone added.

Rico climbed onto a crate and raised an empty can.

“To culture.”

They laughed.

The hotpot bubbled.The broth thickened.
Steam carried spice and comfort through the air.

Then the mountain answered.

Heavy footsteps.

The Troll King descended again.

Several trolls followed him down the slope, moving slowly and deliberately.

They stopped just outside the chili perimeter.

Then they sat.

Cross-legged.

Watching.

Curious.

Dominic blinked.

“They’re... attending?”

Phong nodded once.

“Ceremony.”

He carried baskets of cooked Moletatoes to the boundary.

Roasted in tallow.Skins crisp.
Insides fluffy.

The Troll King accepted them with solemn dignity.

“Ground-walkers,” he rumbled in approval.

Phong also offered Bonktatoes.

The trolls sniffed them.

Then politely declined.

They preferred Moletatoes.

Rico puffed out his chest.

“Ah. Fellow creatures of culture.”

The Troll King chewed slowly and looked toward Dominic.

“FIZZ-FIRE MAN.”

Dominic laughed and tossed a soda can over the boundary.

The Troll King caught it cleanly.

This time he opened it carefully.

The trolls behind him watched the technique closely.

The lake stayed quiet.

For now.

Inside the perimeter, the kitten settled beside Alexandra. Its tail wrapped neatly around its paws as it ate small slices of bug meat with refined indifference.

The puppy sat almost on Dominic’s boot, staring up at him like he was a hero from legend.

Dominic scratched behind its ears between bites.

Janet kept refilling bowls.

The hotpot simmered.

Soda cans clinked.

Mountain and camp shared something close to peace.

Phong stepped away from the fire.

Quietly.

He prepared one last offering.

Cooked Moletatoes.
And Bonktatoes.

He placed them on a wooden board and carried it to the shoreline.

He set the board just beyond the mounted trident and staff.

A neutral line.

A message without words.

Truce.De-escalation.
One last chance.

Phong stepped back and pressed his palm into the soil.

The Moletato network pulsed softly.

Behind him, laughter rose from the fire.

Ahead of him, the lake shimmered faintly in the fading light.

If the lizardfolk accepted, the war might cool.

If they refused, he had already made his decision.

Mercy had been offered.

Twice.

He looked back at his people.

At the trolls sitting outside the chili perimeter like oversized guests at a strange summer camp.

At Alexandra, almost Level 30.

At Dominic and Janet.

At the puppy and kitten.

At Rico lecturing a half-empty soda.

Camp Stymphalian was no longer just a farm.

It was a coalition.

A boundary.

A line drawn between mountain and lake.

The hotpot bubbled louder as someone added more broth.

Soda cans clinked again.

And beneath the lime tree, Phong waited to see whether Lake Baratok would choose peace.

Or force him to harvest something far more permanent.



Janet raised the topic the next morning while reheating leftover broth.

“We need to talk about Level 30.”

Dominic did not look up from polishing his shield.

“We are.”

“Seriously,” she said.

Alexandra sat across from her, a slice of Snow Lime floating untouched in her cup.

Janet folded her arms.

“You’re a hair away.”

“I know.”

“Once you cross it, you evolve.”

Alexandra nodded.

“Mind Blade becomes Elite.”

“And that paints a target,” Janet finished.

Silence settled between them.

Nearby, the other three members of the team, Jake, Jack, and Joanne, reorganized equipment while pretending not to listen.

Janet continued calmly.

“If you hit A-class before the rest of us, our clearing speed jumps again.”

“And we don’t want that,” Alexandra said.

“No.”

Jake spoke hesitantly.

“Floor Two is already rough without you going all out.”

Jack added, “You’re our heaviest hitter.”

Joanne nodded.

“It’ll slow us down.”

Janet shrugged.

“That’s not entirely bad.”

They looked at her.

“If we want to stay off the radar,” she explained, “slower progression helps.”

Dominic finally looked up.

“She goes third.”

Janet nodded.

“After us.”

She pointed between herself and Dominic.

“Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight. We reach thirty first.”

Alexandra thought for a moment.

“Third in the party.”

“Third,” Janet confirmed.

Not first.Not leader.
Not the face.

Strategic.

Controlled.

Alexandra leaned back slightly.

“Fine.”

“So I stay here for a while,” she said.

“Yes,” Janet replied.

Dominic grinned.

“Welcome to agricultural boot camp.”

Alexandra smirked.

“I’ll survive.”



Phong stood nearby, pretending to sort mushroom logs while he listened.

He overheard Jake, Jack, and Joanne whispering.

“It’s going to be brutal without her on the frontline,” Jake said.

Jack nodded.

“Floor Two doesn’t scale down for our feelings.”

Joanne shrugged.

“Janet’s right though. Less spotlight.”

Phong blinked.

Jake.

Jack.

Joanne.

Janet.

All J.

He stared at them.

Dominic noticed.

He walked over and slapped him lightly on the shoulder.

“Why do you look like a bird just did something to your head?”

Phong blinked again.

“All your names start with J.”

Dominic stared at him.

Then burst out laughing.

“You just noticed?”

“What?”

“They were called the Four Js before I joined.”

Jake raised a hand proudly.

“Brand identity.”

Jack added, “We even talked about merch.”

Joanne said flatly, “Dominic ruined the symmetry.”

Dominic puffed out his chest.

“I’m diversity.”

Phong slowly shook his head.

War.

Diplomacy.

Level 30 thresholds.

And he had just now noticed alphabetical patterns.

The world remained absurd.



That night was quieter.

No lizardfolk surfaced.

The offering at the shore remained untouched.

The trolls had returned to the mountain after their ceremony.

Camp Stymphalian breathed steadily.

Under the lime tree, the fire burned low.

Dominic and the Js went to sleep early.

Janet double-checked supplies.

Rico lectured the puppy about discipline.

The kitten vanished into the shadows like it had more important matters to manage.

Phong stood by the shoreline for a while.

Then he turned back.

Alexandra sat near the ruin wall with her knees drawn slightly toward her chest, watching the lime tree sway.

He walked over.

Sat beside her.

For a moment, neither spoke.

The air felt cool.

The lake stayed still.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Pause.

“Does staying here bother you?”

She shook her head.

“It makes sense.”

Another pause.

He swallowed.

“There’s something I wanted to ask.”

She looked at him steadily.

“Has there… been anything between us?”

She did not dodge the question.

“Yes.”

The answer was simple.

Honest.

His chest felt lighter and heavier at the same time.

“Do you want to explore it?”

He was not eloquent.

He never had been.

She studied his face for a moment.

Then nodded.

“Yes.”

No fireworks.

No dramatic music.

Just clarity.

Later, after the others settled down, she followed him toward his tent.

He paused at the entrance.

Not from fear.

From intention.

Inside, the tent was modest.

Better insulated now.

Blankets folded neatly.

A small generator hummed softly in the background.

He looked at her.

“I don’t want you to think I’m just…”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Just what?”

He gestured awkwardly.

“Trying to get laid.”

She stared at him for half a second.

Then smiled.

Soft.

Amused.

“Phong.”

He flushed slightly.

“I don’t want it to be about that.”

Her expression softened.

“That’s very you.”

He was not sure if that was praise.

But she took his hand.

Stepped closer.

They lay down fully clothed.

No urgency.

No hunger.

Just warmth.

Her head rested against his chest.

His arm wrapped carefully around her shoulders, as if he feared holding her too tightly.

Outside, the lime tree rustled.

The lake remained still.

The mountain stood quiet.

Inside the tent, their breathing fell into the same rhythm.

She tilted her head slightly.

“You’re naïve.”

He blinked.

“…Sorry.”

She laughed softly.

“I didn’t say it was bad.”

She moved a little closer.

“Just stop overthinking everything.”

He exhaled slowly.

For a year he had barricaded himself behind anger.

Then he spent months building walls out of soil and roots.

This felt different.

He was not trying to conquer anything.

Not optimizing.

Not chasing a quest.

He was choosing.

She was choosing.

And that mattered.

They did not rush.

They did not need to.

They simply held each other.

Outside, Camp Stymphalian stood between mountain and lake.

Inside the tent, for the first time in a long while, Phong was not thinking about war.

He was thinking about tomorrow.

And she was still there beside him.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Discussing Diplomatic with fish and couple life of a mudskipper

    
    
    
    
                Dawn seeped pale and quiet through the tent fabric.

Phong woke first.

For a second, he forgot where he was.

Then he felt it.Warmth.
Weight.

Alexandra’s arm lay loose across him. Her head tucked under his chin. Her breathing steady.

His brain, tragically, chose that exact moment to stop filtering his mouth.

“You’re surprisingly soft to hold.”

Silence.

His heart dropped into his stomach.

Idiot. That sounded objectifying. That sounded shallow. That sounded—

She shifted, tightened her hold instead of pulling away.

“You’re comfortable too,” she murmured, voice thick with sleep.

He blinked.

“…I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” she said, light as a shrug.

She tilted her head just enough to look at him, eyes amused.

“You said it like a cat discovering blankets.”

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

“That bad?”

She laughed quietly.

“Relax.”

He groaned and buried his face in the pillow for a second.

She nudged him.

“You overthink.”

“You noticed.”

They laughed together, and the tension evaporated.

Outside, boots crunched against soil.

Dominic’s voice carried.

“Ohhh, look at that. Lovebirds finally up?”

Phong froze.

Alexandra didn’t.

She called back without raising her voice, “Mind your own relationship.”

Dominic cackled.

Janet’s voice snapped in immediately.

“Dominic. Tools. Now.”

He coughed and retreated.

Phong pressed his forehead lightly to Alexandra’s.

“Welcome to Stymphalian.”

She smiled faintly.

“I’m starting to like it.”



Outside, camp had shifted into quiet prep mode.

Jake reinforced fence posts.Jack rearranged chili clusters for cleaner launch angles.
Joanne checked garlic mine spacing near the shoreline.

Janet paced among them like a field engineer.

“Assume a third skirmish,” she said. “Don’t assume surrender.”

The Moletato network hummed low beneath the soil.

The lime tree swayed.

The trolls remained silhouettes on the mountain ridge, watchful.

Then the lake stirred.

Everyone paused deliberately.

A single figure rose from the water.

No formation. No mage escort. No infantry behind.

One lizardman.

Unarmored, except for ceremonial scale plating along the shoulders. No trident. Hands visible.

He walked toward shore at an unhurried pace and stopped at the edge of chili range.

He bowed his head slightly.

“I am Envoy Thassir of Lake Baratok.”

Not Ssarath.

A different voice. Still controlled.

“We come under banner of negotiation.”

Dominic glanced at Phong.

Alexandra stood just behind him, blade unmanifested.

Phong stepped forward.

“Speak.”

Thassir drew in a single breath.

“Lake Baratok acknowledges the strength of Camp Stymphalian.”

Pause.

“War is costly.”

Understatement.

“You have demonstrated capability.”

Another pause.

“We propose formal vassal arrangement.”

Dominic snorted under his breath.

Thassir kept his voice smooth.

“On record only.”

That made Janet’s eyes sharpen.

“Camp Stymphalian shall be recognized as a vassal state of Lake Baratok. However,” Thassir said, emphasizing the word, “the Scaled Throne shall hold no authority over your internal governance.”

“No interference in operations.”“No command rights.”
“No levy.”

Janet’s eyebrows lifted.

“In exchange,” Thassir continued, “Camp Stymphalian shall deliver one hundred units of what you call ‘Bonktato’ per moon cycle.”

He pronounced it with care.

“Our scholars refer to it as Rootbreaker.”

Dominic whispered, “Metal name.”

Thassir continued.

“No percentage tax.”“No expansion clause.”
“Fixed tribute.”

“In return—”

He gestured to the lake.

“Trade lanes open.”“Oysters.”
“Crawlfish.”“Scaled fish.”
“Waterborne materials.”

“All members of Camp Stymphalian recognized as protected under Lake Baratok. No lizardman shall harm you henceforth.”

A beat.

“If declined, Lake Baratok commits to prolonged war.”

“Months.”

“Until submission or annihilation.”

Silence settled over the shoreline.

The offer cut clean.

Measured.

Pride intact.

Vassal in name. Independent in practice.

Trade disguised as tribute.

Sharper and simpler than human diplomacy.

Dominic looked at Phong, quiet for once.

Jake, Jack, and Joanne watched with careful faces.

Janet’s mind clearly sprinted through logistics.

Alexandra stayed silent. She watched him, letting him choose.

Phong weighed it.

He thought about the Level 30 threshold Alexandra hovered just beneath. She would not stay behind like some damsel while they bled through months of war. If the fighting continued, she would hit 30 and evolve far sooner than they wanted.

Then the opportunity cost.

More conflict meant Dominic’s team stayed anchored here for months.

No family. No friends. No surface life. No deeper dives. No income they could explain without raising suspicion.

They had lives outside of him.

Phong couldn’t force them to stall here just because he wanted everything at once.

And there were upsides.

Fish. Shrimp. Clams.

Water infrastructure. Mutual protection. A lake full of lizardmen would make other divers steer clear, which made Camp Stymphalian safer.

He looked at Thassir.

“You call it vassal.”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t command us.”

“No.”

“You don’t interfere.”

“No.”

“We pay ‘tribute’ on paper, but in practice it’s trade.”

“Yes.”

“And you protect.”

“Yes.”

“And if we trade one hundred Bonktatoes per month, no more, no less…”

“We will trade you lake delicacies of equal worth.”

Phong nodded once.

“Then we accept.”

Dominic exhaled slowly.

Janet eased a fraction.

Alexandra’s posture loosened.

Thassir bowed again.

“Lake Baratok acknowledges Camp Stymphalian as honored vassal.”

“Trade begins at next tide.”

He turned and walked back into the lake. The water sealed behind him.

Rico popped out from behind a crate.

“…We have fish diplomats.”

Dominic slapped Phong on the back.

“Well fucking done, farmboy. You just established the first diplomatic relation between humans and a dungeon civilization.”

Phong shook his head.

“It’s trade.”

Janet smiled faintly.

“Even better.”

The trolls on the mountain rumbled in curiosity but didn’t descend.

They would adapt. They always did.

Camp Stymphalian stood between troll mountain and Lake Baratok, officially recognized as a force to be reckoned with.

No blood spilled today.

No months-long siege.

No stalled progress.

Phong looked at Alexandra.

She stepped closer.

“You chose stability.”

He nodded.

“I don’t want you stuck here.”

She smiled faintly.

“Then let’s not waste it. At least not more than we have to.”

Behind them, the garden stirred.

The lime tree shimmered.

Garlic mines lay dormant.

Onions breathed quietly.

War had tried to swallow them.

Instead, they negotiated.

And the farm endured.

They split the next morning.

Dominic, Janet, Jake, Jack, and Joanne packed light but moved with purpose.

Floor Two.

Grinding levels again. Slow and careful. No spotlight.

Dominic clasped Phong’s forearm.

“I’m hitting the road, farmboy. Don’t start another war while I’m gone, yeah?”

“If you can convince my plants, I’m all for boring peace.”

Dominic backed up with both hands raised, smiling.

Janet gave Alexandra a look.

“Don’t hit Level 30 without us.”

Alexandra smirked.

“I’ll try not to evolve out of boredom.”

They headed toward the mountain trail, trolls watching from higher ground like massive mossy sentries.

The camp went quiet immediately.

Lighter.

Different.

Phong turned to Alexandra.

“So.”

“So,” she echoed.

“We’re going up.”

“Yes.”

“With the animals.”

“Yes.”

“And visiting Selena.”

“Yes.”

She paused.

“And doing couple stuff.”

Phong blinked.

“Define—”

She cut him off with a look.

“Normal human activities.”

“Oh.”

He nodded fast.

“Right.”

She studied him for a second.

“One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Call me Alex.”

He frowned.

“Alex?”

“Yes.”

“Not Alexandra.”

“That’s formal.”

He hesitated.

“In Vietnamese we don’t really—”

“Nicknames?” she finished.

He nodded.

“Our names are one syllable already.”

She tipped her head.

“Then I’ll make one for you.”

He braced.

“…Okay.”

She smirked.

“Mudskipper.”

He blinked.

“What?”

“Mudskipper.”

She stepped closer as they walked.

“Lives between water and land. Thrives in impossible environments. Adaptable. Stubborn.”

He processed it.

Ugly little fish. Hard to kill. Tastes good with wine too.

Kinda like him.

“…I like it.”

“I know,” she said simply.

They walked toward the Gate together.

The puppy trotted happily.

The kitten rode in a sling across Alex’s shoulder like royalty.

Rico strutted dramatically.

They didn’t walk alone.

At a distance, two trolls shadowed the mountain ridge.

At the lake edge, a pair of lizardfolk glided through the shallows.

Escort.

Protection.

Balance.

Neither side approached closer than necessary.

Once the Gate came into view, the escorts peeled away.

An open alliance between monsters and humans would cause political meltdown if exposed. The system already smelled like corruption. Neither Phong nor Alex trusted it.

Better to keep this contained.

They stepped through the Gate.

New York air hit different after weeks in dungeon humidity.

Taxi horns. Cold wind. City noise.

Normal.



Hà Nội Corner greeted them with roasted robusta and Long’s loud voice.

“Ah! My farmer!”

He stopped mid-wipe when he saw Alex.

Then he squinted.

“You’ll lose this, coffee wizard, and badly too. Mark my words.”

Dominic’s voice echoed in memory.

Long groaned theatrically.

“You two… together?”

Alex folded her arms.

“Yes.”

Long slapped the counter.

“Impossible.”

Phong leaned forward, already briefed on the bet by Dominic.

“Dominic had an unfair advantage.”

Long narrowed his eyes.

“What advantage?”

“He saw us hugging last Christmas.”

Long blinked.

“Where?”

“The house. The one that belonged to my uncle.”

Long huffed like a cartoon villain.

“That tank man cheating!”

He jabbed a finger at them.

“Fine. I pay.”

Then he leaned over the counter, conspiratorial.

“But first, you try something.”

Phong and Alex exchanged a look.

“Oh no,” Alex murmured.

Long grinned.

“Yoghurt coffee.”

He set two glasses in front of them.

It looked harmless.

Coffee layered over thick yogurt. Condensed milk swirling. Ice clinking softly.

They sipped, cautious.

Silence.

Then Alex’s face went completely still.

Phong blinked twice.

“It’s… sour.”

“And sweet,” Alex added carefully.

“And bitter,” Phong said.

“And creamy,” Alex finished.

Long crossed his arms, proud.

“Fusion!”

“If you invented this in 1912, people would remember it as the biggest tragedy of the 20th century,” Alex said, blunt and snarky.

Phong nodded slowly.

“I admire the ambition.”

Long squinted.

“No culture.”

They laughed.

Long relented and made proper salt foam coffee to go.

“One for Mr. Vogel. One for Mrs. Vogel.”

He handed over the cups with exaggerated care.

“And no more yoghurt slander.”



The Vogel bakery smelled like butter and sugar heaven.

Warm. Bright. Comfortable.

Mr. Vogel was mid-knead when they entered.

Mrs. Vogel arranged pastries behind the counter.

Alex walked in first.

“Morning.”

Her parents looked up.

Then at Phong.

Then at the animals.

The kitten blinked regally. The puppy wagged like it might detach its tail.

Mr. Vogel smiled slowly.

“Ah.”

Mrs. Vogel’s eyes softened.

“Good morning.”

They exchanged salt foam coffees like diplomatic gifts.

Mr. Vogel sipped. His brows lifted.

“Interesting.”

Mrs. Vogel smiled, approving.

“You two look… comfortable.”

Alex didn’t deny it.

Phong tried not to look like he’d swallowed a chili.

They stayed a while.

Pretzels. Strudel. Coffee refills.

Normal conversation.

No war talk. No lake kingdoms. No Level 30 pressure.

Just city life.

Afterward, they walked a few blocks to meet Selena.

She’d texted coordinates.

“Neutral ground,” she’d said.

They found her outside a small indie bookstore-café hybrid.

She wasn’t alone.

Beside her stood a goth-punk girl with short black hair streaked electric blue, heavy eyeliner, layered chains, combat boots.

Confident posture. Sharp smile.

Selena waved, awkward.

“This is Vanessa.”

Vanessa looked them over.

“You’re the farmer.”

Phong blinked.

“…Yes?”

She nodded, satisfied.

“Good content.”

Alex leaned in.

“You know her?”

Vanessa smirked.

“Indie diver space.”

She tapped her phone.

“I cover non-corporate dungeon ecosystems.”

Phong realized he’d seen her.

Short-form deep dives. Analysis on independent groups. Critiques of sponsor monopolies.

She was rising fast in niche circles.

“You’re dating,” Alex said, plain as daylight.

Selena flushed.

“Secret.”

Vanessa leaned in.

“Not secret-secret. Just algorithm quiet.”

Phong nodded.

“Smart.”

They ended up sitting outside with coffee and pastries.

The animals sprawled comfortably.

Rico declared Vanessa “acceptable.”

The kitten inspected her boots.

The puppy tried to climb into Selena’s lap.

Vanessa leaned back, studying Phong and Alex together.

“So,” she said casually, “you two are canon now?”

Alex snorted.

“Yes.”

Phong glanced at her.

“Mudskipper and Alex,” she added.

Vanessa’s grin widened.

“That’s disgustingly cute.”

Selena rolled her eyes fondly.

They talked for hours.

Dungeon politics. Shifting patterns. How independent divers dodged sponsor pressure. How dangerous Level 30 visibility could get.

But mostly normal things.

Movies. Food. Terrible coffee experiments. Inside jokes.

Walking back toward the Gate later, Alex bumped his shoulder.

“You’re quiet.”

“I’m thinking.”

“About what?”

He looked at her.

“Balance.”

She nodded once.

They walked side by side.

Mudskipper and Alex.

Between two worlds.

And for once, the world above felt as steady as the one he’d grown below.

They didn’t rush back into the dungeon that evening.

Instead, they stopped at an electronics shop, bought a signal enhancer, and wired it into the small generator back at Camp Stymphalian.

The device hummed once connected.

Stronger bars. Cleaner Wi-Fi calls. Selena’s face no longer pixelated mid-sentence.

“Risk of being eavesdropped?” Alex asked lightly as she adjusted the antenna.

“High,” Phong admitted.

“Actual reason to eavesdrop on you?” she countered.

“Low.”

He wasn’t boasting, just being realistic.

If Josh’s father, sponsor-backed and image-polished, had cared enough to monitor him, he would’ve done it months ago. Back when Phong drifted through life like a half-dead monk on a side quest nobody assigned.

Half a year of depression. Half a year of drifting.

If anyone had watched then, they’d have written him off by day twenty.

“Dungeon guru in exile,” Alex teased.

He snorted.

“Unintentional branding.”

They settled under the lime tree with a tablet propped on a crate.

The news feed streamed live.

Divers. Panels. Politics. Corporate sponsors smiling too wide.

The anchor’s tone tightened.

“Breaking developments in global dungeon exploration—”

The screen cut to China.

A young woman stood at the edge of a vast canyon. Rock formations formed two massive hands pressed together like a Buddhist greeting.

Robes layered over modern tactical gear.

Hair tied back.

Eyes calm.

A faint golden aura flickered behind her.

“—the first confirmed human to establish a footing on Floor Three.”

Text appeared:

Yue TingClass: Taoist Master
Level: 35

Same level as the Troll King. Same level as Lake Baratok’s captains.

Phong leaned forward.

“She’s their equivalent,” Alex murmured.

“Troll tier,” he said.

The report continued.

Her expedition had been costly.

Footage showed medical evac teams. Empty boots lined up in rows.

The anchor kept his voice neutral.

“—China’s centralized dive infrastructure continues to demonstrate aggressive forward expansion.”

Dominic would’ve whistled at that. China never lacked manpower.

The panel shifted to American commentary.

A senator’s voice, sharp with controlled fury:

“We cannot allow authoritarian regimes to monopolize dungeon advancement.”

The rhetoric flowed downhill instantly.

Defense contractors smiling.

Sponsorship deals announced.

New funding packages.

Independent reporters and smaller channels tried to speak over the noise.

“Casualty rates have spiked 38% in the last quarter—”

“Independent divers pressured into high-risk expeditions—”

“Floor Two instability escalating—”

The same politicians invoking human rights and democracy quietly incentivized faster, deadlier pushes.

Alex muted the panel.

“They’re panicking.”

“Yes.”

“Superiority complex bruised.”

“Yes.”

She unmuted.

Another segment rolled.

“While Floor Three claims headlines, mapping efforts on Floor One continue to expand.”

A graphic appeared.

Approximately 10% of Floor One had been thoroughly mapped and cataloged.

The most detailed biome data sets?

Japan.

And Ethiopia.

Japan didn’t surprise anyone. Their survey grids were meticulous, layered with environmental annotations.

Ethiopia stunned commentators.

Interviews showed small, disciplined dive teams operating with minimal corporate backing.

The anchor tried to spin it into geopolitical strategy.

But the truth was simpler.

Some nations sprinted upward.Some studied the foundation.
Some burned through people.
Some conserved them.

The screen returned to Yue Ting on Floor Three.

Her gaze steady. Unshaken. Dungeon wind tugging at her sleeves.

Alex watched carefully.

“She looks… grounded.”

“She does.”

“She’s Level 35.”

“So are the Troll King and Lake Baratok captains.”

Alex glanced at him.

“And we’re negotiating with them.”

Phong didn’t answer.

The signal enhancer hummed.

Selena’s icon popped up.

Incoming call.

Alex accepted.

Selena’s face appeared crisp and clear.

“You’re watching it too?”

“Yes,” Alex said.

Selena leaned toward her camera.

“Have to say… this will make the big fish go into a feeding frenzy.”

The words hung there.

Big fish. Big corporations. The elites. CEOs. Powerful men like Josh’s father.

Camp Stymphalian hummed beneath them.

They hadn’t raced for Floor Three.

They had anchored Floor One.

They had negotiated with mountain and lake.

They had built.

The news slid into sponsor ads again.

Smiling divers. Clean armor. Logos brighter than dungeon fire.

Alex muted it.

“You ever think about Floor Three?” she asked, quiet.

Phong looked at the lime tree. The garlic rows. The shoreline where trident and staff stood mounted.

“Gave up chasing the spotlight years ago,” he said. “Why do you think I sold socks and energy drinks at the edge of Floor One back then?”

She leaned back.

“That’s probably healthier.”

Selena’s voice came through the call.

“Don’t underestimate yourselves.”

Phong shook his head.

“Am I?”

“Phong,” Selena said. “You’re modest, but you’ve also had pretty low self-esteem. You have to work on that. Honest advice between friends.”

Silence settled, comfortable this time.

Above them, the dungeon sky shimmered faintly.

Below them, the Moletato network pulsed steady.

Level 35 humans stepped onto Floor Three.

Governments postured.

Corporations salivated.

And here, Mudskipper and Alex sat under a lime tree with stable Wi-Fi and a generator humming softly.

Between mountain and lake.

Watching the world sprint.

Choosing, quietly, not to.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Inefficient mating, a barbarian puppy, a sorcerer kitty, and white Valentines

    
    
    
    
                Rico had opinions.
He always had opinions.

That evening, as Phong and Alex sat beneath the lime tree with their shoulders touching and fingers loosely intertwined, the raccoon climbed onto a crate and folded his arms.

“This is inefficient.”

Alex didn’t even look at him. “In what sense?”

Rico swept a dramatic paw between them. “You cuddle frequently.”

“Yes,” Phong said, calm.

“You have not yet mated.”

Phong choked on his Snow Lime juice.

Alex turned, very slowly, toward Rico. “I’m sorry?”

Rico nodded like a judge delivering verdict. “Statistically, bonding rituals should escalate.”

The kitten, perched elegantly on a wooden beam, flicked its tail.

“You lack long-term optimization planning,” it said.

Phong froze.

Alex blinked.

They both turned.

The puppy, sitting beside Dominic’s old shield, tilted its head.

“Rico focuses too much on happiness right away,” the puppy added, thoughtful.

Silence.

Rico stared at them. “…You two are talking.”

The kitten stretched. “We have been practicing.”

The puppy thumped its tail. “Vocabulary improves with exposure.”

Phong felt his brain stall. “Since when?”

“Since three days ago,” the kitten replied.

“And?” Alex asked carefully.

The puppy puffed its chest. “And we have classes.”

“What?”

They called Selena.

She screamed something in Spanish and dropped her tablet.

When she picked it back up, her face filled the screen in perfect clarity thanks to the signal enhancer.

“Repeat that.”

The puppy stepped forward.

“I awakened Barbarian.”

Above its head, faint system text shimmered.

Class: Barbarian
Level: 3

The kitten blinked slowly.

“I am Sorcerer.”

Text flickered again.

Class: Sorcerer
Level: 4

Selena went silent.

Then: “You stay there.”

She ended the call.



That same afternoon, she arrived at camp escorted by Vanessa.

Vanessa wore combat boots, a leather jacket patched with indie diver insignias, and the calm confidence of someone used to filming danger instead of running from it.

They entered Camp Stymphalian under troll watch and lake neutrality.

Selena barely made it three steps inside before she dropped to her knees in front of the puppy.

“Barbarian?” she breathed.

The puppy flexed. “Rage ability available.”

The kitten watched from above. “Sorcery manifests through innate mana resonance.”

Selena looked like someone had handed her the Holy Grail.

“This is unprecedented.”

Vanessa, meanwhile, scanned the camp.

The lime tree.The chili artillery.
The mounted trident and staff.The trolls on the mountain ridge.
The lizardfolk traders waiting at the distant shoreline.

Then she turned, slow, toward Phong.

“You’re Level 1.”

“Yes.”

“Non-functioning EXP bar.”

“Last time I checked… still nothing.”

“You negotiated trade pacts with two Level 35 monster factions.”

“Evidently.”

“And you’re dating her,” Vanessa said, nodding toward Alex.

“Yeah,” Phong said, then winced. “That part is still hard to believe. Sometimes I think I’m in a long coma at the hospital.”

Alex coughed and poked his ribs.

“Phong. We talked about this. Self-esteem.”

“Right,” he muttered. “Trying…”

Vanessa stared at him. “…What.”

Alex smirked faintly. “Welcome to Stymphalian.”

Selena was still only half-coherent. She stared at the animals like they were a thesis with fangs.

“They awakened because they were born here,” she muttered. “Mana-dense environment at a developmental stage. That explains structured system integration.”

She turned to Rico.

“And you?”

Rico looked away. “I am self-made.”

Selena squinted. “No class?”

“No.”

“Skills?”

“I have culture.”

The kitten blinked. “You lack a stat panel.”

The puppy added helpfully, “You compensate with caffeine.”

Rico gasped. “This is slander.”

He climbed onto a crate like it was a podium.

“I was mutated by raw mana exposure without structured system blessing.”

Selena nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

Rico deflated. “…It does?”

“Yes. You’re not system-recognized. They are.”

Rico’s tail drooped.

“So I am… unofficial.”

The puppy padded over and bumped him gently.

“You are emotionally essential.”

The kitten added, “And strategically loud.”

Rico considered that. “…I demand compensation caffeine. For heartbreak.”

Phong sighed and handed him a diluted soda.

Rico sniffed it. “Can I have non-diluted?”

“No.”

Denied.



While Selena examined the animals like a graduate thesis come to life, Vanessa drifted toward Alex.

“Spar?”

Alex lifted a brow. “You sure?”

Vanessa grinned. “I’m not fragile. I’ve hit Floor Two more than once.”

They stepped into the clearing.

Janet would’ve insisted on supervision, but she wasn’t here.

Phong and Selena watched from the edge.

Vanessa warmed up with quick hops and loose shoulders, a longsword in one hand and a parrying dagger in the other.

Assassin.

Not rare like Dominic’s Judgenaut, not terrifyingly rare like Mind Blade, but still lethal in a one-on-one.

Alex manifested her psychic rapier and sized her up.

They agreed not to use Phong’s buffet of buffing plants.

They circled.

Tested range.

Vanessa lunged first.

Alex deflected clean.

Vanessa rolled, pivoted, and went for a low sweep.

Alex shoved with telekinesis and bent her trajectory mid-motion.

Their styles matched in tempo. Vanessa had a hair more speed, Assassin DEX carrying her like a spring. But Alex had a bigger toolbox. Her telekinesis kept multiplying options until it smothered Vanessa’s angles.

Vanessa laughed. “Again.”

They accelerated.

Steel flashed against psychic edge.

Boots scraped soil.

Finally, Alex disarmed Vanessa again and held the rapier near her collarbone.

Vanessa didn’t flinch. She grinned.

“That was terrifying. No wonder your class is so rare.”

Alex dismissed the blade.

“You’re good too.”

Vanessa shrugged. “Training pays.”

Then she looked past them.

To the shoreline.

To the trolls on the ridge.

To the lizardfolk envoy waiting politely for trade windows.

To the lime fruit glinting blue-green.

To the garlic mines sleeping under the soil.

“This place,” she said quietly.

She turned to Phong again.

“You fended off two different groups of Level 35 monsters and forced them into trade.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re Level 1.”

“Yes.”

She studied him longer this time.

“Do you ever think about how absurd that is?”

Phong didn’t even need time. “Every waking moment.”

Selena stood with her notes clutched tight.

“If this gets out—”

“It won’t,” Alex said, firm.

Vanessa nodded. “I don’t publish without consent.”

Phong met her eyes.

Trust wasn’t cheap.

But Selena trusted her. Since freshman year. Before dungeon. Before war. Before Stymphalian.

That mattered.

“I’ll trust Selena’s judgment,” he said.

Vanessa inclined her head. “Fair.”

The puppy bounded up. “May I rage now?”

“No,” Selena said immediately.

The kitten leapt onto Alex’s shoulder like it belonged there.

“Combat simulation successful.”

Rico sipped his soda and sulked. “Only I remain classless.”

Phong crouched beside him.

“You’re unique.”

Rico sniffed. “The system must be jealous of my aura.”

“Don’t push it.”

Rico stared at the puppy flexing tiny Barbarian muscles.

At the kitten sparking small arcs of mana between its paws.

“…Fine,” he muttered. “If the system can’t recognize my greatness, I will become caffeine ascendant. I’ll be great without it!”

Selena laughed despite herself.

Above them, the lime tree swayed.

The lake stayed calm.

The mountain held steady.

Camp Stymphalian now hosted:

A Level 1 farmer with no EXP.A near-Level 30 Mind Blade.
A Barbarian puppy.A Sorcerer kitten.
A raccoon existentially offended by the system.
And two outsiders staring at it all like they’d wandered into myth.

Vanessa exhaled slowly.

“Yeah,” she said to Selena, low. “That farm boy can change the world.”

Phong looked around his camp.

Between mountain and lake.

Between governments sprinting upward.

Between corporations scrambling for control.

He smiled faintly.

“Thanks for everything,” he murmured, to the soil and to whatever had carried him this far.

The Moletato network pulsed back, quiet and steady.



It was well past Valentine’s Day.

February had vanished in smoke, garlic gas, and shifting mountains.

By the time Camp Stymphalian stabilized between troll ridge and Lake Baratok, the calendar had kept moving.

Still.

Phong looked at Alex one evening under the lime tree and said, almost sheepish, “We missed it.”

She tipped her head. “Missed what?”

“Valentine’s.”

She stared at him for a beat.

Then she smiled, slow. “It’s March.”

“I know.”

She folded her arms. “So?”

“So…” He scratched the back of his neck. “White Valentine’s. Fourteenth of March.”

Her brows rose. “You want to retroactively celebrate romance?”

“Yes.”

She studied him. “That’s aggressively earnest.”

“I’m a farmer.”

She laughed softly. “Fine.”

They didn’t need roses.

They had Snow Limes.

They didn’t need candlelight.

They had dungeon bioluminescence and generator hum.

But if they were going to do it properly, they’d do it on the surface.

With people.

With their people.

With the Vogels, with Long, with Dominic’s team.

Not between mountain and lake.



Dominic, Janet, and the three Js returned from Floor Two two days later.

Their armor came back scratched.

Their expressions came back sharper.

Dominic dropped his pack near the ruin entrance.

“Corporate party on Wall Street pushed a team into our clearing zone.”

Jake muttered, “Sponsored divers.”

Jack added, “Flashy. Loud.”

Joanne finished, “Underprepared.”

Janet’s jaw tightened. “They acted like footage mattered more than survivability.”

Dominic cracked his neck. “Encounters weren’t pleasant.”

Phong didn’t ask for details. He didn’t need them.

That evening, levels went up around the fire.

Dominic: 29.Janet: 29.
Jake: 27.Jack: 28.
Joanne: 27.

Alex watched quietly.

No one mentioned her almost-thirty.

Phong cleared his throat.

“Group date.”

They all looked at him.

He repeated it, firmer. “White Valentine’s.”

Dominic blinked. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“With everyone?”

“Yes.”

Alex nodded once. “I like it.”

Selena, over call, agreed immediately.

Vanessa raised one eyebrow but didn’t object.

Janet smiled, small and real. “Good.”

Dominic grinned. “I’ll wear something nice.”

Jake groaned.

Jack muttered, “We’re not third-wheeling that.”

Joanne shrugged. “I’m coming for coffee.”



They met at Hà Nội Corner, because tradition demanded it.

The bell jingled as they entered.

Long was mid-lecture to a regular about robusta extraction ratios.

He stopped mid-sentence when he saw the group.

“Ah! Romance delegation!”

Alex rolled her eyes.

Vanessa took in the place carefully. First time being invited on purpose. She’d heard about Long, seen him in the background of indie clips, but in person he hit different.

Hair wild.Apron stained with experimentation.
Eyes sharp under theatrics.

“You must be the goth one,” Long said, blunt.

Vanessa blinked once. “…Yes.”

He nodded with approval. “Good bone structure. You look like you respect bitterness.”

She stared at him. “…Excuse me?”

“Coffee bitterness,” Long said immediately. “I’m weird, not freaky. I’m not hitting on a girl my favorite nephew’s age.”

Phong called from behind the group, “You’re gonna break hearts declaring that, Uncle Long.”

Long scoffed without turning. “Saying Dominic’s my favorite nephew is scandalous. Nephews gonna cry.”

That jab hit Phong right in the funny bone.

Selena leaned toward Vanessa and whispered, “He’s an eccentric guru. But when he chooses discipline over madness, he’s terrifyingly good.”

Long made drinks with ceremonial precision.

Salt foam coffee for the Vogels later.Cold brew for Dominic.
Coconut coffee for Alex and Janet.

For Phong, a classic three-layer: brown foam, black coffee, white condensed milk, and enough ice to melt it into something smooth.

Vanessa watched his hands.

The man experimented like a lunatic, but his fundamentals were flawless.

Dominic leaned against the counter, smug.

“So.”

Long narrowed his eyes. “What.”

“You owe me.”

Long scoffed. “Still on that?”

“You said they’d stay friends.”

Long stabbed a finger toward Phong and Alex. “You cheated!”

Dominic’s grin widened. “Pay up.”

Long huffed, eyes shining with theatrical vengeance. He turned to his bar.

“Oh, I’ll pay.”

Ten minutes later, he set down a monstrosity.

Pepsi.Nitro-brewed robusta.
Sweet-and-savory cheese foam like high-end boba shops.
Layered. Swirled. Chilled.

Carbonated bitterness colliding with dairy sweetness.

Dominic stared.

“You did not.”

Long placed it in front of him like an executioner presenting the blade.

“Lost bet special.”

Dominic looked personally betrayed. “This is blasphemy.”

Janet laughed into her cup. “It’s a soda float if you squint hard enough.”

“With COFFEE!”

Dominic wrinkled his nose and let out a roar like the Red King, then slumped into a seat, sulking.

Vanessa leaned forward, impressed. “I respect the violence.”

Alex sniffed once. “It smells like war.”

Phong nodded. “Worse than the yoghurt abomination.”

Dominic crossed his arms. “I refuse.”

That’s when Rico struck.

The raccoon launched off the back of a chair, landed on the counter, and grabbed the glass with both paws.

“Sacrifice accepted.”

Before anyone could stop him, he drank.

A long pull. Foam clinging to whiskers. Eyes widening.

Silence.

Then Rico’s fur puffed.

His tail bristled.

He set the glass down slowly.

“I see beyond.”

Dominic blinked. “Oh no.”

Rico straightened, voice suddenly resonant.

“I have transcended.”

He leapt from the counter to a hanging lamp, then to a shelf, then onto the chalkboard menu.

Customers gasped.

Long shouted, “NOT THE BOARD!”

Rico spread his arms like a prophet.

“Pepsi is but one dimension!”

Dominic pointed. “Traitor!”

Rico’s pupils looked like galaxies. “I perceive caffeine frequencies.”

He began lecturing at full volume about carbonation as a social construct.

Vanessa’s hand rose instinctively with her phone. “Content. Viral content.”

Selena caught her wrist gently. “Not this one.”

Alex buried her face in Phong’s shoulder, laughing.

Janet tried to coax Rico down with a normal soda.

It failed.

For the next hour, they endured what Rico declared “Transcended Rico.”

He tried to debate Long on extraction science.

He claimed to see dungeon mana flows in espresso crema.

He complimented Vanessa’s eyeliner in three different languages.

He attempted to spar the kitten and lost immediately.

Eventually, the crash hit.

Rico slumped dramatically into Dominic’s arms.

“I regret nothing.”

Dominic sighed. “You’re banned from experimental drinks.”

Long sniffed. “No culture.”

Finally, they settled into actual White Valentine mode.

Pastries from the Vogel bakery arrived.

Pretzels tore apart and passed around.

Sweet buns dusted with sugar.

The couples sat side by side.

Phong and Alex.

Dominic and Janet.

Selena and Vanessa.

For once, nobody talked about war.

Nobody talked about Floor Two.

Nobody talked about Lake Baratok.

Just city noise.

Coffee warmth.

Hands brushing under tables.

Vanessa leaned toward Phong at one point.

“You know this is surreal, right?”

“Yes.”

“Level 1 farmer.”

“Stop saying it like it’s my only redeeming trait.”

“It’s your only normal trait,” she said, dead serious. “You’re doing diplomacy with monsters.”

“Trading.”

“Now you’re doing couple brunch.”

Phong nodded. “I prefer this part.”

Alex squeezed his hand under the table.

White Valentine’s in March.

Late. Unplanned. Messy.

Real.

When they finally left the café, Rico draped over Phong’s shoulder in post-transcendence exhaustion, Long shouted after them:

“Next time, yoghurt coffee redemption!”

Alex groaned.

Dominic laughed.

Vanessa smirked.

Selena rolled her eyes, fond.

And Phong, Mudskipper between worlds, walked down the sidewalk with his hand in Alex’s.

No dungeon sky overhead.

No mountain or lake.

Just city lights and people.

For one afternoon, that was enough.

            

    
        Chapter 18: A wild Phoenix appear, it was super fatal

    
    
    
    
                They were at Janet and Dominic’s place when it happened.

The house.
The same one that used to belong to Phong’s uncle and aunt.

The walls had fresh paint.The creaky floorboard by the kitchen still complained the same way.
The second-floor window, the one Dominic once watched through on Christmas, spilled the same soft evening light across the hallway.

It didn’t feel stolen.
It didn’t feel wrong.

It felt kept.
Preserved.

Janet had insisted they host tonight.

White Valentine extension.Barbecue night.
Normal-life night.

The TV murmured in the background while Dominic prepped the grill outside. Anchor voices blended into laughter and clinking bowls.

Then every phone on the table pinged at once.

Every status menu flickered.

Even Phong’s.

A banner slid across the air, system-issued. Not personal.

Global.

FLOOR TWO: BOSS MANIFESTATION DETECTED

The room went dead quiet.

Alex froze mid-step.

Janet’s fingers tightened around a bowl of marinated vegetables.

On the coffee table, Selena’s tablet flashed red.

Vanessa leaned forward slightly. “Turn it up.”

Phong grabbed the remote.

The news had already cut to live feed.

A camera drone hovered above a massive open plain on Floor Two.

Divers scattered like ants.

Then it descended.

At first, only shadow.

Then flame.

It hit the ground with a shockwave that cracked stone.

Tall.

Taller than anything they’d seen.

It stood on talons like carved obsidian.

Feathers blazed red and gold, not just color but combustion. Heat poured off them so hard the air around it buckled into visible streams.

Six wings unfurled in layered symmetry.

Three pairs of eyes opened, each set glowing differently: amber, crimson, molten white.

A beak shaped like an axe blade.

Nine long tail feathers fanned behind it, shimmering like a peacock made of fire.

Above it, the system text glitched.

Red font.

Not the usual white or yellow.

????????????

A stat panel tried to load.

All red.

All ???.

No level.

No HP.

No classification.

The ? felt like a rows of middle fingers aimed straight for the boss' soon-to-be victims.

The anchor’s voice shook.

“Divers are calling it a catastrophic-level entity—”

The media slapped a name on it immediately.

Monstrous Phoenix.

Divers called it something else.

“Catastrophe.”

“Life-ending threat.”

The footage cut to aftermath.

Guild banners shredded.Armor liquefied.
Bodies.

Casualty numbers scrolled too fast to read.

Floor Two guilds wiped out in under five minutes. The boss tore through Floor Two, decimating divers from every nation that had entered. A floor boss manifested and triggered global distress in a single breath.

Another feed showed a coordinated team trying an aerial assault.

They didn’t reach it.

Flames curved midair like guided missiles.

Erased.

Silence.

The room suddenly felt too small.

Selena’s voice came through the tablet speaker, thin and horrified.

“That’s not Level 35.”

No.

The red text alone screamed anomaly.

A boss.

First confirmed floor boss manifestation.

Two years into the dungeon’s existence.

The anchor shifted into the familiar cadence of crisis management.

Senate reactions. Emergency funding. Public outrage.

The same senator who had ranted months ago about preventing China’s monopoly appeared on screen.

Resignation statement.

Stepping down “to take responsibility.”

Phong watched without blinking.

He stepped down.

Still rich.

Still powerful.

Still networked.

Still influential.

Just a scapegoat.

The system remained.

Governments promised reform.

The public accepted it.

Because the alternative was chaos.

And people preferred flawed structure over anarchy.

Dominic grabbed the remote.

Click.

Music channel.

Loud. Upbeat.

Barbecue-themed playlist.

He stood abruptly.

“No.”

Everyone looked at him.

“Barbecue night will NOT be stressful.”

He pointed at Phong. “You.”

Phong stared. “What.”

“Grill.”

Phong blinked at him.

“I—”

“A real man must know fire control.”

Phong looked at the backyard grill like it was a raid arena.

Vietnamese household oven? Mostly decorative.
Stovetop and wok supremacy.

This was different.

Charcoal.Open flame.
Temperature zones.
Indirect heat.

It felt like walking into a Soulsborne fight with no tutorial.

Dominic clapped his shoulder.

“You’ll learn.”

Janet was already moving, voice crisp.

“Focus on food.”

Alex exhaled slowly. “Yes.”

They split without needing to plan it.

Dominic dragged Phong outside.

“Rule one. Don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“You look like you’re about to dodge-roll sausages and parry chicken wings.”

Phong shot him a glare.

Dominic grinned.

“Heat control is positioning. Like a tank.”

“That comparison does not make it easier for me,” Phong said flatly. “You know that, right?”

Dominic shrugged and got to work anyway.

He showed him airflow adjustment.

Coal distribution.

How to judge flame height by sound, by color, by how the smoke moved.

“Don’t fight the fire,” Dominic said. “Guide it.”

Phong nodded slowly.

That part clicked.

Inside, the girls took over the kitchen.

Alex, Janet, Selena through the tablet, Vanessa moving between rooms.

Vegetables chopped.Sauces mixed.
Pickles packed.

Garlic, the non-explosive version.

The puppy and kitten sat on the counter, observing like tiny professors.

Rico crept toward a soda can.

Vanessa caught him mid-reach.

“Not today.”

Rico gasped. “You deny evolution.”

“Yes.”

Selena leaned into frame. “No more transcendence episodes.”

The kitten flicked its tail. “I disapprove of caffeine.”

The puppy nodded solemnly. “Rage is sufficient stimulant.”

Alex wiped her hands.

“You two need names.”

The puppy perked up. “We do?”

“Yes. You talk now. You have classes. You deserve names.”

Vanessa leaned against the counter, thoughtful.

“Ominous names?”

Selena shook her head.

“No dungeon references.”

Janet added, “No fire themes. We’ve had enough.”

They started brainstorming like it was a wholesome RPG side quest.

The puppy flexed. “I am Barbarian.”

Alex smiled.

“Something strong.”

Vanessa tapped her chin.

“Bruno?”

The puppy considered, then nodded once. “…Bruno is acceptable.”

The kitten looked unimpressed.

“I require elegance.”

Selena laughed softly. “Of course you do.”

Alex studied the kitten.

“Nyx?”

The kitten blinked slowly. “…Acceptable.”

Bruno and Nyx.

Barbarian and Sorcerer.

Named.

Claimed.

Outside, Dominic flipped ribs like it was muscle memory.

Phong turned skewers carefully, watching heat the way Dominic taught him to.

Smoke rose.

Music pulsed through the living room window.

The world was still burning.

A boss had appeared on Floor Two with no warning.

Guilds were gone.

Politics spun into damage control.

But in this backyard, there was marinade. There was laughter. There was the smell of meat caramelizing the right way.

Dominic leaned in to inspect Phong’s technique.

“Not bad.”

“I’m adapting.”

“Good.”

Inside, Alex stepped onto the patio and leaned against the doorframe.

She watched him work.

“Hey.”

He looked up. “Hey.”

She nodded at the grill.

“You’re not fighting it.”

Phong glanced at the flames. “I’m grateful the grill decided it doesn’t want to fight me today.”

She smiled faintly.

Behind them, through the window, Bruno barked at his own reflection.

Nyx practiced conjuring a faint spark above her paw.

Rico sulked on the couch, muttering about suppressed potential.

The TV briefly flashed the Monstrous Phoenix again before the music swallowed it.

Floor Two had changed.

Global powers would respond.

But tonight, Dominic demanded barbecue.

Janet demanded balance.

And Phong, Mudskipper between worlds, survived his first real encounter with open flame without a wok or that handheld grill grate as a shield.

The smoke thinned as the last ribs turned.

Corn blistered just enough.

Skewers caramelized clean instead of burning into charcoal disgrace.

Dominic watched Phong’s final flip with exaggerated seriousness.

“…You’re promoted from recruit.”

Phong exhaled. “I survived.”

“That’s all barbecue is,” Dominic said. “Controlled survival.”

They carried trays inside.

Janet had laid everything out like a feast.

Fresh herbs.Dipping sauces.
Pickled vegetables.Toasted bread.
Grilled pineapple with honey and a touch of chili.

Bruno sat upright at the edge of the table, trying very hard to look civilized.

Nyx perched on the back of a chair like a tiny aristocrat overseeing a banquet.

Rico eyed the soda cooler with wounded dignity.

They filled plates.

Laughter came easier now.

Music hummed lower.

Phong stood with a glass in hand, not soda this time. Sparkling water with lime.

He tapped it gently.

“Hey.”

The room quieted.

He looked at Dominic.

At Janet.

At Jake, Jack, Joanne.

At Selena on the tablet.

At Vanessa.

At Alex beside him.

“We’re lucky.”

Dominic tilted his head. “Understatement.”

“If you’d been a few days later,” Phong continued, “if that boss had manifested while you were still pushing Floor Two…”

He let the sentence die.

He didn’t need to finish it.

Any chance above zero of encountering that Monstrous Phoenix was fatal.

Steroid-level raid boss.Red-text anomaly.
Unknown stats.

He raised his glass.

“To timing.”

“To dumb luck,” Dominic added.

“To not being on Floor Two today,” Janet said.

“To barbecue night,” Vanessa said, smirking.

“To sleepovers,” Selena chimed in.

Glasses clinked.

Even Rico lifted a can solemnly.

Bruno barked in agreement.

Nyx flicked her tail, approving.

They ate.

Slow. Full.

For once, nobody rushed.

When plates thinned and voices softened, Phong leaned back in his chair.

“Next plant.”

Dominic looked up. “For the camp?”

“Yes,” Phong said. “What should I grow next?”

Jake answered first. “Something ranged. Longer than chilies.”

Jack added, “Area control.”

Joanne shrugged. “Maybe something that messes with flying threats.”

Janet wiped her hands, thoughtful.

“Resilience crop. Something that stabilizes terrain.”

Vanessa leaned forward.

“Damage immunity stockpile for allies.”

Selena’s eyes lit up on the screen.

“Symbiotic vine. Something that can link external allies to the Moletato network temporarily.”

Dominic grinned.

“Explosive pumpkins.”

Phong stared at him.

“You all realize I have no control over how they mutate, right?”

He facepalmed, hiding a faint smile behind his hand.

His plants reacted to threats for survival. How and when they chose to change stayed outside his control.

But watching his people lean in like this, invested, imagining Camp Stymphalian’s future, warmed him straight through.

It meant they cared.

Alex didn’t answer right away.

She studied Phong instead.

“Something beautiful,” she said softly.

He blinked. “Beautiful?”

“Yes,” she said. “Not everything needs to be a weapon.”

The room quieted for a beat.

Phong nodded slowly.

“Noted.”

Maybe he would never control the mutations.

But the thought still counted.

At least, he believed it did.

The sleepover happened almost by default.

“No one’s driving back tonight,” Janet declared. “Floor Two can burn without us.”

Blankets piled into the living room.

Dominic passed out first on the couch like a fallen oak.

Jake and Jack claimed the floor.

Joanne curled near the coffee table.

Vanessa and Selena took the guest room.

Bruno snored heroically by the back door.

Nyx vanished somewhere high.

Rico claimed a pillow like a king reclaiming territory.

Phong paused at the staircase.

At night, the house felt different.

Familiar.

Full of echoes that weren’t there anymore.

Alex touched his hand. “Show me?”

He nodded.

They climbed to the attic.

The steps creaked in the same places they always had.

The door opened into a small room with a slanted ceiling.

Low.

Warm.

A tiny roof window cut a square of night into the space.

From it, the church clock tower across the street stood perfectly framed.

The same tower he’d stared at on countless nights as a kid.

He stepped inside slowly.

“This was mine.”

Alex moved to the window.

“It’s small.”

“It was enough.”

She turned back.

“What were you like?”

He leaned against the wall.

“Quiet. Shy. Smarty-pants who thought he knew better…”

Alex gave him a look.

“Self-esteem.”

“Sorry,” he said automatically.

She smiled, faint.

“But aside from the last part, I can see that boy. Quiet. A little shy. And smart.”

Phong let his gaze drift around the room.

“The oven downstairs was decorative,” he said softly. “My aunt hated baking. Said it took too long. Preferred quick stir-fry.”

Alex sat cross-legged on the floor.

“And your uncle?”

“He fixed everything. The gate. The grill nobody used. The restaurant.” Phong said.

He paused.

“Everything that mattered.”

Alex didn’t interrupt.

“They weren’t dramatic,” he continued. “No big speeches. No grand gestures.”

He stepped closer.

“They would’ve liked you.”

Alex’s eyes softened.

“I barely knew them.”

He took her hand.

“They would’ve.”

He pulled her closer and kissed her, quick and certain.

“My uncle would’ve tried to grill for you,” he added, lighter.

She laughed quietly.

“And your aunt?”

“Would’ve made something too spicy and watched to see if you flinched.”

Alex leaned her forehead to his.

“I wouldn’t.”

“I know.”

The clock tower chimed softly outside.

Late.

Peaceful.

Below them, the house breathed with sleeping friends.

The world still had a Phoenix burning through Floor Two.

Politics still spun.

Casualties still climbed.

But here, in a small attic room with a crooked ceiling and a tiny window, there was no dungeon, boss, or war.

Just two people sitting where a boy once dreamed of escaping something bigger than him.

And realizing he had.

Not upward. Not through levels. Not through conventional means.

Sideways. By planting. By cultivating. By networking. By bonding with Dominic's people, Alex's people, Long, Selena, and the animals.

Before he even noticed, he had expanded his once small world into a community of lovely people and trust-worthy allies.

Into something steadier.

Alex squeezed his hand.

“They’d be proud.”

Phong nodded once.

“I hope so.”

And for the first time in that room, he didn’t feel alone.

            

    
        Chapter 19: Boy to man, and a morning further soiled by spoiled Humpty Dumpties

    
    
    
    
                Phong woke like he’d lost a wrestling match with a freight train.

Every muscle protested.Joints filed complaints.
Some places he hadn’t known had nerves were now drafting legal briefs.

He groaned into the pillow.

Last night…

They hadn’t meant to. Not exactly.

But the world had felt unstable.

A red-text boss had descended.Guilds had been erased.
The news had shown fire swallowing people whole.
Even the air had carried urgency.

It was the same urgency that once pushed Dominic to one knee, ring shaking in his hand, after a near-death dive.

When the world feels fragile, you reach for something solid.

They had.

Now his back reminded him, in perfect detail, that Alex wasn’t only warmth and quiet laughter.

She was a Level 29 Mind Blade.

Stats stacked miles above a Level 1 farmer with a dead EXP bar.

He shifted.

Instant regret.

Alex stirred beside him.

“You alive?” Her voice came low, lazy.

“Debatable.”

She rolled onto her side and propped her head on her arm, studying him.

“You’re dramatic.”

“I’m a shroom and you’re a mama polar bear,” he rasped. “Stats-wise.”

She smirked. “Skill issue.”

He groaned again.

She laughed softly and leaned over to kiss his cheek.

He blinked, then hesitated.

“Can I… brush your hair?”

She frowned at him at first. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He forced himself upright, moving like an elderly man negotiating stairs.

“My uncle used to brush my aunt’s hair every morning.”

Alex blinked.

“He complained the whole time,” Phong added, trying to sound lighter than he felt. “Said it was too long. Too much maintenance.”

“And she?”

“She pretended not to hear him.”

Alex studied him for a beat.

Then she held out the brush without a word.

She shifted to sit by the tiny attic window.

Across the street, the church clock tower stood unmoving and solemn.

Phong sat behind her carefully, wincing once, and began.

Slow strokes.Gentle.
A steady rhythm.

The same rhythm he’d watched as a kid from the staircase.

Below them, the street was not normal.

Cars lined the curb.

People dressed in black.

Neighbors clustered in quiet groups.

Funerals.

Communal. Multiple.

The Phoenix hadn’t only burned through Floor Two.

It had burned through families.

Through small communities.

Through futures.

The morning news kept looping downstairs, muffled but relentless.

Ten thousand confirmed fatalities worldwide.

Ten thousand.

To politicians at the top, it barely registered. A rounding error in a world of eight billion.

To the people gathered across the street, it was everything.

Crying carried faintly through the glass.

Raw. Unfiltered.

Alex’s shoulders went still.

Phong kept brushing.

Slow.
Steady.

He rested his chin against the top of her head.

This room, this tiny attic with its slanted ceiling and roof window, had once been his whole universe.

Now it felt smaller than ever.

Alex’s phone kept streaming updates. Both had forgotten to exit YouTube after getting lost in last night heat of passion.

They weren’t good.

China had lost contact with Yue Ting. Their Level 35 Taoist Master. Their first confirmed footing on Floor Three.

Communication blackout after the Phoenix rampage across Floor Two.

Speculation spiralled.

Rescue teams couldn’t stabilize the region.

Major guilds consolidated.

Corporate sponsors tightened their grip.

Alex closed her eyes briefly.

“She was strong,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

He didn’t argue.

Strength didn’t shield you from anomaly-tier chaos.

Then celebrity faces filled the broadcast.

Fundraisers. Livestreams. Gala events.

“Support the victims.”

Alex’s jaw tightened.

“They’re building brand equity,” she muttered.

Phong didn’t disagree.

Grief, commodified.
Tragedy, monetized.

Then another face appeared.

Polished. Measured.

Josh’s father.

The man with immaculate hair and a PR team that probably slept in rotating shifts.

He stood behind a podium and spoke about innovation, investment, and launching a “Boss Early Warning System.”

Predictive analytics.Risk mitigation.
National security.

He delivered it like a promise.

Then the resigned senator appeared beside him.

They shook hands and smiled for cameras.

A huge investment announced on the spot.

Optics repaired in real time.

Yesterday’s reckless leadership turned into today’s philanthropic pioneer.

Phong watched without expression.

“He’s too good.”

Alex tilted her head slightly.

“You mean his media team?”

Phong shrugged. “Fair.”

The system aboveground also had its own kind of Shifting. It repositioned influential man from one position of power to another.

Phong finished brushing her hair and set the brush aside.

He leaned forward and wrapped his arms gently around her shoulders.

Alex leaned back into him like it was the easiest thing in the world.

The clock tower chimed.

Slow.
Measured.

Across the street, mourners lowered a coffin.

Then another.

The air felt heavy.

Not dramatic. Just thick.

Ten thousand.

A statistic in headlines.

A world-ending loss in living rooms.

Phong rested his chin against her shoulder.

“We can’t fix this,” Alex said softly.

“No.”

“We can’t out-level it either.”

“Not in the next decade, no.”

She let out a long breath.

“But at least the choices we make now are ours.”

He nodded.

Mountain.Lake.
Camp Stymphalian.

Names given to Bruno and Nyx.

Barbecue night.

This attic room.

Brushing hair.

Small anchors against catastrophe.

The Phoenix was a red-text anomaly.

Unpredictable. World-altering.

But here, in a small room overlooking a church clock tower, they held something steady.

Feelings.

Mutual understanding.

Presence.

Unspoiled by politics, unbothered by heroism.

Alex turned her head slightly.

“Do you regret it?”

“Last night?”

“Yes.”

Phong didn’t hesitate.

“No.”

Alex nodded once.

“Good.”

They stayed there a long time.

Watching. Listening. Holding.

Outside, the world mourned.

Inside, they decided quietly not to let catastrophe dictate everything.

Not their grief.

Not their love.

Not the shape of what they would grow next.

None of it.

The house woke slowly.

A coffee machine started downstairs.

Floorboards creaked.

The news kept looping tragedy footage on mute.

Dominic came halfway up the attic stairs, paused in the doorway, and took one look at Phong.

He stopped.

Phong had a different kind of stillness now. It wasn't the dead silence when he received the bad news in that hospital room. It wasn't the still lake like silence when Phong began to plot his revenge.

This was calm. Grounded. Like a tree finally found a place to take root.

Dominic narrowed his eyes, then grinned.

“…Well.”

Phong blinked. “What.”

Dominic stepped in and clapped his shoulder.

“You graduated.”

Alex raised a brow from where she sat cross-legged on the floor.

“From what.”

Dominic waved a hand like it was obvious.

“Boy to man.”

Phong choked. “Can we not—”

Dominic laughed and retreated downstairs.

Two minutes later, the unmistakable sound of aluminum rustled against thin plastic.

Dominic came back holding two Pepsi cans.

He cracked them open with ceremony.

“To growth.”

Phong stared at the can.

“You’re celebrating my personal development with soda.”

“Soda? You wounded me. PepsupremaSi is precisely what the doctor ordered for events like this.”

Alex leaned against the wall, amused.

“Romantic.”

Dominic shoved the can into Phong’s hand anyway.

“Drink.”

They clinked cans.

Janet’s voice floated up from the kitchen.

“Before you celebrate too much, we need to talk.”

They went downstairs.

The TV still ran low-volume coverage of the Phoenix aftermath.

Casualty maps.

Red clusters blinking across continents.

Janet stood by the table with her arms crossed.

“We don’t go down immediately.”

Dominic blinked. “I was just thinking—”

“No.” She held up a hand. “Media eyes are everywhere right now.”

“Government agencies are scrambling.”

“Sponsors are desperate to prove relevance.”

“If anyone notices an independent team operating cleanly while guilds collapse…”

She let it hang.

They didn’t need the rest.

Dominic grinned despite himself. “That’s my wife.”

Janet didn’t smile.

“Lay low.”

Alex nodded. “Agreed.”

The morning had started warm.

Grounded.

Personal.

Tragedy had already stained it.

Then it got worse.

The news switched segments.

From funeral footage to “rising young leaders in the diver community.”

The screen filled with a familiar face.

Josh.

Same haircut. Same tailored jacket. Same calibrated expression of grief.

He sat across from a sympathetic anchor.

Behind him, a blurred backdrop of team insignias and sponsor logos.

“Your guild suffered losses recently,” the anchor said gently.

Josh nodded, solemn.

“We did.”

They mentioned the friend who’d died during the troll chaos, mauled in the confusion.

Even in death, the friend got squeezed for one last ounce of narrative value.

Josh tightened his jaw just enough.

“It’s hard,” he said.

“But we’ll honor them by continuing.”

“Will this change anything?”

Josh leaned forward, voice steady and righteous.

“If it did, it gave us another target. First the trolls. Now the Monstrous Phoenix. We won’t be reckless. We know our limits. I will not let anyone else die in vain.”

He lifted his chin.

“One day, America will conquer the Monstrous Phoenix and prove we’re the best country in the world.”

The camera cut to highlight reels.

Clean footage. Hero angles. Polished edits.

“We’ll continue their mission,” Josh said. “That win against the Phoenix will be for them.”

Phong watched without blinking.

Alex’s fingers curled against the couch.

Then the segment pivoted, seamless.

A clip of Josh’s father at a press conference.

Boss Early Warning System.

New investors.

Strategic alliances.

Then Josh again.

Young. Determined. Brave.

Father and son.

Public safety.

Youth leadership.

Tragedy repurposed into momentum.

Funding secured.

Compassion harvested.

Dominic’s jaw tightened.

Janet’s eyes sharpened.

Alex leaned back slowly.

“Their PR team is criminally underpaid.”

Phong glanced at her.

She didn’t look away from the screen.

“Honestly,” she added, dry as dust, “turning two spoiled Humpty Dumpties into media sweethearts like that?”

She shook her head.

“That’s Olympic-level image control on top of gold-medal mental gymnastics… or self-brainwashing. Pick one.”

Dominic snorted. “Humpty Dumpties.”

“They fall upward,” Alex said.

Janet muted the TV.

The silence that followed weighed more than the funerals.

More than the the Phoenix.

More than the dead.

Because of the machine behind the screen.

Josh didn’t look haunted.

He didn’t look like someone who’d watched a friend die.

He looked managed.

Strategically emotional.

Phong felt something familiar move in his chest.

Surprisingly, it was neither rage, nor the urge to revenge. It was clarity.

The world above the dungeon could be as ruthless as the one below.

Different monsters.

Better suits.

Cleaner fire.

Dominic leaned back.

“They’ll get funding.”

“Yes,” Janet said.

“They’ll get sympathy.”

“Probably.”

“And they’ll push harder.”

“No sane person doubts that,” Dominic muttered.

Alex looked at Phong.

“You okay?”

Phong nodded once.

“I expected it.”

That was the difference now.

Months ago, this would’ve lit him on fire.

Now he saw the pattern, recognized the machination, and refused to let it steer him.

Janet shut the TV off completely.

“No dungeon dives.”

“No public appearances.”

“We let the storm move elsewhere.”

Dominic stretched.

“Barbecue leftovers for lunch?”

Alex laughed softly despite herself. “Yeah.”

Phong stood and walked to the kitchen window.

Across the street, black-clad families still gathered.

The church doors opened and closed.

Slow. Patient.

The world grieved.

The world spun.

And on a screen, two men had turned catastrophe into opportunity.

Alex slipped her hand into his.

Dominic cracked open another Pepsi like punctuation.

Janet started slicing vegetables with controlled precision.

Life didn’t pause for hypocrisy.

It didn’t stop for propaganda.

It moved.

And so would they.

Silently. Carefully.

And not on someone else’s stage. They would choose their battle field.

Camp Stymphalian had learned to survive between mountain and lake.

They could survive between tragedy and narrative too.

And Phong, Mudskipper between worlds, no longer felt like the boy watching from the attic window.

He felt like someone choosing where to stand.

            

    
        Chapter 20: A lunch with the in-laws

    
    
    
    
                They decided to walk to the Vogel bakery.

No dungeon.No politics.
Just city pavement and late-morning light.

Bruno trotted proudly at Alex’s side.Nyx rode her shoulder like a dark queen surveying her domain.
Rico strutted ahead with theatrical authority.

“I am walking my humans,” Rico declared.

“You are being walked,” Phong corrected.

Rico ignored him and nearly committed a felony.

A plastic cup of espresso sat abandoned on a metal bench outside a laundromat.

Rico’s eyes locked on it.

Opportunity.

He moved with criminal grace.

Phong caught him mid-heist by the scruff.

“No.”

“It is unattended,” Rico argued.

“It is not yours.”

“It is abandoned property.”

“It is someone’s,” Phong said flatly.

Rico sighed like a martyr as Phong set him down.

“You limit my growth.”

They reached the bakery.

The bell chimed.

Warm bread smell wrapped around them instantly.

Mr. Vogel looked up from the counter.

Then at Phong.Then at Alex.
Then at the animals.

He smiled slowly.

“Ah.”

Mrs. Vogel emerged from the back, wiping her hands.

“You came.”

Alex walked in like she belonged there.

Because she did.

Phong suddenly became aware of everything.

How he stood.How he breathed.
How last night had shifted something inside him.

He’d been here twice.

First as her friend, drifting in sometime after New Year’s. Then as her boyfriend on White Valentine.

But now it felt different.

He could swear her parents’ gaze could skewer him like a kebab.

Alex leaned in and whispered, “Don’t look so intense.”

“I’m not.”

“You look like you’re about to pitch an already bankrupt startup.”

He exhaled through his nose.

She smirked. “You’re eager to brag to my parents about bagging their precious daughter, aren’t you?”

He nearly spit the coffee he’d just sipped.

“I—what—no—”

Mr. Vogel raised a brow. “Should I be concerned?”

Alex laughed, bright and easy. “He’s just flustered.”

Mrs. Vogel chuckled softly. “Good.”

They started normally.

Coffee. Pastries. Dungeon rumors.

The Phoenix.

Mr. Vogel shook his head slowly at the updates.

“Fire like that… not natural.”

“No,” Phong agreed.

After a few minutes, Mr. Vogel nodded toward the stairs.

“Alex, invite him to your room.”

Phong blinked.

Mr. Vogel continued, calm as ever. “You should be on the same pace.”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Come on.”

Her room was exactly what you’d expect.

Organized, but lived-in.

Books stacked neatly.A corkboard full of notes.
Old fencing trophies. Nothing wild. The highest was a bronze medal at county level.

Alex closed the door softly and shrugged.

“Picked it up again after the whole dungeon thing. Switched to HEMA. Janet knows a place. Want to go sometimes?”

Phong nodded. “Why not? Do they have competitive planting courses?”

She chuckled.

Then she turned to him.

The teasing drained away.

She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him tight.

He felt it immediately.

This wasn’t playful.

It was grounding.

“How,” she asked quietly, “are you planning to take revenge now that I’m in your life?”

She was scarily direct, like an arrow aimed straight for the target.

Phong didn’t dodge it.

He didn’t lie.

“I was planning to kill Josh.”

Alex didn’t flinch.

“In the dungeon,” he continued. “Using the garden.”

He watched her face as he spoke, measuring her reaction the way he used to measure soil.

“The media wouldn’t connect death by monstrous plant to me,” he said evenly. “If he dies to a mutated crop inside Floor One, it’s a dungeon casualty.”

“And his father?” she asked.

“If he ever steps down there,” Phong said. His voice stayed level. “He’d become fertilizer too.”

The words hung between them.

Phong didn’t look wild.

He didn’t look possessed.

He looked practical.

Measured.

“I haven’t let revenge swallow me,” he added, softer. “Instead… I built something incredible.”

Alex listened without interrupting.

“I surrounded myself with good people,” he said. “With you. With Dominic and Janet. With Selena. With the animals.”

He inhaled slowly.

“I still appreciate what Long said to me that day.”

Then he stepped back a fraction.

“But precisely because of that…”

He looked down at his hands.

“I didn’t plan to involve any of you.”

“Not you.”

“Not the camp.”

“Just me.”

“And the plants.”

He gave a small shrug.

“I’m a farmer.”

“My community only needs fluffy potatoes and refreshing lime juice.”

He flexed his fingers once.

“The dirt?”

He looked at his hands again.

“That’s mine.”

Silence stretched.

Alex could see it.

This wasn’t bloodlust.

This wasn’t spiraling hatred.

This was compartmentalized intent.

A man who’d built warmth, and kept one cold corner sealed for later.

“You were going to carry that alone,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You think I wouldn’t notice?”

Phong didn’t answer.

Alex stepped closer again.

“Idiot.”

The word came soft, almost tender.

Then she did the sweetest, most disarming thing possible.

She kissed him.

Deliberate. Deep. Long. Warm.

When she pulled back, she rested her forehead against his.

“You don’t get to decide alone what I carry.”

His chest tightened.

“I don’t want you in something murky,” he said.

“I’m already in it,” Alex replied. Steady. “You think loving you doesn’t mean standing where you stand?”

Phong looked at her.

Really looked.

She wasn’t naïve. She wasn’t blind.

She was Level 29 Mind Blade. She’d fought mages and warbands.

And she was choosing him anyway.

“I’m not asking you to forgive them,” she said softly.

“I’m not asking you to let it go.”

“But don’t turn yourself into a solitary executioner either.”

Her fingers threaded through his.

“You built a garden.”

“You built alliances.”

“You built community.”

“Don’t reduce yourself to one man and his plants again. Not after everything you went through to get here.”

Phong swallowed.

“I don’t want it to touch you.”

“It already did,” she said gently. “The moment they hurt you.”

He let out a slow breath.

The room felt smaller.

But steadier.

Downstairs, trays slid and clinked. Mr. Vogel moved through his day.

Outside, the city kept moving.

Phong met her eyes.

“I don’t know what I’ll do yet.”

“Good,” Alex said.

She kissed him again, softer.

“Because if you’re planning murder in detail, that’s when I worry.”

He almost smiled.

“Fair.”

Alex rested her head against his chest.

“If it comes to it,” she said quietly, “we face it together.”

Phong closed his eyes.

For months, revenge had been a clean, private calculation.

Now it tangled with warmth.

With fingers in his hair.

With a room full of morning light.

He wrapped his arms around her.

“I don’t regret last night,” he murmured. “Well… my back does.”

Alex huffed a laugh. “Good.”

“And I don’t regret building instead of burning,” he added.

Alex nodded once. “Keep building.”

Phong didn’t promise to abandon vengeance.

But it no longer sat alone at the center of his future.

Not with her here.

Not with a garden that could grow more than weapons.

Outside the door, fresh bread smell drifted up the stairs.

Life, messy and warm and fragile, kept going.

And Phong, farmer between fire and soil, stood in a room that might one day be called his in-laws’ and realized revenge no longer stood alone in front of him.

Phong stayed for lunch.

It wasn’t discussed.

Mrs. Vogel simply said, “You’re not leaving before eating.”

And that was that.

He helped carry plates to the long wooden table near the front window. The bakery closed early, family time, Mr. Vogel declared.

The atmosphere shifted.

It wasn't an interrogation... not that serious.

It wasn't a ceremony either.

It was something heavier than casual hospitality.

Mr. Vogel poured water for everyone, then looked straight at Phong.

“You may call us Dad and Mom.”

Phong blinked. “…I can?”

Mrs. Vogel smiled gently. “Yes.”

Alex nearly dropped her fork.

“That’s a first.”

Mr. Vogel waved it off. “Your previous partners were… exploratory.”

Alex groaned. “Papa.”

He shrugged. “You were learning.”

Phong glanced at Alex. “You had—?”

“Two,” she said quickly. “One in high school. A girl. Then a boy freshman year.”

Mrs. Vogel nodded. “We did not interfere.”

Mr. Vogel added, “We knew you were not serious.”

Alex narrowed her eyes. “You knew?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Mrs. Vogel chuckled. “A mother knows.”

Phong sat very still, nervously waiting.

Mr. Vogel looked back at him.

“You are different.”

His voice was calm and measured, firm and stoic.

Mrs. Vogel spoke gently.

“What happened to you changed her.”

Phong’s jaw tightened.

“For a while,” she added, “for worse.”

Alex’s shoulders lowered a fraction.

“She was angrier,” Mr. Vogel said plainly. “Quieter.”

Mrs. Vogel’s gaze softened.

“But then… she brought you here.”

Phong remembered that day.

Alex’s smile when she introduced him.

Not her campus-queen smile.

Not her vigilante smirk.

Something warm.

Like apfelstrudel fresh out of the oven.

Mrs. Vogel touched Alex’s hand.

“Her sweetness returned.”

Mr. Vogel folded his arms loosely.

“We were not pleased with you,” he said. “We know it wasn’t your fault. But emotions don’t obey logic.”

Phong nodded once.

“I understand.”

“We did not tell you,” Mrs. Vogel added.

“But we held some… resentment.”

Alex looked surprised.

“You never said—”

“We did not need to,” Mr. Vogel replied.

He looked at Phong again.

“But now?”

Mrs. Vogel smiled.

“Now we forgive you.”

The words hit harder than Phong expected.

He hadn’t asked for it.

He hadn’t expected it.

But hearing it loosened something in his chest.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Then lunch arrived in full force.

Haxe.

Golden skin blistered and crackled perfectly.

Fat rendered just right.

Sauerkraut simmered rich and sour with caraway and slow-cooked depth.

Mashed potatoes, creamy and heavy in the best way.

Thick gravy, savory and dark.

Phong’s eyes widened.

“This is…”

“Proper food,” Mr. Vogel declared.

They ate.

The Haxe skin shattered under the knife with a clean crunch.

The meat inside came tender and deeply seasoned.

Phong chewed slow, appreciating texture like he was analyzing dungeon crops.

Mrs. Vogel watched him with quiet satisfaction.

“You like?”

“Yes.”

Phong hesitated, then said, “Would you teach me?”

Mrs. Vogel blinked. “Teach you?”

“How to make gepökelte Haxe.”

Mr. Vogel laughed.

“For what purpose?”

Phong didn’t hesitate.

“The crunch and texture would be perfect for giả cầy.”

They stared at him.

Then Mr. Vogel burst out laughing.

“You want to hybridize German pork knuckle with Vietnamese giả cầy?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Vogel smiled brightly.

“I like him.”

Alex leaned back smugly.

Phong kept going, earnest now.

“The salted preparation would deepen the fermentation notes from shrimp paste.”

Mr. Vogel pointed at him.

“Now you are speaking language.”

Mrs. Vogel nodded.

“I will teach you.”

They discussed brining ratios and skin-drying techniques like it was a seminar.

At some point Mr. Vogel leaned back and eyed Phong critically.

“You should raise animals.”

Phong blinked. “In the camp?”

“Yes. Chickens first.”

Janet would love that.

Egg supply.

Protein.

Feather utility.

Phong nodded slowly.

“I like that.”

Mr. Vogel grinned.

“You see? Already planning.”

Then his smirk sharpened.

“I like him more than I like you, Alexandra.”

Alex gasped. “Papa!”

Phong almost laughed out loud.

So much for Germans lacking humor.

Mr. Vogel was a menace.

Meanwhile, the animals integrated seamlessly.

Bruno decided within fifteen minutes that Mrs. Vogel was “big grandma.” He followed her everywhere, tail wagging like a metronome.

Nyx perched near the bread display and accepted gentle head pats with aristocratic grace.

Mrs. Vogel didn’t blink at the talking.

“Oh,” she said calmly when Nyx commented on sauerkraut acidity, “intelligent. Good.”

Alex watched at first, wary her mother might find it overwhelming.

But there was no discomfort.

Only curiosity.

Rico, on the other hand, got introduced to German beer by Mr. Vogel, who had slid into what could only be described as mildly-enabled drunk-uncle mode.

“It is cultural exchange,” Mr. Vogel insisted.

Rico took one sip.

Paused.

Considered.

“…This is fermented wheat disappointment.”

Mr. Vogel roared with laughter.

Alex buried her face in her hands.

Mrs. Vogel shook her head affectionately.

“You two deserve each other,” she told Alex.

They talked for hours.

Food.

Chickens.

Dungeon rumors.

The Phoenix.

Resilience.

No one tiptoed around tragedy.

No one drowned in it either.

By the time coffee was served, real coffee and not Long’s yoghurt abomination, the atmosphere had shifted.

Phong no longer felt like a guest.

He felt anchored.

When it was finally time to leave, Mrs. Vogel hugged him.

Firm. Warm. Reminding him of his aunt embrace.

Mr. Vogel clasped his shoulder.

“Next time, you cook with us.”

“I will,” Phong said.

Outside on the sidewalk, Alex slipped her hand into his.

“You survived.”

Phong nodded slowly.

“I think they like me.”

Alex smirked.

“They gave you titles.”

Phong glanced back at the bakery.

Warm light spilled through the windows.

Laughter still drifted out.

Something settled into place inside him. It was neither explosive, nor dramatic. It was steady, grounded, and in a way, mundane.

By the time they reached the corner, he realized he didn’t feel like an outsider looking in anymore.

He felt like someone with somewhere to return to.

Between mountain and lake.Between dungeon and city.
Between tragedy and growth.

He had a camp.

He had friends.

And now, somehow, he had family.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Mundane city life amidst tragedies

    
    
    
    
                They left the bakery warm and full and walked toward Selena’s lab.

The lab sat not far from the old campus. The building didn’t look flashy, but it was clean glass, modest signage, and security tighter than most university departments.

By the entrance, a funding plaque carried Japanese characters alongside a translated dedication:

Collaborative Biome Cartography Initiative.

Alex whistled softly.

“Guess she never told you,” she said as they stepped inside.

Selena met them near the lobby, lab coat half-buttoned, hair tied back in a rushed knot.

“Told him what?”

“That you helped build the mapping tech.”

Selena shrugged like it was a minor footnote.

“It wasn’t necessary.”

Phong stared at her.

Japan had mapped ten percent of Floor One.

Ten percent.

Terrain layers. Shift prediction. Resource heatmaps. Safe corridors.

Selena had contributed to that.

“And you didn’t think to mention it?” he asked.

She tilted her head.

“I prefer results to announcements.”

Vanessa emerged from a side hallway carrying a tablet.

“She’s allergic to self-promotion.”

They walked deeper into the lab.

Large screens glowed with topographical overlays of dungeon terrain. Heat signatures. Mana density waves. Probability simulations for shifting zones.

Japanese precision sat in every layer.

Clean. Dense. Obsessive.

Selena tapped a projection.

“Floor One shifts in micro patterns before macro shifts,” she explained. “We can predict minor biome burps now.”

Phong studied the grid.

Camp Stymphalian’s region pulsed faintly on one layer.

He didn’t comment.

As they passed another workstation, Jake and Jack’s names flashed briefly in an archived file.

“They studied here,” Selena said.

Jake and Jack.

The two Js.

They saw them later outside near the old quad.

The campus lawns looked subdued since the Phoenix incident.

Jake and Jack walked side by side.

Hands intertwined.

Silently sharing quiet glances between them.

Shared memory.

Shared understanding.

Even Phong, famously dense, caught it.

He leaned toward Alex.

“Next Valentine…”

She smirked.

“…Will include another couple.”

Phong nodded once.

“Seems so.”

Joanne, meanwhile, had gone down an entirely different path.

She fell hard.

Not for a person.

For coffee.

Specifically, Long’s.

On the surface, she practically lived at Hà Nội Corner. Unpaid intern. Grinding beans. Calibrating foam texture like it was sacred science.

Long bragged about her like a proud, chaotic mentor.

“When she masters discipline,” he declared, “I franchise.”

“A second Hà Nội Corner?” Phong asked.

Long nodded solemnly.

“Legacy.”

After the lab, they stopped by the café again.

Joanne stood behind the counter, carefully timing a pour-over.

Long hovered nearby like a dragon guarding caffeine secrets.

Phong waited for a lull.

“Uncle,” he said quietly, “I need a supplier.”

Long froze mid-wipe.

“Ah.”

He leaned in like he was about to sell them contraband.

“There is a man.”

Alex raised an eyebrow.

“That tone worries me.”

Long waved her off. “Half Russian. Half Cuban.”

“…That’s geopolitically illegal,” Alex muttered.

Long grinned wider.

“Alexei.”

The name landed heavy.

“Mad genius,” Long said proudly. “Dungeon Walter White.”

Phong blinked.

“Breaking Bad?”

“Yes.”

“Except with poultry.”

Alex rubbed her temple.

“Of course.”

Long explained fast.

Alexei had tried to start a chicken farm inside the dungeon.

It failed spectacularly.

He was a Paladin.

Mobs didn’t ignore him. They charged him.

Chickens did not survive.

Not without chili artillery.

Not without Bonktatoes.

But Alexei had learned.

A lot.

“Go meet him,” Long said. “He talks too much, but he knows birds.”



Phong decided not to reveal anything about Camp Stymphalian.

He trusted Long.

Long was practically family.

But Alexei was an unknown variable.

They found him on the outskirts of an industrial district.

A warehouse converted into an experimental poultry facility.

The smell hit immediately.

Not unpleasant.

Just… chicken.

Alexei looked like someone who’d wrestled with both ideology and livestock.

Broad shoulders. Thick beard. Intense eyes.

“Normal farmer?” Alexei asked skeptically after Phong introduced himself.

“Yes.”

“Surface farm?”

“Yes.”

Alexei narrowed his eyes.

“And you’re dating someone who smells like a diver. A scary one. Life is strange.”

Phong kept his expression blank.

“Trying not to fall too far behind financially,” he said.

Alexei started talking.

And did not stop.

Hybridization strategies. Breed resilience factors. Feed efficiency models. Egg cycles under stress. Bone density variation. Disease resistance under “volatile weather conditions.”

He showed charts.

So many charts.

On chickens.

He explained which mixed breeds had thicker feather insulation. Which dual-purpose breeds handled mild predator pressure. Why egg production collapsed under constant adrenaline.

Alex listened quietly.

Vanessa would’ve loved this footage.

Phong understood quickly why Alexei had failed inside the dungeon.

Paladin aura scaled with stats.

The higher your stats, the more you benefited.

Within three months, dungeon fauna learned to target Paladins first.

Chickens had fewer stats than Phong.

They didn’t benefit from the aura.

Meanwhile Alexei himself was basically a beacon. A bright light that drew every nearby mob to his coop.

He had no chili missiles.

No Bonktato fists.

His chickens had been goblin food.

But as a poultry mind?

Alexei was brilliant.

They discussed layer hens, meat breeds, and adaptable dual-purpose hybrids.

Phong chose a modest group.

Some specialized for eggs.

Some for meat.

Healthy genetics. Calm temperament.

Alexei packed them carefully.

“You must protect them,” he said seriously.

“I will.”

As they loaded the crates, an idea flickered in Phong’s mind.

Sunflowers.

Bright. Stable. Beautiful.

A Lunar New Year snack.

A symbol.

He pictured them lining the edge of camp. Tall stalks. Golden heads turning toward dungeon sky.

Everything mutated down there.

What would a sunflower become in mana-rich soil?

Solar artillery?

Radiant shields?

Seed storms?

Solar batteries like Plants vs Zombies?

Or maybe…

Just beauty.

He smiled faintly.

“What are you thinking?” Alex asked as they stepped back onto the sidewalk.

“Sunflowers.”

She tilted her head.

“That’s random.”

“They’re beautiful.”

She looked at him longer than expected, then nodded.

“I’d love that.”

Between troll mountain and lizard lake.

Between garlic mines and chili rockets.

Between war and negotiation.

Sunflowers might rise.

And only the dungeon would decide what they became.



Phong kept the chickens in the old garden behind his uncle’s house.

It felt right.

The soil there had memory.

Even if the business down the street had been liquidated, even if the legal system had folded like wet paper, the earth itself hadn’t betrayed him.

Dominic and Janet agreed to help manage them while he stayed on the surface.

“Temporary,” Phong said. “Once things cool down, I’ll move them to camp.”

Dominic inspected the crates like he was evaluating new recruits.

“Solid legs. Alert eyes. Good.”

Janet was already talking feed schedules and predator-proof fencing upgrades.

Then Dominic handed Phong a full bag.

Condoms.

Phong stared at it.

“…Why.”

Dominic grinned.

“Protection matters.”

Janet coughed into her fist, pretending not to smile.

“But hey,” Dominic added casually, “if Alex were to, you know…”

He waggled his eyebrows with zero shame.

“…you two might give birth to dungeon Superman.”

Phong squinted at him.

“You’re treating us like experimental chickens.”

Dominic barked a laugh.

“Hey, I’m just saying. Farmer genes plus Mind Blade genes? That kid would solo Floor Two.”

Janet crossed her arms.

“Try not to give us a niece or nephew too soon.”

Phong shook his head, but he was smiling.

Under the teasing sat something else.

Concern.

Care.

Dominic had carried him through that Shifting.

Had hoisted him like a sack of fruit while the dungeon roared.

Had beaten the bullies when Phong couldn’t even stand.

Dominic was high-level. Rare class. Visible.

Too visible.

Erasing him would create consequences.

Public ones.

Complicated ones.

Unlike his uncle and aunt.

Josh’s father had chosen easy targets.

People without leverage.

Phong felt that familiar cold clarity rise.

But it didn’t consume him anymore.

He folded the bag and tucked it away.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

Dominic blinked. “For what?”

“For everything.”

Dominic shrugged like it was nothing.



They stayed on the surface three more days.

They thought nothing of diving, of shifting, of surviving, or of mutated plants.

Just enjoyed the city noise and shared mornings.

Alex was different.

Something had shifted in her too.

That night in the attic hadn’t only been passion.

It had been release.

Decision.

Choice.

She really was like Apfelstrudel.

Crisp exterior. Fierce edge. First bite almost overwhelming.

Then warmth.

Sweetness.

Layer after layer unfolding.

And once you got past the crust, there was depth.

She teased him more openly now.

Touched him casually in public.

Leaned into him without hesitation.

Phong, meanwhile, was painfully human.

Level 1 farmer.

No functional EXP bar.

No reliable stat boosts from levelling.

No skills, active or passive, from his class to help him survive.

After making love, he needed an entire day to recover.

If they didn’t pace themselves, he was fairly sure his bones would resign without notice.

Alex found this endlessly amusing.

“You need conditioning,” she said once, smug.

“What I need is a hack,” he replied weakly.

She kissed him anyway.

He didn’t regret it.

Not even when he was sore in places that protested existence.

It was a small price.

For warmth.

For connection.

For something steady in a world that kept catching fire.

They visited Selena again one afternoon.

Helped her carry data drives to a secure archive.

Walked Bruno and Nyx along campus paths.

Rico, temporarily banned from caffeine, sulked with theatrical dignity.

They ate lunch at Hà Nội Corner again.

Long eyed Phong knowingly and, for once, didn’t comment.

The funerals continued.

The Phoenix dominated headlines.

Political speeches filled evening news.

But in between, there were quiet meals.

Shared jokes.

Chickens settling into straw.

Sunflower seeds waiting in paper packets on Phong’s desk.

On the third night, Phong lay on the bed staring at the ceiling.

Alex curled against him, warm and steady.

“Thinking?” she murmured.

“Yes.”

“Dark thoughts?”

Phong huffed a laugh.

“Define dark. If you mean revenge plots and torture fantasies, no. If you mean what we do in bed, then yeah.”

He meant it.

Well, half of it.

Mostly he was thinking about chicken coops.

Where to put sunflower rows.

Fence reinforcement.

Brining techniques for pork knuckle.

How to integrate livestock into Camp Stymphalian without drawing attention.

How to build.

Not just retaliate.

His uncle once told him he was a career guy, not a romantic.

Even in high school, he’d been promoting the family business instead of dating.

Even now, lying beside a woman he loved, his brain kept drifting toward boring, tedious work.

He turned slightly and kissed the top of her head.

“Small price,” he whispered.

“For what?” Alex murmured against his chest.

“For something real.”

She smiled, warm against him.

He was not a boy anymore.

Not just a man either.

Something in between.

Rooted.

Growing.

Patient.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Return to dungeon

    
    
    
    
                They returned to the dungeon on the fourth morning.

Cold air.Gate humming softly.
Chickens clammed up inside reinforced crates.

Phong carried two.
Dominic carried four like they were gym props.

Passing divers slowed to stare.

“I need my protein,” Dominic said casually.

One glance at his arms, veins and biceps like coiled cables, and they nodded.

“Yeah. Makes sense.”

“Nutrient bars ain’t enough.”

They moved on.

Just another tank doing tank things. Not suspicious. No more questions asked.

The atmosphere shifted the moment they crossed fully into Floor One and started toward Camp Stymphalian.

It was crowded.

Phong crested the familiar rise and stopped.

On the left side of camp stood lizardmen.

Disciplined formation.
Scaled armor glinting.

At their center lay a salmon.

A dungeon salmon.

One the size of a shark.

Silver scales caught the mana-light. Its eyes looked glassy and huge.

On the right side stood trolls.

Moss thick across their backs.
Clubs resting on shoulders.

At their feet stood a three-headed cow.

All three heads chewed lazily.
All three mooed in different pitches.

Dominic blinked.

“Did we miss a summit?”

Janet crossed her arms.

“They wanted to trade. Looks like their scouts knew we were coming.”

Apparently so.

Both factions waited outside the chili perimeter with perfect restraint.

The lizardman emissary stepped forward first.

“We bring lake bounty.”

From the opposite side, the Troll King rumbled, “We bring land beast.”

Then both looked at Phong.

Expectation clear.

Trade.

More specifically, shiitake.

During the days Phong stayed on the surface, the mushroom logs had exploded with growth.

Clusters as thick as fists.Caps glossy and dark brown.
The camp carrying a rich, earthy smell.

Since the ceasefire, the mushrooms near the lake hadn’t developed defensive mutations like the onions and garlic.

Peace preserved them.

Janet stepped forward at once.

“Full appraisal first.”

Everyone agreed.

They gathered in the central clearing.

Plants arranged.Animals secured.
The factions watching with interest, but still staying outside the chili line.

Phong began with the first strain.

Eardropping Wood Ear.

Thin, black, translucent fungi clung to the logs like wet petals.

He plucked one carefully.

A status window flickered into view.

Eardropping Wood EarFunction: Sound relay to Moletato network.
Limitation: Audio only. Difficulty discerning complex human language semantics. Sounds and phonetics may distort during transfer. Recognition capability intact.
Consumption effect: None.

Selena, patched in over call, gasped.

“They’re acoustic nodes.”

Phong nodded slowly.

“The Moletato network can hear through them.”

Dominic raised a brow.

“So the farm has ears.”

“Only sound,” Phong said.

Jake frowned.

“Still creepy.”

Next came Relaxing Shiitake.

Thicker caps. Dense flesh.

Phong broke one in half.

The smell alone felt calming.

Another status window appeared.

Relaxing ShiitakeEffect: Removes all exhaustion. Equivalent to 8 hours of rest in 60 seconds.
Limit: Once per week per individual.

Silence.

Even the Troll King leaned forward a fraction.

Dominic blinked.

“…You’re kidding.”

Phong was not.

Janet started doing math in real time.

“Weekly reset. Longest cooldown we’ve seen so far. But to get eight hours of sleep in the middle of combat over the next sixty seconds…”

“Game changer,” Alex said.

Everyone reached that conclusion almost instantly.

“For deep dives…” Alex murmured.

“Or post-boss fights,” Vanessa added.

It wasn’t a buff.

It was a reset button.

Once per week.

In a dungeon where fatigue piled up in ways people barely understood.

Absurd.

Then Watering Oyster Mushroom.

Lighter. Fan-shaped. Cool to the touch.

Watering Oyster MushroomEffect: Prevents dehydration for 24 hours.
Limit: Once per week.

Dominic stared.

“So no water management for a day?”

“Yes.”

The divers were already thinking ahead.

Desert biomes.Extended sieges.
Floor Two expeditions.

Unlike Sympathy Enoki, these mushrooms had weekly cooldowns instead of daily ones.

But the magnitude was enormous.

Big enough to be campaign-altering.

The lizardmen began whispering among themselves.

The Troll King scratched at his moss, thoughtful.

They didn’t know the exact effects, but instinct told them these mushrooms were worth far more than potatoes.

Phong stepped back.

The appraisal had turned serious.

No explosive mutations.No Geneva-violating garlic mines.
This was infrastructure level of progress.

Recovery. Endurance. Information.

The Moletato network could hear now.

The camp could wipe away exhaustion once per week.

The camp could ignore dehydration for a full day.

Janet exhaled slowly.

“This changes things.”

“Yes,” Alex said. “Quietly.”

Dominic glanced toward both factions.

“They definitely want these.”

The lizardman emissary spoke first.

“We offer lake bounty for mushroom.”

The Troll King rumbled, “We offer cow.”

All three heads mooed in unison.

Phong looked at the salmon.

Then the cow.

Then the shiitake.

Then his camp.

He wasn’t just growing food anymore.

He was farming leverage.

He stepped forward.

“Limited trade.”

Both factions straightened.

“One Relaxing Shiitake per month.”

Murmurs.

“Ten Watering Oyster per month.”

Louder murmurs.

“Wood Ears only if you allow placement near your territory.”

The lizardman narrowed its eyes.

The Troll King tilted his head.

Sound network expansion.

Shared surveillance.
Shared awareness.

Janet nodded with approval.

Alex smiled faintly.

Dominic cracked his knuckles.

This wasn’t war.

This wasn’t a desperate scramble for survival.

This was diplomacy powered by agriculture.

The dungeon salmon shimmered under mana-light.

The three-headed cow snorted.

Negotiations began over quantities and placement.

Rico whispered dramatically, “The farmer has become the senate.”

Bruno barked in approval.

Nyx flicked her tail.

The chickens clucked in total ignorance.

Camp Stymphalian had grown again. Not through violence. Not through conquest. Not through slaughter. Through diplomacy.

And somewhere beneath the soil, the Moletato network listened.

Phong stood at the center of camp, watching a shark-sized salmon beside a three-headed cow, and thought:

Why stop at trading food?

He looked from the lake to the mountain.

From scales to moss.

An idea clicked into place the way seeds sometimes did when the soil felt right.

“I have a proposal,” he said.

Both factions went quiet.

The Troll King leaned on his club.

The lizardman emissary folded its clawed hands.

Phong pointed toward the lower slope near the center of camp.

“I want a pond.”

Janet blinked.

“A pond?”

“Yes. A local water reserve.”

He turned to the lizardmen.

“You provide canal expertise.”

Then to the trolls.

“You provide manpower.”

The Troll King grunted with approval.

Digging. That, at least, required no explanation.

The emissary narrowed its eyes.

“And water control benefits us?”

“Yes,” Phong said. “Fish breeding. Irrigation. Emergency reserve. Shared resource.”

He paused deliberately.

“In exchange, additional shiitake allocation.”

Murmurs rippled through the scaled ranks.

The Troll King’s moss shifted in what Phong had learned meant interest.

“Extra sleepy mushroom?” the Troll King asked.

“Yes.”

The negotiations ended quickly.

Food.Rest.
Water.

Three languages that translated across species.

And so construction began.

Trolls slammed crude stone tools into the ground with astonishing force. Each strike sent tremors through camp.

Five of them worked in rhythm, carving a basin into the earth like they were sculpting a crater.

Lizardmen directed the slope, the water gradient, the mud reinforcement.

Their canal team cut a narrow trench from Lake Baratok toward the basin, measuring incline by eye and instinct alone.

The collaboration looked ridiculous.

Troll laughter booming over lizard hisses of correction.Moss brushing scaled armor.
And in the middle of it all, Phong, Level 1 farmer, orchestrating the whole thing.

By the time the sun dipped lower and the pond basin had taken shape, Phong clapped his hands.

“Dinner.”

Both factions paused.

A small pang of guilt hit him.

They were working for him.

They shouldn’t work hungry.

Joanne was already kneeling by the salmon, eyes bright.

“Sashimi.”

Dominic looked at the three-headed cow like a man staring into destiny.

“Steak.”

Bruno sat down beside him immediately.

Solidarity.

Nyx flicked her tail and stepped toward the salmon.

“Fish.”

Rico folded his arms.

“Seafood is sophistication.”

Dominic scoffed.

“Beef builds legends.”

Phong raised a hand.

“Fish today.”

Dominic looked betrayed.

“We have cow.”

“We have tomorrow.”

That mollified him slightly.

“And,” Phong added, “I already have plans for beef.”

Dominic perked up at once.

“Go on.”

“Phở.”

That one word made the three Js sit straighter.

Jake blinked.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

Phong reviewed the inventory in his head.

He had dried noodles from the surface.Fish sauce.
Rock sugar.Ginger.
Onion.
Garlic.

No star anise. No cinnamon.

But broth could still be coaxed into depth.

He glanced at the cow.

“Tomorrow.”

Dominic nodded solemnly.

So salmon it was.

They built a fire.

Then another.

Phong filleted the fish with steady hands.

Thick slabs of flesh came away clean. Bright orange marbled with white. Fresh, with only a faint metallic trace from mana saturation.

He sliced some thin for sashimi.

Laid them on flat stone.

Translucent. Shimmering.

He brushed a few with light soy and a squeeze of Snow Lime juice. The citrus chill left a whisper of frost over the surface.

Joanne looked close to tears.

“This is insane.”

Dominic pretended not to be impressed.

He was doing a bad job of it.

Next came seared salmon.

Phong heated a flat iron pan over direct flame.

Thirty seconds a side.

Edges caramelized. Center left medium-rare. Fat rendered just enough to release fragrance.

Then poached.

A gentle simmer in ginger-infused water. The slices flaked softly. Steam rose rich and clean.

He seasoned lightly.

Salt.A dash of fish sauce.
Another squeeze of lime.

Then he handed portions out.

Alex got sashimi first.

She closed her eyes at the first bite.

“Clean.”

“Fresh.”

“Bright.”

Janet preferred the seared cut.

“Better texture contrast.”

Dominic clung to imaginary steak loyalty for about fifteen seconds before taking a thick seared slab.

He chewed slowly.

“…Okay.”

Bruno devoured a flaked piece with unrestrained enthusiasm.

Nyx nibbled sashimi with perfect restraint.

Rico chewed, considered, and declared, “…Acceptable.”

The three Js sat cross-legged, eating like students on a retreat.

The trolls were simpler.

Phong carried out huge seared portions to the five canal-digging trolls waiting just beyond the chili line.

They accepted the food with careful hands.

One sniffed.

Then bit.

Then let out a booming grunt of satisfaction that echoed across the basin.

Even the lizardman emissary tried a small portion with reserved curiosity.

Its eyes widened a fraction.

“Lake bounty improved by fire.”

“Yes,” Phong said mildly.

He had guessed an underwater civilization probably didn’t cook much.

The pond basin began filling slowly as water trickled through the new canal.

Mud darkened.
Surface shimmered under the fading light.

Camp Stymphalian now had a lake-fed pond in progress.

Shared infrastructure.Shared dinner.
Shared exhaustion.

The smell of fish hung warmly in the air.

Flaky umami-rich flesh.Citrus brightness.
Char from flame.
Ginger in the steam.

Phong watched Dominic pass a chunk of fish to a troll without hesitation.

Watched a lizardman taste sashimi with careful surprise.

Watched Alex laugh as Bruno tried to copy Dominic’s chewing pattern.

Watched the Moletato network rustle faintly beneath the soil.

Something settled inside him.

He was building something. Something absurd. Something ridiculous. But also... something warm and welcoming.

A camp between factions.A pond carved by monsters.
A meal shared by humans and creatures that had been enemies not long ago.

He wiped his hands and sat beside Alex.

“You’re feeding five trolls,” she said quietly.

“And three lizard supervisors,” he added.

She smiled.

“Farmer diplomacy.”

He nodded.

“Tomorrow,” Dominic said dreamily, staring at the cow, “we conquer beef.”

Phong chuckled.

“Tomorrow.”

Under the dim mana glow of Floor One, salmon was eaten, trolls dug, water flowed, and Camp Stymphalian put down deeper roots than ever before.

Dinner smoke still lingered in the cool air when Phong got up again.

He hadn’t sat long.

His brain was already moving.

Sunflowers.

Carrots.

He unpacked the seed packets he’d brought from the surface.

Dominic, midway through a burp fueled by salmon and Pepsi, squinted at him.

“You’re planting now?”

“Yes.”

“It’s night.”

“The soil doesn’t care.”

Alex laughed softly from her seat on a flat stone.

“He doesn’t either.”

Sunflowers first.

Phong walked to a patch near the new pond basin, far enough from the chili perimeter to avoid accidental artillery.

He pressed the seeds into the earth in a neat semicircle facing the lake.

Tall. Bright. Visible from afar.

He liked that.

Then carrots.

Long rows.

He knelt and pressed them carefully into the dark mana-rich dirt.

Dominic wandered closer.

“Carrots?”

“Japanese curry.”

Dominic paused.

“…You’re forgiven for fish.”

Phong smirked.

He missed Japanese curry.

The warmth.The slow stew.
The sweetness of carrots melting into thick gravy.

The dungeon would mutate them.

Of course it would.

The only question was into what.

Explosive root missiles?

Mana-sight enhancement?

Or just the best carrots in existence?

Behind him, Dominic was tipping trolls.

Literally handing them Pepsi as post-construction bonuses.

The Troll King accepted one with grave dignity.

Cracked it open.

Fizz hissed into the night.

He drank. Paused. Then nodded once.

“Strong.”

Dominic puffed up with pride.

“Culture.”

The lizardmen watched with suspicion.

One took a sip.

Immediately grimaced.

“Too angry.”

Dominic looked offended.

“It’s refined.”

Janet had already shifted into planning mode.

She stood near the pond with Jake, Jack, and Joanne.

“Floor Two is unstable,” she said. “Phoenix presence changed aggression patterns.”

Jake nodded.

“We can’t push deeper without Alex.”

Jack added quietly, “And even with her…”

Janet exhaled.

“We may need expansion.”

The word hung in the air.

Camp Stymphalian was no longer a hidden farm.

It was infrastructure.Alliances.
Resources.Weekly-reset mushrooms.
Now livestock.A pond.
Sunflowers in progress.

They started setting up more electronics.

Signal amplifiers mounted on reinforced poles.A backup generator humming beside the main unit.
Additional battery arrays locked into waterproof casings.
Heaters installed discreetly along the inner ruin walls.

“In case a Shifting drags an icy biome here,” Janet explained.

Floodlights went up along key angles.

Solar panels angled toward the mana-lit sky.

Then came the big screen.

A foldable projection screen secured against one ruin wall.

Projector connected. Speakers wired.

Dominic stepped back, hands on hips.

“Cinema.”

Rico clapped dramatically.

“At last.”

They gathered after cleanup.

Humans. Animals. And, at a respectful distance beyond the chili line, two curious trolls pretending not to watch.

Alex slid into Phong’s lap without ceremony.

Like she’d always done it.

Like it was the most natural thing in the world.

He wrapped an arm around her waist on instinct.

She leaned back into him.

Lord of the Rings began.

The orchestral swell filled the dungeon clearing.

The irony of watching epic fantasy inside a living dungeon wasn’t lost on anyone.

Phong tried to stay focused.

He really did.

But the pacing.The sweeping landscapes.
The long walking scenes.

His eyelids grew heavy.

Everyone else, however, was locked in.

Dominic leaned forward during battle scenes.

Janet watched with sharp, thoughtful focus.

Jake and Jack traded nostalgic glances.

Joanne mouthed lines from memory.

Nyx climbed onto a stone slab the moment Gandalf appeared.

“I shall embody wisdom.”

Bruno immediately planted himself on a rock opposite her.

“I am fire and shadow.”

When the Balrog scene arrived, Nyx stepped into the edge of the projector glow and raised one tiny paw.

“You shall not pass!”

Bruno launched forward with a ferocious bark.

He misjudged the distance and bumped the lower frame.

The screen wobbled.

Everyone burst into laughter.

Even the Troll King’s booming chuckle rolled in from beyond the line.

Rico sighed heavily.

“Artistic integrity is lost.”

Alex’s laughter vibrated warmly against Phong’s chest.

He looked down at her.

Projector light brushed through her hair.

Warm.Soft.
Present.

During a quieter stretch of the film, Janet leaned closer to the group.

“We need to think about numbers.”

Dominic didn’t take his eyes off the screen.

“Trust first.”

“Yes,” Janet said. “No random recruitment.”

Jake spoke quietly.

“Specialists.”

Jack added, “Information control matters.”

Joanne nodded.

“Anyone who joins has to understand the… unconventional diplomacy.”

Meaning trolls and lizardmen.

And mushroom resets.

And chili artillery.

Janet looked at Phong.

“Core stays small.”

He nodded.

He didn’t want Camp Stymphalian turning into a guild.

He didn’t want sponsor banners.

He wanted control. Stability. A place where sunflowers could grow without being weaponized.

Projector light flickered over the newly turned earth.

Over canal water slowly filling the pond.

Over chickens settling into temporary enclosures near the ruin wall.

Over trolls sipping Pepsi like it was a ritual drink.

Over lizardmen watching a movie about rings and power.

Alex shifted slightly in his lap.

“You falling asleep?” she whispered.

“Never.”

She smiled.

“You’re terrible at lying.”

He pressed his chin lightly to her shoulder.

The film rolled on.

The Fellowship walked.

Mountains loomed.

Fire roared.

Camp Stymphalian glowed softly in the mana-lit night.

It no longer felt like a survival patch.

It felt like a frontier town.

A weird, diplomatic, half-legal frontier town with explosive vegetables and weekly-rest mushrooms.

Dominic leaned back at last.

“If I had a ring like that, I’d just throw it in the pond.”

Nyx gasped.

“Blasphemy.”

Bruno barked in agreement.

Janet shook her head.

“Power never works that simply.”

Phong looked at the pond, slowly filling.

At the sunflowers waiting to sprout.

At the carrots buried in dark soil.

At the projector light dancing across Alex’s face.

Power didn’t work simply.

But cultivation did.

And he was very good at that.

Even if the movie’s pacing was trying to put him into a coma.

He stayed awake.

Mostly.

Because this mattered more than any epic battle scene.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Growth and Pho

    
    
    
    
                Phong made it through the Council of Elrond.
Barely.

By the time the Fellowship reached the mines, his chin had dipped once.
Twice.

Then—

Gone.

Out cold.

His head tipped lightly against Alex’s shoulder, breathing slow and even.

Alex felt it right away.

She glanced down.
Smiled.

He had tried so hard to stay awake.

Carefully, she eased his arm from around her waist and stood.

Bruno watched with suspicion.

“Is he defeated?”

“He’s sleeping,” she whispered.

Nyx flicked her tail.

“Mortality is fragile.”

Rico sighed dramatically.

“He lacks caffeine discipline.”

Alex rolled her eyes and gently guided Phong up.

He stirred, but didn’t fully wake.

She slipped one arm around his waist.

For someone so many levels below her in stats, he still carried surprising warmth.

She led him back to the old tent, the one everyone jokingly, secretly, had started calling the camp leader room.

The flap closed.

She did not come back out.

The others exchanged looks.

Jake grinned faintly.

“Lost.”

Jack nodded with mock solemnity.

“Into the cuddle abyss.”

Joanne snorted.

Dominic stretched his arms overhead.

“Well.”

He looked toward the three-headed cow tied safely near the outer perimeter.

“Time to butcher.”

He grabbed the tools.

“Courtship with a Mind Blade must be taxing on a farmer.”

He winked at Janet.

Bruno immediately trotted after him like a squire.

“I will observe.”

“You will not eat raw meat,” Dominic warned.

Meanwhile, Janet and the three Js shifted into harvest mode.

Practical.
Focused.

They knew dives would resume soon.

Ginger first.

Pulled carefully from the soil, knotted roots carrying that sharp, earthy scent.

Garlic bulbs.

Plucked and checked for mutation stability.

Onions.

The Weeping variants stored separately.

Snow Limes harvested gently and packed in insulated crates.

Relaxing Shiitake handled with reverence.

Watering Oyster Mushrooms labeled clearly.

Sweet potatoes sorted.

They took what they needed.Not everything.
Never everything.

No one counted exactly.

No ledger.

No negotiations.

No suspicion.

Trust made arithmetic unnecessary.

They weren’t exploiting him.

And he wasn’t hoarding.

The community ran on give and take so natural it almost disappeared into the background.

The Moletato network rustled faintly beneath the soil, as if approving.

Outside the tent, Dominic’s laughter rang out when one of the cow’s heads stubbornly refused to cooperate.

“Hold still, you triple-management nightmare.”

Bruno barked encouragement.

Janet shook her head, but smiled faintly.

Camp Stymphalian hummed with quiet purpose.

Inside the tent, Alex eased Phong down onto the cot.

He shifted on instinct, pulling the blanket up.

Even asleep, his hand reached out.

Found her wrist.

She paused.

Then slipped in beside him.

He exhaled softly.

Without fully waking, he rolled toward her.

His arm slid around her waist.

His face settled against her shoulder.

He breathed in slowly.

Her scent.

Shampoo, faint beneath dungeon air.Warm skin.
Something sweet and sharp that was simply her.

His grip tightened a little.

Secure.
Anchored.

Alex rested her chin lightly on top of his head.

She listened.

Distant butchering sounds.Roots being harvested.
The generator humming.Low voices.
Trolls grumbling over canal-slope corrections.
Lizardmen inspecting water flow.

It was absurd.

All of it.

And yet—

Stable.

She brushed her fingers lightly through his hair.

He murmured something unintelligible.

Probably about carrots.Or sunflowers.
Or fertilizer.

She smiled.

Outside, the camp prepared for dives.

For risk.

For danger.

Inside the blanket, there was warmth.

There was breath.

There was a farmer who had built something real enough that people worked around him without fearing they’d be used.

A man who trusted.

And was trusted.

He snuggled closer without thinking.

Alex closed her eyes for a moment.

For now, this was enough.

It happened in the middle of the night.

No explosion.No roar.
No system notification.

Just—

Cold.

A wave of it.

Sharp. Clean. Absolute.

It rolled outward from Camp Stymphalian like winter exhaling.

Frost crept over stone.

Water in the half-finished pond glazed over in thin crystal lace.

The canal stiffened.

Even the trolls on the mountain ridge stirred uneasily. Moss stiffened along their backs.

The lizardmen of Lake Baratok lifted their heads from sleep, scales tightening on instinct.

“Cold wind,” one muttered.

“Not natural,” another hissed.

But the chill carried no hostility, as natural as the first winter breath.

Inside the tent, under blankets and warmth and the steady rhythm of shared breathing, no one noticed.

Morning came.

Dungeon sunlight, or its nearest equivalent, filtered dimly through mana haze.

Phong woke first.

The ache in his muscles had beaten the exhaustion from last night with Alex.

He stretched.

Still sore.
Still human.

He looked back at the bed.

At least Alex was sleeping with a content smile.

So maybe, given his stats, he hadn’t done too badly.

He pushed aside the tent flap.

Then stopped.

“…What.”

Where the Snow Lime tree had stood, tall but modest, now rose something else entirely.

A thicker trunk.Broad shoulders of bark.
Branches arcing outward in heavy spreads.
Leaves layered dense and wide.

If not for the familiar wooden sign still nailed to the trunk, Camp Stymphalian carved proudly beneath a bird skull, he would have sworn someone had uprooted the lime tree and replaced it with an oak as an apology.

Alex stepped up behind him, hair a mess from sleep.

“…That wasn’t there yesterday.”

“No.”

The trunk looked at least three times thicker. The canopy twice as high.

It didn’t shimmer violently.

It didn’t radiate threat.

It simply existed.

Deeper-rooted.
Stronger.

Then a lime dropped.

A soft thud at his feet.

Perfect.

Small. Firm. Faintly glowing with a pale frost sheen.

Smooth skin.

It still looked like a regular Snow Lime.

Phong bent and picked it up.

A status window flickered.

Snow LimeEffect: 20% movement speed for 1 hour
Limit: Once per day

Unchanged.

He looked up at the tree.

“…Did you do this?”

Another lime dropped.

Almost petulant.

Alex crossed her arms.

“Ask it for another.”

Phong stared at the trunk.

“…Give me another.”

A third lime fell instantly.

They both went quiet.

The tree rustled faintly.

As if it had learned obedience.

Or affection.

No one knew why it had grown overnight.

No boss alert.No shifting.
No quest.

It just happened like that.

And the chickens?

Quiet.

Too quiet.

Dominic noticed when he went to check on them.

“They’re calm.”

Too calm.

No nervous fluttering.

No anxious clucking.

They stood in the enclosure alert, but composed.

Phong glanced at the towering lime-oak hybrid.

Said nothing.

Because it was phở time.

If the dungeon wanted to grow trees overnight, it could wait.

He had broth to make.

He built the fire carefully.

Northern style.

Clean. Clear.

He preferred it to the more common southern style.

Less murky.Less heavy with medicinal herb complexity.
No overwhelming star anise cloud.
No cinnamon domination.

Fish sauce.Charred bones.
Control.

He grilled the cow bones first, hard heat until the edges blackened.

Depth.
Smoke.

Then he charred ginger and onion directly over flame until blistered and fragrant.

Into the pot they went.

Water followed.

Then simmer.

Slow. Controlled.

Dominic hovered nearby like a shark.

“Is it ready?”

“It has been five minutes.”

“So?”

“Patience.”

The broth clarified beautifully.

The surface shimmered with delicate fat pearls.

Clear enough to see into the pot.

Phong skimmed it carefully.

Fish sauce went in with precise restraint.

Rock sugar next.

The aroma rose clean and deep.

The broth was clear, not muddy and heavy with spices like the southern style.

He knew what was missing.

Dried sea worm.Daikon.
Jicama.

Those would have added more depth, more sweetness, more umami.

But onion and rock sugar would do the job for now.

He also admitted, privately, that he should have started the broth the night before. Six or seven hours of slow simmer would have built deeper flavor.

Still, in a pinch, two to three hours could be enough.

Then came the meat.

Steak cuts were set aside and stored in the freezer for Dominic’s return from Floor Two.

Phở demanded more specific choices.

He sliced the turtle shank with care.

Thick cross-sections.

Tendons gleaming in layered rings.

Rich. Gelatinous.

Cooked right, it gave that prized bite.

Not chewy.

Not rubbery.

More like al dente pasta.

The most expensive bowl in Hà Nội.

Then gầu giòn.

Crunchy fat, trimmed precisely.

He arranged it neatly.

Brisket sliced thin.

Raw cuts ready for flash-cooking in boiling broth.

Noodles soaked.

He picked the best batch.

Boiling water.

A fast blanch to keep them elastic and springy.

Into bowls.

Meat layered with care.

Broth poured.

Steam rose in white spirals.

The aroma landed first.

Deep.Clean.
Comforting.

He handed the first bowl to Alex.

She inhaled slowly.

Smiled.

Dominic got his and immediately added chili.

Janet tasted carefully.

Jake closed his eyes at the first bite.

Jack nodded once.

Joanne whispered, “This is insane.”

The turtle shank delivered exactly what it promised.

Rich.Elastic.
An umami bomb.

The gầu giòn softened in the broth but kept its satisfying bite.

Crunch within richness.

A contrast to the tender brisket.

The noodles held their structure.

Phong started explaining the five elements in a proper bowl of phở: brown beef, white noodles, green spring onions, yellow ginger, red chilies.

No one listened.

They were too busy eating.

Northern-style simplicity carried the whole bowl.

Even the trolls, drawn by the smell, waited at the chili perimeter.

Phong prepared oversized bowls for them.

Less noodle.
More meat.

They accepted with reverent silence.

The Troll King slurped once.

Then nodded deeply.

“Warm.”

The lizardmen accepted smaller portions.

Curious.

Their scaled jaws moved slowly.

Satisfied.

Camp Stymphalian sat together in the morning light.

Steam rising.Chickens quiet.
The lime tree towering like an old guardian.

No one understood the growth.

No one dug too deeply into it.

Because right now, broth mattered more.

As Phong lifted his own bowl, he glanced once at the huge trunk.

The wooden sign still hung there.

Camp Stymphalian.

Still theirs.

Just…

Larger.

After breakfast, after the broth pots were scrubbed and the bowls rinsed in steadily flowing pond water, Dominic and the four Js geared up.

Final equipment check.

Phong’s harvest had been portioned and packed carefully in zip bags.

Arrogant Ginger.Stoic Garlic.
Snow Limes.Dungeon-grown sweet potatoes.
Relaxing Shiitake.Sympathy Enoki.
Watering Oyster Mushroom.
Weeping Onion.

They were bringing all of it.

Just in case.

Dominic rolled his shoulders once.

“Don’t let the tree grow into a castle while we’re gone.”

“No promises,” Phong said.

They left through the troll-cleared path toward the Floor Two access, their silhouettes shrinking between mountain and lake.

Camp Stymphalian felt quieter after that.

Alex rolled up her sleeves.

“Cleaning duty.”

They worked side by side.

Collecting stray bowls.Scrubbing grills.
Packing leftovers into the freezer.Sorting mushroom logs.
Sweeping ash from the fire pit.

Normal work.

Domestic work.

Work that felt almost illegal inside a dungeon.

Phong checked his phone while rinsing a pot.

His banking app refreshed.

He paused.

“…Huh.”

Alex looked over.

“What.”

“My balance.”

Higher.

Noticeably higher.

Dungeon diving made money.

Even without sponsors.

Even without brand deals.

Selling raw resources, monster parts, rare drops, stable materials, was enough.

Dominic’s team had been paying rent regularly, just as agreed.

Use of camp as a rest point.Emergency fallback.
Infrastructure access.

Phong had told them more than once they didn’t need to pay him that much.

They insisted.

“Your camp makes our dives viable,” Janet had said. “Profit share is fair.”

Never once had any of them suggested hiding resources for selfish advantage.

Never once had they quietly skimmed.

No exploitation.

No silent greed.

Give and take.Community.
Trust.

Phong slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Alex noticed the faint smile he couldn’t quite hide.

“Rich farmer,” she teased.

He snorted.

“I still live in a tent.”

They moved to the chicken coop.

The birds were calm again.

Too calm.

He crouched by one corner and heard a faint peep.

He blinked.

Carefully, he lifted a small plank.

There—

A chick.

Tiny. Fluffy.

Eyes barely open.

Yellow-and-red down like embers under ash.

“…We didn’t incubate—”

“It must have hatched last night,” Alex whispered.

Phong lifted it gently.

The chick peeped.

Then pressed itself against his palm.

Then climbed, awkwardly, up his sleeve.

Then into the hood of his hoodie.

And refused to leave.

“…Oh no.”

“It imprinted,” Alex said, barely holding back laughter.

The chick’s tiny head peeked out from behind his neck.

It let out a satisfied chirp.

“That’s your life now,” she said.

Phong adjusted his hoodie carefully.

The chick settled deeper.

Warm. Determined.

Alex studied its coloring.

“Little Fireball.”

He looked up.

“That’s the name?”

“Look at it.”

He glanced at the reddish fuzz.

“…Fair.”

They both stared at it for a moment.

Then Alex grinned, wickedly.

“What if it grows into the Monstrous Phoenix?”

Phong deadpanned.

“Please no.”

“Imagine.”

“Absolutely not.”

The chick chirped in protest.

He fed it crushed grain.

Dabbed water droplets at its beak.

It clung stubbornly to his hoodie.

Camp Stymphalian had acquired a mascot.

They returned to the crops.

Sunflower patches checked.

Carrot rows watered.

Snow Limes harvested on request.

The giant lime-oak guardian rustled overhead, as if listening.

By midday, the dungeon trembled slightly.

Another Shifting.

The pond rippled.

Troll mountain stayed where it was.

The lake held.

The camp—

Unchanged.

Anchored.

The Moletato network hummed beneath the soil.

The tree did not react this time.

But the news did.

Later that evening, signal amplifiers humming steadily, they watched updates.

The Shifting had affected Floor Two and Floor Three boundaries.

Half of Josh’s sponsored team—

Gone.

Swallowed by spatial collapse.

In their place now stood Yue Ting’s expedition team.

The same one that had vanished weeks earlier.

The dungeon had exchanged them.

Pulled some of Josh’s people into Floor Three while burping Yue Ting’s team back up.

No confirmation.

No recovery.

The media assumed those divers were dead. None of them were A-class, so the public conclusion was simple: Floor Three meant death.

Then Josh appeared on screen.

Face grave.Eyes slightly red.
Performance flawless.

“We continue their legacy,” he said.

Again.

Again the narrative.

Again grief polished and packaged.

Phong watched without reacting.

Alex’s jaw tightened.

Selena called soon after.

Her face appeared tired on the screen.

“He came to campus.”

Josh.

Recruitment drive.

“Floor Three opportunity.”“Carry the torch.”
“Be part of history.”

Freshmen filled the auditorium.

Naive.Ambitious.
Hungry.

“They’re buying it,” Selena said quietly.

Vanessa stepped into frame behind her, arms crossed.

“We tried to speak up.”

“No one wants to hear caution,” Vanessa added. “Not when hero narratives are easier.”

They both looked frustrated.

That quiet, powerless kind of anger that burns without flames.

“You’re welcome here,” Alex said immediately.

“Weekend?”

Selena nodded.

“We need to breathe.”

“Come anytime,” Phong added. “We have phở leftovers.”

Vanessa almost smiled.

“Sold.”

The call ended.

Silence settled.

Little Fireball chirped softly from inside Phong’s hood.

He reached up and scratched its tiny head.

On screen, analysts kept speculating.

Floor Three expansion.

Risk.

Opportunity.

Glory.

Camp Stymphalian stood between mountain and lake.

Anchored.Stable.
Rooted.

Phong looked at Alex.

She looked back.

Outside, the lime-oak guardian stood tall.

The pond reflected faint mana-light.

The chick nestled deeper into his hoodie like it had found home.

Half of Josh’s team gone.

Another lost team returned in their place.

The dungeon did not care about media arcs.

It did not care about speeches.

It swallowed.

It replaced.

It moved.

But here, there was soil.

There was water.

There were people who chose not to exploit.

And a tiny red-yellow chick that refused to let go.

For now, that was enough.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Emperor

    
    
    
    
                Phong looked like a man who had fought a war.

He hadn’t.

He had simply loved a Level 29 Mind Blade three nights in a row.

The result?

Zombie farmer.

Hair slightly wrecked.Eyes half-lidded.
Movements delayed by a full two seconds.

When Selena and Vanessa stepped through the troll-cleared path toward Camp Stymphalian, they both stopped.

Selena blinked.

“…You okay?”

Phong lifted a hand in weak greeting.

“I have seen things.”

Vanessa looked at Alex.

Alex folded her arms, smug.

“He’s fine.”

Selena’s lips twitched.

“Did you break him?”

“Define break,” Alex replied sweetly.

Vanessa laughed outright.

“Farmer needs a stamina build.”

“I am Level 1,” Phong muttered. “Have mercy.”

Little Fireball chirped from inside his hoodie like running commentary.

Phong reached in and gently lifted the chick out.

“Newest member.”

Selena’s frustration from Josh’s recruitment drive melted on the spot.

“…Oh my god.”

Vanessa leaned closer.

“Is that a flame nugget?”

“Little Fireball,” Alex announced proudly.

The chick blinked, then immediately tried to burrow back into Phong’s hoodie.

Selena clasped her hands.

“I’m in love.”

“Get in line,” Phong said dryly.

Behind them, thick steak cuts from the three-headed cow had already been vacuum-sealed and packed into the powered freezer Janet had insisted on installing.

“For Dominic,” Alex explained.

“He’ll cry if we eat it without him.”

“I would,” came Dominic’s voice faintly through the group chat audio, as if summoned by meat telepathy.

Phong shifted into cooking mode without complaint.

Phở again.

Fresh.
Comforting.

The broth had deepened overnight.

He built the bowls carefully for Selena and Vanessa.

Clear northern-style broth.Clean steam rising.
Turtle shank placed with precision.Gầu giòn layered on purpose.
Noodles loosened in hot water before plating.

When the bowls landed in front of them, Selena inhaled slowly.

Vanessa leaned over the steam.

“…This smells illegal.”

“Eat,” Phong said simply.

They did.

Selena closed her eyes on the first bite.

Vanessa exhaled long.

“That’s therapy.”

“In liquid form,” Alex added.

In exchange, they produced a package with theatrical flourish.

Long’s new instant coffee brand.

A Vietnamese collaboration.

Bright packaging. Bold claims.

Vanessa read the label aloud.

“Dungeon-grade caffeine.”

Phong squinted.

“He really commercialized.”

Selena grinned.

“He said if monsters can industrialize, so can he.”

They brewed some.

Surprisingly good.

Strong. Balanced.

Alex raised her cup.

“To Uncle Long’s empire.”

They teased her mercilessly while they ate.

“So,” Vanessa said casually, “what’s in the Leader Room?”

Selena nearly choked on broth.

Alex did not blush.

She smirked.

“It’s private.”

“Is that what you call it?” Vanessa asked.

Phong looked resigned.

“I’m outnumbered.”

“Absolutely,” Selena agreed.

Little Fireball chirped while nodding her little head.

“Traitor,” Phong whispered to it.

After eating, they wandered through camp.

Selena studied the lime-oak guardian with academic intensity.

“I know academic integrity requires evidence,” she murmured, “but this feels like more than growth. More like structural reinforcement.”

Vanessa tilted her head.

“It feels… protective.”

Phong stared up into its canopy.

“I was thinking of building a swing.”

Alex blinked.

“…A swing.”

“Yes.”

Under the giant tree.

For normal reasons.

Vanessa clutched her chest.

“I’m going to get diabetes if you and Alex keep shoving this sickly sweet couple behavior down my throat.”

Before Phong could answer, the ground trembled.

A different kind of presence moved across the far treeline near Lake Baratok.

Tall. Massive. Rooted, yet mobile.

Treants.

Dozens of them.

Bark thick as armor.
Branches spreading like antlers.

A quick system scan flickered across several of them:

Level 40–49.

Selena’s eyes widened.

“That’s above the Troll King.”

The treants moved with deliberate purpose.

They were migrating toward the biggest water source in sight.

Toward Lake Baratok.

The lake glittered in the distance.

The lizardmen had already assembled in defensive lines.

Spears raised.Ranks tight.
Discipline intact.

They had numbers.

They had order.

But their average level sat lower.

Tension spread across the field.

Unlike trolls and lizardmen, the treants did not treat Camp Stymphalian as a threat.

They passed near the chili perimeter.

Paused.

Several branches tilted toward the Moletato rows.

The soil rustled faintly.

Some unspoken signal passed between root and root.

Then the treants continued toward the lake.

“No aggression,” Vanessa observed.

“Plants,” Selena whispered. “They probably recognize his garden as… kin.”

Phong exhaled slowly.

He stepped forward carefully, stopping just short of the perimeter.

He tried diplomacy.

He approached the lizardman emissary.

“This doesn’t have to escalate.”

Ssarath’s eyes narrowed.

“Water is ours.”

Phong turned to the nearest treant, voice calm.

“The lake is large enough for shared access.”

The treant’s wooden face gave nothing back.

Its branches creaked slowly.

A deep sound rolled from it, like wind through old forest.

Neither side attacked.

Neither side welcomed him in as mediator.

Neither side asked Camp Stymphalian to intervene.

This was not his war.

Not yet.

Alex stepped beside him.

“They’re drawing lines.”

“Yes.”

“And leaving us out.”

“Yes.”

Vanessa crossed her arms.

“Smart.”

Selena nodded.

“You’re neutral ground.”

Phong watched as the treants settled along a different section of shoreline.

Roots probed the soil.

Testing boundaries.

Testing how far the lizardmen would tolerate them.

The treants might not have been openly aggressive, but the intelligence was obvious. They understood the lizardmen would hesitate to attack first.

The lizardmen hissed among themselves, but held their line.

The level gap was real.

Even with numbers.

A cold standoff took shape.

Mountain.Lake.
Now forest.

Camp Stymphalian stood between all three.

Untouched.

For now.

Little Fireball chirped from inside Phong’s hoodie again, sounding entirely unimpressed by Level 40 tree monsters.

Phong sighed.

“I just wanted to build a swing.”

Alex squeezed his hand.

“Start with rope strength calculations.”

Vanessa smirked.

“Level 49 treants nearby, and he’s thinking about playground equipment.”

Selena smiled faintly.

“That’s why this place works.”

Because it wasn’t built on conquest.

It was built on soil.

And even as giants shifted around them, Camp Stymphalian stayed stubbornly rooted.

Phong decided he would only play the good guy for free once.

He had offered mediation.

He had suggested shared water.

Both treants and lizardmen had politely, firmly told him to stay out of it.

So he did.

He wasn’t their king.

He wasn’t their judge.

And honestly?

He had something far more urgent.

CS Major.

The real kind of global crisis.

Phong had followed CS since high school. He only stopped after the tragedy that hit his uncle and aunt.

Now he set up the projector again, this time in daylight with the volume low.

Caster voices rolled through camp while he planted sunflower rows.

The meta had changed.

Not the game mechanics.

Everything around them.

Esports had evolved since dungeon classes became public.

Players with reflex-enhancing skills.Micro-telekinesis for pixel-perfect flicks.
Perception buffs that turned smoke pushes into near-clairvoyance.
Reaction speeds blurring the line between talent and stat allocation.

SuperLow had already normalized skill-enhanced athletic feats.

Now esports was doing the same.

New stars appeared almost monthly.

Kids with awakened classes dominated brackets.

Teams formed not just around strategy, but around class synergy.

Phong listened like it was a podcast.

Caster hype mixed with the steady push of dirt over sunflower seeds.

Alex sat nearby trimming carrot greens.

Every now and then, she offered commentary.

“That entry was clean.”

A little later:

“Why does that guy keep flipping off the crowd?”

Phong explained “crowd cheat” and “rush B” to her.

That was enough.

Couple life had settled into something steadier.

After Selena and Vanessa’s visit, Alex had quietly adjusted frequency.

Not out of rejection.

Out of practicality.

Level 29 stamina versus Level 1 durability required negotiation.

Phong appreciated that.

He also appreciated not walking like a retired war veteran every morning.

The standoff between treants and lizardmen turned into a slow territorial war along Lake Baratok.

Grinding.

Methodical.

Treants rooted sections of shoreline.

Lizardmen built defensive ridges.

Occasional clashes.

Level 40 bark against disciplined scaled formations.

Camp Stymphalian stayed neutral ground.

Untouched.

Until—

The roar came.

It didn’t split the sky like the Phoenix.

It didn’t freeze the world like the lime tree had.

It descended.

Heavy.
Authoritative.

A pressure wave shuddered through bone and soil.

Sunflower sprouts trembled.

Water in the pond rippled violently.

The lime-oak guardian’s leaves shivered, but did not bow.

Phong stood up this time.

He did not collapse.

He did not bleed from the eyes or ears.

The last time a roar like this had passed through the biome, he’d nearly died.

Now he braced.

Feet planted.

Breathing steady.

The sound rolled across mountain, lake, and forest.

Treants froze mid-swing.

Lizardmen halted their charge.

Even the trolls on the ridge went still.

Then silence.

A held breath over the entire biome.

The monsters knew the name.

Phong had heard it before.

From trolls.From lizardmen.
Even in the treants’ slow creaking speech.

Sky Emperor.

No one had seen it clearly.

No diver had recorded it.

But every monster spoke of it with the same undertone.

Authority.

This wasn’t the Phoenix.

That thing was fire and destruction.

This was sovereignty.

“Floor boss,” Alex said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Above the Phoenix?”

“Maybe.”

The roar did not come again.

But its presence lingered.

As if something vast had shifted position far above, in unseen layers of the dungeon.

After a long moment, the treants withdrew from immediate combat lines.

The lizardmen lowered their spears.

The conflict at the lake ended.

Just like that.

Hierarchy had reminded them who truly ruled.

Phong exhaled slowly.

In the background, the CS caster screamed about an insane clutch.

It felt absurdly small compared to what had just rolled through the biome.

And yet—

It grounded him.

He looked at the sunflowers.

At the carrots.

At Little Fireball perched on the coop roof, chirping bravely at absolutely nothing.

At Alex beside him.

The dungeon had bosses.

Floor bosses.

Sky Emperor.

Phoenix.

Catastrophe-class things.

But he was no longer the boy who collapsed under a roar.

He stood.

He learned.

From trolls.

From lizardmen.

From treants.

Hierarchy mattered.

Strength mattered.

But so did roots.

And when the monsters stopped fighting because something greater had spoken, Phong quietly planted another row of sunflowers.

And kept listening.

            

    
        Chapter 25: Another farmer

    
    
    
    
                Phong finally understood why Alex had been so… enthusiastic today.

He checked the calendar.

Ah.

Day of love.

Or, judging by his current physical condition, day of exhaustion.

He lay half-reclined in a camp chair, clutching a mug of hot cocoa like a lifeline.

Steam curled upward.

His limbs felt pleasantly emptied out.

Stats were absolute laws now.

Like gravity.Like light.
Like Shifting.
Like the invisible restrictions the dungeon placed on anyone with a functioning EXP bar.

He was Level 1.

No bar.No growth.
No stat gains.

Meanwhile, Alex was a Level 29 Mind Blade.

Enhanced endurance.Enhanced control.
Enhanced… everything.

He had tried to keep up.

He really had.

About as successfully as a child trying to hold back waves at the beach.

Alex slipped her arms around him from behind and rested her chin lightly on his shoulder.

“You alive?”

“…Define alive.”

She laughed softly against his ear.

“I was being gentle.”

“You are a combat class.”

“And you’re a farmer.”

“Yes.”

“Farmers have stamina.”

“For plowing fields. Not this.”

She nipped his ear lightly.

He nearly dropped the mug.

Then his phone buzzed.

He frowned and fumbled for it with one hand.

Notification.

Selena.

Message preview:

[You’re not gonna believe this.]

He straightened a little.

Alex leaned over his shoulder.

“Uh oh.”

He opened the chat.

Selena’s messages came fast.

[I refused to believe you’re the only farmer.][You’re not.]
[But your situation is unique.]

Phong raised an eyebrow.

He had assumed that much.

Production classes existed.

Farmer.Blacksmith.
Tailor.
Alchemist.

Most had pivoted to surface logistics.

He kept reading.

[Some farmers tried diving solo thinking they’d unlock secret skills.][Many died to goblins.]
[Some stayed above ground, fully production-focused.]
[But there’s something new.]

Another message followed.

[A “genius entrepreneur” named Olen.]

Alex snorted.

“That name already sounds expensive.”

Selena continued.

[Farmer class.][Rich background.]
[He discovered that if a farmer “farms” 100 of the same monster species, they level up and gain one skill from that monster.]

Phong froze.

Hot cocoa halfway to his lips.

“…Of course.”

Alex blinked.

“That’s real?”

Selena sent screenshots.

Clips from press conferences.

A clean logo.Branded jackets.
A banner behind Olen that read:

[CULTIVATE YOUR TRUE POTENTIAL]

He scrolled farther.

[He didn’t reveal how a Lv1 farmer safely farmed 100 slimes.]
[But we can guess.]

Phong’s jaw tightened slightly.

Hired arms.

Mercenaries.

High-level escorts.

You let the escorts weaken the monsters.

You land the final hit.

Repeat a hundred times.

Rinse. Profit.

Selena kept typing.

[He claims he spent a year “testing and perfecting the method.”]
[Translation: monetizing elite clients before expanding to the general market.]

Phong exhaled slowly.

Of course.

[Now he offers “Escort Courses.”][Farmers pay into a pooled fund.]
[High-level divers get hired.]
[Farmers dive in controlled kill cycles to grind specific monster types.]

Another screenshot appeared.

A group photo of young farmers in uniform jackets.

Level 2.Some Level 3.
Proud smiles.

A guild emblem showed a wheat stalk crossed with a sword.

Under it:

[Plant Your Destiny.]

Alex made a face.

“Big self-help seminar energy.”

Selena sent one more.

[Farmers who leveled and gained skills worship him.][They’re calling him a pioneer.]
[There’s an official Farmer Guild now.][Public dives.]
[Motivational speeches.]

Phong leaned back slowly, thinking.

On the surface, it was brilliant.

The system had treated production classes like dead ends.

Olen had found a loophole.

You didn’t farm soil.

You farmed monsters.

And by farming one hundred of a species, you unlocked not only EXP, but a skill from that species.

Slime regeneration?Goblin agility?
Wolf scent tracking?

It changed everything.

Production classes were no longer stuck at Level 1.

They could grow.

Gain combat skills.

Participate.

It was a real breakthrough.

And yet—

The timing.

The branding.

The year of quiet “testing.”

He could see the structure almost instantly.

Elite farmers with money paid for private escorts.

Early adopters gained levels.

Secured rare skills.

Monetized the advantage.

And once the edge had been fully milked—

Open the gates.

Sell hope to commoners.

Charge admission.

Alex tightened her arms around him.

“You’re not surprised.”

“No.”

“Angry?”

He considered it.

“No.”

She blinked.

“No?”

“It’s efficient.”

Selena typed again.

[Thoughts?]

Phong replied slowly.

[It’s real progress.]
[It’s also commodified hope.]

The typing bubble appeared immediately.

[That’s exactly how it feels.]

He stared at Olen’s face on the screen.

Freckles.Light blond hair styled to look effortless, which meant it absolutely wasn’t effortless.
A high-collar sweater in an understated shade that screamed money without ever saying it.

The kind of man who looked like he was selling salvation with excellent branding.

Some of the farmers in interviews were crying.

[I thought I was useless.]
[Now I’m Level 2.]

Another smiled at the camera.

[I gained Slime Skin.]

Olen stood at a podium and spoke in a calm, practiced voice.

[We are no longer trapped by arbitrary class ceilings.]

He gestured toward the banner behind him.

[Together, we cultivate our destiny.]

The applause thundered.

Alex rested her chin on his shoulder again.

“You could do that.”

Phong shook his head.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t need to level.”

She studied him.

“Are you sure?”

He glanced toward the Moletato rows.

Toward the lime-oak guardian.

Toward the layered defense grid he had built.

“I found a path I prefer.”

Selena sent one last note.

[They’re organizing a public demo dive next month.][Sponsored stream.]
[Olen’s branding it as “Breaking the Chains of Production Classes.”]

Phong snorted softly.

“Of course he is.”

Alex traced lazy circles across his chest.

“If you farmed one hundred trolls, what skill would you get?”

He pictured it for a second.

Moss regeneration?
Brute strength?

Then he shook his head.

“Not worth it.”

“Why?”

“Because the dungeon restricts leveling for a reason.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

“Beyond the planting restrictions?”

“Yeah.”

He looked back at the phone.

A guild of Level 2 farmers diving under high-level escort, funded through pooled contributions.

Inspirational slogans stitched into banners.

[Plant Your Destiny.][Grow Beyond Limits.]
[Harvest Greatness.]

He felt neither envy nor contempt.

Only curiosity.

Olen had chosen to fix the EXP bar.

Phong had chosen to ignore it.

Two farmers.

Two paths.

One commodified leveling.

One built a sovereign camp between mountain, lake, and forest without gaining a single stat point.

Alex kissed the side of his neck lightly.

“Still tired?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He laughed softly.

Little Fireball chirped from its perch on the coop roof.

The lime-oak rustled.

Somewhere beyond the lake, treants shifted position.

Above unseen layers, the Sky Emperor remained.

And in his hand, the hot cocoa cooled slowly while a Level 1 farmer watched the world discover it could grow in ways it never expected.

He didn’t feel threatened.

He didn’t feel obsolete.

He just wondered what would happen when those Level 2 farmers realized leveling did not free them from the dungeon’s rules.

It only subjected them to different ones.

The thought didn’t hit loudly.

It slid into place.

Quiet.

Unavoidable.

One year ago.

That was when he received the quest.

Grow and harvest 10 potatoes in the dungeon.

The first and only quest the menu had ever given him.

The same year Olen, the rich “genius entrepreneur,” had discovered and quietly started monetizing the 100-monster farming method for production classes.

Same window.

Same timing.

Phong lowered the mug slowly.

“…No way.”

Alex, still draped around him, felt the shift immediately.

“What.”

“One year ago,” he said carefully. “The quest.”

She blinked.

“The potatoes?”

“Yes.”

“That was the first week after the Shifting incident.”

“And around the time Olen claims he began ‘testing.’”

Silence stretched.

Phong stared at the screen, at Olen’s perfectly composed public face.

Coincidence?

He didn’t believe in coincidence inside the dungeon anymore.

The menu had nudged him.

Not an order.

Not some absurd command like “plant 10 potatoes or die” from one of those lazy system novels.

Just—

Plant potatoes.

Inside the dungeon.

It didn’t force him.

It didn’t spell out future rewards.

It simply opened a door.

Olen had walked through a different one.

“Menu didn’t give you more quests,” Alex said slowly.

“No.”

“Maybe because it didn’t need to.”

Phong nodded faintly.

The system had offered encouragement.

Then stepped back.

The difference was what came after.

Olen had money.

Connections.

Security.

He could hire high-level escorts.

He could grind slimes in controlled conditions.

He could hide the process.

Perfect it.

Monetize it.

And when he was ready, unveil it as innovation.

Phong?

He had been targeted.

By a rich man.

Josh’s father.

Investor in dungeon safety.Infrastructure.
Insurance.

The same man whose influence reached hospitals.

The same man whose son’s bullying ended in blood and legal silence.

The same man whose machination made his uncle and aunt “disappear.”

If Phong had discovered something extraordinary early, who would have let it surface?

Who would have allowed a Level 1 nobody to redefine production classes?

He let the thought settle.

Cold.
Measured.

If he had taken Olen’s route, if he had publicized Moletato terraforming, Snow Lime speed buffs, Relaxing Shiitake weekly resets—

Would the world have applauded?

Or would powerful investors have intervened quietly?

Olen’s discovery was profitable.

Controlled.

Escorted.

Monetizable.

Phong’s was sovereign.

Independent.

Uncontrollable.

Give it enough time—

If production-class leveling became standardized—

If farmers everywhere started farming monsters for skills—

Eventually, the dungeon might close loopholes.

Or adapt.

Or escalate.

And one day, he might truly become the only farmer left who still farmed soil inside the dungeon.

The thought did not scare him.

It grounded him.

Rico broke the spiral dramatically.

He returned from what he insisted was “strategic reconnaissance.”

Translation:

The Vogels had taken Bruno and Nyx for the day.

Unofficial grandparent time.

Rico had been excluded.

He was not a grandchild.

He was a “friend of the family.”

He strutted into camp with exaggerated dignity.

Bruno bounded behind him.

Nyx followed with regal control.

“How was daycare?” Alex asked.

Rico sniffed.

“Cultural exchange.”

Bruno barked enthusiastically.

“Big Grandma fed us.”

Nyx added primly, “The bread was acceptable.”

Rico cleared his throat.

“I have optimized survival.”

Phong raised a brow.

“Oh?”

Rico had apparently convinced the trolls and lizardmen to provide scent markers.

Small scraps of troll moss from Level 35 beasts.

Scale fragments from Lake Baratok warriors.

Combined and worn loosely in pouches around the animals’ necks.

The result?

Low-level Floor One monsters fled on scent alone.

Original biome creatures, wolves, goblins, stray beasts, recognized the smell of apex predators and scattered.

Three animals.

Two of them barely three months old.

And now they moved through Floor One with more confidence than many divers.

Selena would have fainted from scientific joy.

Rico puffed out his chest.

“Intelligence triumphs where class does not.”

He turned toward Phong.

“I demand a raise.”

“No.”

“Caffeine.”

“No.”

“Undiluted.”

“Absolutely not.”

Rico narrowed his eyes.

Phong sighed and handed him one-third of a can.

Measured.
Controlled.

Rico stared at the portion like it was a personal insult.

“This is oppression.”

“Drink slowly.”

He did not.

He shotgunned it.

Silence.

Two seconds.

Three.

Then—

Zoom.

He ricocheted off a Moletato mound.

Leaped over a Bonktato vine.

Ran halfway up the lime-oak trunk before sliding back down.

Then started shouting about transcendence.

Bruno chased after him.

Nyx refused to participate.

Within minutes, Rico crashed.

Spectacularly.

He face-planted into the soft soil near the troll perimeter.

A huge moss-covered hand gently lifted him.

The Troll King examined the unconscious raccoon with great seriousness.

“He overheat.”

“Yes,” Phong said calmly.

The trolls had unofficially adopted Rico.

He woke later, awkwardly cradled in a troll’s lap like a hyperactive child at daycare.

Blinking slowly, he murmured, “I saw beyond time.”

“No you didn’t,” Nyx said dryly.

Back near the pond, Phong stood quietly.

Sunflowers had started sprouting in neat rows.

Carrots pushed faint green through the soil.

Treants and lizardmen kept their wary distance.

The Sky Emperor had not roared again.

The world was moving.

Production classes were leveling.

Farmer guilds were forming.

Olen was becoming a symbol.

Josh was recruiting.

Power was consolidating.

And here—

A Level 1 farmer stood between mountain, lake, and forest.

Planting a garden full of violations to the Geneva convention.

The menu had nudged him once.

He had chosen soil over slaughter.

Olen had chosen slaughter over soil.

Two farmers.

Two philosophies.

One commodified growth.

One cultivated sovereignty.

Little Fireball fluttered onto his shoulder.

The lime-oak guardian rustled overhead.

He didn’t know which path the dungeon favored.

But he knew this:

If the system ever decided to close doors again, he would already be rooted too deep to uproot quietly.

And that thought was worth more than any EXP bar.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Stats and dangers, and a new beginning

    
    
    
    
                
Phong and Alex sat cross-legged on the cot like an old married couple reviewing taxes.

Except instead of bank statements, they had stat menus.

Alex projected hers casually, a translucent blue screen hovering between them.

“Okay,” she said in a mock-serious tone. “Assets and liabilities.”

Phong leaned in.

He avoided comparing numbers directly at first.

He scanned the categories.

Level: 29Class: Mind Blade
HP: triple digitsMP: obscene
STR: 64DEX: 91
CON: 70
INT: 112

He blinked.

His brain stopped processing after Intelligence.

The 112 stood out like a glass pyramid in the middle of a desert.

Sharp.
Impossible to ignore.

His own screen flickered up when he reluctantly opened it.

Level: 1EXP: —
STR: 7DEX: 8
CON: 9INT: 10
WIS: 8
CHA: 9

Nothing above ten.

If he added every stat he had together, it still would not beat her Intelligence.

Gravity.Light.
Shifting.

Stats were absolute laws now.

He tried not to stare too long.

Alex noticed anyway.

She tilted her head, playful but gentle.

“You’re not competing with me.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

He gave a faint shrug.

“It’s math.”

She reached over and tapped his forehead.

“You’re farming monsters smarter than me.”

“Farming is a strong word. More like getting them to tolerate me.”

“Self-esteem. You held off both the trolls and the lizardmen.”

“Fine. Forced tolerance.”

“Still impressive.”

He did not argue.

He scrolled to her quest tab.

One quest had a red FAILED stamp.

Target: Investigate anomaly near Lake Baratok.
Status: Failed — Expired due to postponement.

No penalty.

No HP loss.
No debuff.

Another quest pulsed beneath it.

Target: Troll KingObjective: Eliminate
Reward: ???

She snorted.

“Hard pass.”

“You’re ignoring it?”

“Yes.”

“No penalty?”

“No.”

They sat quietly for a moment.

The dungeon, or whatever system handed out quests, was terrifyingly considerate.

Do it, get rewards.
Ignore it, nothing happens.

No forced choices.No complete-or-die nonsense.
No manipulation masquerading as destiny.

It respected human agency more than humans did.

Phong stared at that for a while.

The system had never forced him to farm.

It had never forced Alex to kill the Troll King.

It offered.It nudged.
It stepped back.

Human institutions cornered.

Alex closed her menu and leaned closer.

“I’ll be gentler on Love Day.”

He groaned.

“You saw the stat gap.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And you should consider eating Stoic Garlic next time.”

He choked.

“You want me to buff defense for—”

“For survivability,” she said calmly.

“Romance is dangerous terrain.”

He buried his face in his hands.

She laughed and kissed his temple.

Four days later, Dominic returned.

Not swaggering.

Tense.

Jake’s arm was wrapped tight in layered bandages.

Elite mob.Floor Two.
Ambush.

Dominic had forced it to retreat, but the cost had been too high.

Janet made the call.

Retreat to Camp Stymphalian.

No arguments.
No ego.

Dominic stormed into camp roaring about steak night as if sheer volume could erase the fact that he had nearly lost someone.

“You promised me cow!”

“Freezer,” Phong said calmly.

Dominic brightened on the spot.

Then his phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

He answered on speaker.

A polished voice came through.

“Good evening. Representative of the Farmer Guild.”

Alex and Phong exchanged a glance.

Olen.

Or one of his people.

The voice continued, smooth and practiced.

“We’ve reached Level 12.”

Dominic raised a brow.

“That’s fast.”

“1,200 monsters. Twelve species. Efficient progression.”

Efficient slaughter.

The voice left that part unsaid.

“We’re looking to expand into Floor Two for skill acquisition.”

Of course they were.

Slime Skin was beginner-tier.

Floor Two meant better monster traits.

“Your team has experience with Floor Two routes,” the representative continued. “We’d like to discuss an escort contract.”

Dominic’s face did not change.

But his jaw tightened.

Jake was injured.

Floor Two had nearly taken one of his own.

And now a guild of freshly leveled farmers wanted a guided massacre on the way to Level 13.

Dominic’s voice settled into something flat and firm.

“Can’t.”

A pause.

“We’re aware of your skill level.”

“Not about skill.”

Silence on the other end.

“Team member injured. We’re not diving Floor Two anytime soon.”

Polite.Clean.
Professional.

The representative kept the same polished tone.

“Understood. Should circumstances change, our funding pool is substantial.”

Translation: money is not a problem.

Dominic smiled without warmth.

“I’m sure it is.”

The call ended.

He tossed the phone lightly onto the table.

“Elon’s people,” he muttered.

Phong corrected him gently.

“Olen.”

“Whatever.”

Alex leaned forward.

“They’ll call someone else.”

“They will,” Dominic said.

“And someone will say yes.”

Because there was money.

Because there was fame.

Because escorting production classes into controlled slaughter was low risk and high pay.

Phong felt something cold settle in his chest.

1,200 monsters.

One year.

Twelve species.

Each kill deliberate.
Each skill harvested.

The Farmer Guild banner probably looked inspiring on stream.

[Plant Your Destiny.]

But destiny had a body count.

And unlike Phong’s crops, their growth required extinction.

Dominic cracked a Pepsi open hard enough to spray foam.

“Jake needs rest. We hold here.”

Janet nodded firmly.

“No Floor Two until he fully recovers.”

That meant not pushing at the level 30 barrier for now.

Alex glanced at Phong quietly.

He did not say it out loud.

But the thought was obvious.

The dungeon offered quests.

Optional.
Respectful.

Humans monetized progression.

Optimized slaughter.

Packaged it as liberation.

Phong did not envy Level 12.

He did not envy monster skills.

He looked toward the mountain.

Toward the lake.

Toward the forest.

The Troll King still lived.

The lizardmen were still negotiating.

The treants were still migrating.

The Sky Emperor was still unseen.

And here stood a Level 1 farmer.

No EXP bar.No escalation.
Yet, his influence kept expanding across floor 1.

He exhaled slowly.

“If they reach Floor Two in numbers,” he said quietly, “the dungeon will respond.”

Dominic glanced at him.

“You think so?”

“Sky Emperor wasn’t their pet.”

The memory of that roar rolled through him again.

Hierarchy.Balance.
Order.Predators.
Prey.

If humans escalated too far, they might wake something even worse than the Monstrous Phoenix.

Dominic raised his can.

“To steak night.”

“To Jake healing,” Janet added.

“To not being idiots,” Alex said dryly.

Phong raised his mug of cocoa instead.

“To choosing when to grow.”

Outside, the lime-oak rustled.

And somewhere deep in the dungeon, something vast was almost certainly watching the farmers who had chosen to harvest monsters instead of soil.

Steak night at Camp Stymphalian was not subtle.

Dominic insisted on drama.

The three-headed cow had been butchered properly. No chaos. No rushed fire. Thick, heavily marbled slabs hissed when they hit the iron grates over controlled flame.

Fat rendered slowly and dripped onto the coals with sharp, satisfying crackles.

Garlic butter melted over the surface.

Black pepper.
Salt.

Nothing fancy.

Dominic believed in respecting meat.

Phong set up the projector anyway.

“If we’re going to eat like kings,” he said mildly, “we might as well see what the world is doing.”

The signal amplifier hummed softly.

The screen flickered.

And there he was.

Olen.

Freckles.

Light blond hair styled to look effortless, which meant it absolutely wasn’t.

A high-collar sweater in the kind of muted shade that screamed money without saying it.

The camera loved him.

Everything about him radiated generational wealth.

Old-money confidence.

The kind of man who had never needed to calculate the cost of a mistake in human terms.

A lower-third graphic scrolled across the screen:

Olen — Founder, Farmer Guild — Forbes 30 Under 30

Cheers filled the televised auditorium.

The interviewer leaned in eagerly.

“Production classes venturing into Floor Two. How does that feel?”

Olen smiled modestly.

“We believe growth should not be restricted by outdated assumptions.”

Applause.

“We’ve proven that production classes can evolve.”

Louder applause.

He continued, measured and composed.

“Floor Two presents new opportunities. New skills. New horizons.”

The camera cut to a banner behind him:

[BREAKING THE CHAINS]

Dominic flipped a steak.

“Chains my ass.”

The interviewer pushed further.

“You and Josh both made the Forbes list this year. Thoughts on his recent tragedy and leadership in the diver space?”

Olen’s expression shifted into carefully curated solemnity.

“Josh represents resilience. We’ve spoken briefly. Perhaps one day, collaboration will serve the greater good.”

The crowd erupted.

Collaboration.

Of course.

Josh’s father’s funding.Olen’s production-class breakthrough.
Insurance.Safety.
Infrastructure.
Leveling monopolies.

All threads in the same tapestry.

Phong muted the TV without ceremony.

He did not need the rest.

He turned to Dominic instead.

“Floor Two.”

Dominic grinned faintly.

“Now that’s real content.”

Jake shifted carefully, his arm still bandaged but much steadier now.

Eight hours of uninterrupted sleep.A real mattress.
Healing.

Empathy Enoki had done its job.

No infection.No fever spike.
No spiral.

“I’m good,” Jake insisted before anyone asked.

Janet shot him a look.

“You’re recovering.”

Jake corrected himself at once.

“I’m recovering well.”

That was better.

Dominic leaned back in his chair, balancing a steak knife between his fingers.

“Floor Two’s rougher than before.”

“Because of the Phoenix?” Phong asked.

“Because everything’s more aggressive,” Joanne answered.

Jack nodded.

“Biomes are shifting faster. Elite mobs are roaming farther from their nests.”

Dominic kept going.

“Ran into a group from France. Three girls, one guy.”

Alex paused mid-bite.

“They showed pictures,” Dominic added casually.

“Pictures of you.”

Alex blinked.

“…Excuse me?”

“They had selfies. You in some European square. Fountain in the background.”

Alex thought for a moment.

“Summer trip. Before college. Visiting extended family.”

Dominic nodded.

“They recognized you instantly. Mind Blade.”

Phong glanced at her.

Even after more than two months of deliberately staying inactive and waiting for Dominic and Janet to hit Level 30 first, her name still traveled.

Mind Blade.

Efficient.Precise.
Reliable.
The kind of person who saved lives and never asked for credit.

Back in her campus queen days, people followed her GPA and confidence.

As a diver, they followed something else.

Her intelligence.Her composure in battle.
Her moral clarity.
Her heroism.

People admired her beauty.

But what made divers trust her was different.

She would pull you out of a collapsing ruin and refuse to make it about herself.

People loved a heroine.

Few wanted the burden that came with it.

Dominic chewed thoughtfully.

“Trust them?”

Alex considered.

“Further observation.”

“Neutral?”

“Cautious.”

She set down her fork.

“Time changes people.”

Dominic studied her expression.

She was not the same girl from those photos.

Not the girl who had laughed in European sunlight.

Not the girl who had not yet watched a hospital bend under corporate pressure.

Not the girl who had not sat in a Christmas market questioning institutions.

She had sharpened.

She had softened too, just in different places.

Focused.

“If they approach again?” Dominic asked.

“We talk,” she said. “We don’t invite.”

Jack raised his soda.

“To observation.”

They clinked.

Steak was sliced.

Juice ran.

Bruno stared at Dominic like a disciple studying a master.

Nyx preferred her slice rare.

Rico tried to barter for a thicker cut. He got his way using a newly unlocked skill: puppy eyes, copied directly from Bruno.

The muted television still showed Olen’s panel discussion.

Production classes rising.

Second-floor ambitions.

Collaboration.

Hope packaged cleanly.

Inside Camp Stymphalian, the conversation stayed simpler.

Real.

Jake described the elite mob that had injured him.

Scaled armor.
Unpredictable movement.

“Didn’t expect the lateral leap,” he admitted.

Janet nodded.

“Underestimated its range.”

Dominic added, “Won’t make that mistake twice.”

Phong listened.

No branding.No slogans.
Just experience.

And steak.

Outside, trolls lingered near the chili perimeter.

The lake shimmered faintly.

Treants held their uneasy truce.

The Sky Emperor stayed silent.

The dungeon did not care about Forbes lists.

It did not care about 30 Under 30.

It cared about balance.

Predator.Prey.
Growth.
Extinction.

Phong glanced once more at the frozen image of Olen mid-speech.

Polished.Confident.
Visionary.

He did not hate him.

He did not envy him.

He simply understood the difference.

Olen cultivated vertical growth.

Levels.Skills.
Market expansion.

Phong cultivated horizontal resilience.

Soil.Allies.
Neutral ground between factions.

When the steaks were nearly gone and the conversation had softened into a comfortable hush, Dominic leaned back and exhaled.

“You think they’ll survive Floor Two?”

“The Farmer Guild?” Phong asked.

Dominic nodded.

Phong considered it.

“They’ll survive.”

“How sure?”

“They have money.”

Dominic smirked.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Phong’s gaze drifted toward the dark horizon beyond the lake.

“They’ll survive,” he repeated quietly, “until the dungeon decides they’ve grown too loud.”

Alex glanced at him.

She knew that tone.

Not paranoia.

Pattern recognition.

The Phoenix had appeared after aggressive expansion.

The Sky Emperor had roared when biomes destabilized.

Escalation invited correction.

Inside the camp there was warmth.

Meat.Friends.
Recovery.

Outside, an ecosystem was watching.

Dominic stood and stretched.

“Next steak night,” he declared, “we celebrate Level 30.”

Janet rolled her eyes with fond exhaustion.

Jake raised his soda, weak but determined.

Alex leaned closer to Phong, her shoulder brushing his.

He felt steady.

Grounded.

And in a world where people chased levels like stock prices, that steadiness felt rare.

Their retreat from Floor Two had not been defeat.

It just had not been victory.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Survivors

    
    
    
    
                Dominic leaned against the camp wall and rolled his shoulders while the others cleaned up after steak night.

“Vertical ruin,” he said, gesturing upward. “Think stacked city blocks. Balconies, broken bridges, hanging staircases. The elite mob came down on us from above.”

Jake rubbed his bandaged arm and gave a faint smile.

“Worth it.”

Janet shot him a flat look.

“It was not worth it.”

He corrected himself.

“…Educational.”

Still, the numbers didn’t lie.

Joanne — Level 28Jake — Level 29
Jack — Level 28

Janet stood a hair from Level 30.

Alex did too.

Dominic?

“Three or four hairs away,” he declared proudly.

Joanne muttered, “There’s no such thing as a fractional hair.”

“You’re just jealous of my hair count,” Dominic shot back.

The progress was real.

The danger was realer.

Janet wiped her hands on a cloth and cleared her throat.

“I think,” she began carefully, “it’s time.”

Everyone looked at her.

“If we’re going to keep building this place together, and diving with this place as our anchor, you should know what we are.”

She looked at Phong.

“Class.”

Trust.

Not transactional.Not sponsored.
Not monetized.

Trust.

Phong nodded once.

He already knew Dominic was a Judgenaut.

Frontline tank.Brutal counter mechanics.
Rare class.Built for area denial and zoning.
Could hit like a truck when the conditions lined up.

Alex was Mind Blade.

Even rarer than Dominic’s class.

Psychic rapier manifestation.
Telekinetic precision.

And everyone knew he was a Level 1 Farmer.

The rest had stayed private.

Janet went first.

“Valkyrie.”

She said it plainly.

No drama.

Battlefield control.Aura buffs.
Shield reinforcement.
Protective instinct turned into mechanics.

Jake followed.

“Rift Striker.”

Spatial burst class.Short-distance phasing.
High-risk engagements.

Jack scratched the back of his head.

“Stone Warden.”

Defensive sub-tank.
Terrain manipulation.

That fit, Phong thought.

Joanne hesitated for a second, then smiled.

“Spellshot.”

Ranged caster hybrid.
Precision artillery.

Dominic grinned.

“Four Js and a tank.”

They laughed.

Something shifted quietly in Phong’s chest.

The layers of community deepened.

Then he mentioned Little Fireball.

“Imprinted on me,” he said casually.

Janet’s eyes widened.

“That is dangerous foreshadowing.”

Dominic barked a laugh.

“Monstrous Phoenix 2.0.”

Alex rolled her eyes, but she smiled.

They were washing dishes when it happened.

The lizardman emissary approached in deliberate steps.

Two warriors followed behind him.

Each carried a limp human body.

Unconscious.Mud-soaked.
Armor cracked.

Dominic’s posture snapped tight at once.

Thassir inclined his head slightly.

“Found near lake bank.”

His tone stayed neutral.

“Normally… food.”

Matter-of-fact.

“But Camp Stymphalian is honorary vassal.”

On paper only.

Mutual-respect treaty.

“So we bring to farmer first.”

He jerked his chin toward the bodies.

“If friend, we take bonktato for trouble.”

A pause.

“If foe, we dispose.”

There was no malice there.

Natural law, ecosystem logic.

Dominic stepped forward slowly.

Recognition hit.

“…The French.”

Phong felt it too.

Three girls.One guy.
Vertical city ruin.
Pictures with Alex.

Now two unconscious girls.

The other two?

Missing.

Alex moved first.

“Bring them inside.”

No hesitation.

Janet was already clearing space.

“Bedding ready.”

Joanne grabbed water.

Jake moved in carefully and helped support one of the bodies.

The lizardmen laid them down with surprising gentleness and stepped back.

Watching.
Assessing.

Dominic spoke quietly.

“One of the three girls is probably dead.”

No one argued.

“The guy probably stayed behind to buy time for these two.”

Floor Two did not forgive hesitation.

These two had escaped.

Climbed back up.Crossed biomes.
Collapsed near Lake Baratok.

Wrong lake.

Right camp.

Sympathy Enoki came out immediately.

Twenty caps per person.Correct dosage.
Cooldown respected.

Alex crushed them into paste and fed it slowly, careful not to choke them.

Janet checked their pulses.

Stable.Exhausted.
Severe mana depletion.

One had a fractured rib.

The other had shallow cuts along her thigh and shoulder.

“No internal bleeding,” Janet murmured.

“Lucky.”

Dominic folded his arms.

“They ran.”

“Good instinct,” Alex said quietly.

Thassir stayed where he was.

“Payment?”

Phong stepped forward.

“Bonktatoes. Fair.”

He handed over a crate.

The emissary nodded once.

Business concluded.

Before leaving, he added calmly, “If more come, we bring.”

Then the lizardmen disappeared back toward the lake.

Dominic exhaled.

“Floor Two just followed them home.”

Phong stood still for a moment.

This was exactly why he had chosen vendor life.

Why he had chosen farming.

Why he had chosen soil over sword.

Divers climbed vertical cities.

Fought elite mobs.

Lost friends in stairwell ambushes.

Escaped with fractured ribs.

And sometimes they did not escape at all.

That was diving.

Dungeon life had never been romantic. Not really.

The stories were romantic. The world glorified them.

Forbes lists.Farmer Guild speeches.
Breaking the Chains.Highlight reels.
Banners.
Speeches.

But what Janet pulled out of those two unconscious girls that night?

That was the part nobody streamed.

She spotted it first.

“Wait,” she muttered, leaning closer to the French girl with the fractured rib. “That’s not dried blood.”

Under the skin near the collarbone, tiny raised bumps.

Subtle.

Moving.

Janet’s jaw tightened.

“Hold her.”

Alex steadied the girl at once while Janet prepared a second Sympathy Enoki paste.

Sympathy Enoki’s cleansing effect did more than close wounds.

It purged simple infections.

Parasites counted.

The effect hit immediately.

The girl convulsed once, weakly.

Then small dark shapes forced their way out through pores and shallow cuts.

Tiny.Shell-backed.
Tick-sized.

Parasitic snails.

They dropped onto the bedding and tried to scuttle away.

Phong reacted instantly.

A Bonktato vine snapped down and pinned them.

He scraped them into a glass jar and sealed it.

Silence followed.

No one spoke for several seconds.

Jake swallowed.

“…That’s new.”

Janet checked the second girl.

Same thing.

Three more forced out.

All contained.

“Where,” Joanne whispered, “did they get those?”

No one answered.

No one wanted to.

Phong carried the sealed jar carefully to the boundary line.

Thassir arrived when summoned.

He studied the jar closely.

His scaled face did not change.

“Lake parasite.”

“Explain,” Phong said.

“Snail,” the emissary replied. “Native to Baratok. Lay eggs disguised as ours.”

“Disguised?”

“They mimic shell pattern. Egg predators eat. Snail hatch inside.”

Nearby trolls made a low, disgusted sound.

“But…” Thassir continued, “they don’t exist on the shallow shore.”

The emissary gestured vaguely across the lake.

“They prefer ragged stone formation. Sharp. Vertical. That side.”

That side?

Then it hit Phong.

Floor Two side.

What Thassir meant was this: half of Lake Baratok had not shifted upward.

The lake had shifted only in part.

The shallow shore connected to Floor One.

The jagged, deeper rock formations remained anchored to Floor Two.

Two halves.

Same lake.

Different floors.

“Dungeon does not burp whole biome always,” the emissary added calmly. “Sometimes only part.”

Phong absorbed that slowly.

He had assumed Shifting was crude.

Whole sections.
Whole regions.

But this?

Selective displacement.

Partial overlap.

A lake existing across two floors at once.

Spatial anomaly?

Absolutely.

Physics?

Irrelevant.

The emissary handed the jar back.

“You handle.”

Translation: not their problem unless it spread.

Phong walked back toward camp in silence.

He sent Selena a DM immediately.

[Parasitic snails native to Lake Baratok.][Mimic lizardman eggs.]
[Only present on jagged stone formation (Floor 2 side).][Shallow shore shifted to Floor 1 doesn’t host them.]
[Lake exists partially across floors.]

He stared at the typing indicator.

Nothing.

Minutes passed.

Still nothing.

He could picture her perfectly.

Lab coat.Hair tied messily.
Staring at the screen with wide eyes.
Muttering theories out loud.

Vanessa was probably watching with resigned affection.

He typed one more message.

[Don’t lose your mind.]

Then he locked the screen.

If spatial anomalies could split lakes across floors, then everything they thought they understood was surface-level.

Phong turned away quietly.

“Watch them in shifts.”

Janet nodded.

“We’ll rotate.”

Alex squeezed his hand once before heading back to the girls.

Dominic took perimeter duty without being asked.

Jake sat nearby, quieter than usual.

Joanne and Jack spoke in low voices.

Community did not mean safety.

It meant response.

Phong walked toward the outer rows.

Sunflowers.Carrots.
Garlic mines.
Bonktatoes.

He checked the soil moisture.

Adjusted irrigation.

Corrected chili angles.

Routine.

His breathing steadied.

The world was leveling.

Guilds were climbing.

Bosses were roaring.

And here, a Level 1 farmer tended his plants while two survivors from Floor Two slept under his roof.

Neutral ground.

Not a fortress.
Not a guild.

But a place where you did not automatically become calories, figuratively or literally.

He pressed soil gently around a carrot sprout.

Life grew quietly.

Even in a dungeon.

Especially in a dungeon.

Back near the center of camp, Alex stepped away from the bedding area.

She had finished her watch over the girls.

“They’re stable," she said quietly.

“No fever spike, breathing steady.

"They’ll wake.”

Phong nodded.

He walked to the lime-oak guardian and plucked two Snow Limes.

Crushed them gently.

Added water.

No ice needed.

The liquid chilled itself.

He handed her the glass.

Snow Limeade.

She took a slow sip.

Cold vapor brushed her lips.

A faint 20% speed buff shimmered briefly across her status panel.

She sighed softly.

“You’re thinking hard.”

“Yes.”

“About the lake?”

“Yes.”

She leaned lightly against him.

“The dungeon isn’t random.”

“No.”

“It’s layered.”

“Yes.”

She studied him.

“And that doesn’t scare you?”

He thought about the jar of snails.

The split lake.

The Sky Emperor’s roar.

The Phoenix wiping out guilds.

Olen grinding through 1,200 monsters.

Two unconscious girls barely hanging on.

“It does,” he admitted. “But fear doesn’t plant carrots.”

She smiled faintly.

“Idiot.”

“I prefer earnest.”

They stood quietly for a moment.

Camp Stymphalian breathed around them.

Trolls muttering near the ridge.Lizardmen patrolling the waterline.
Treants silent in the distance.Two French girls resting under guard.
Little Fireball tucked safely inside the coop.

Dungeon life was not easy.

It was not heroic.

It was parasites under the skin.

Fractured ribs.

Spatial physics laughing at textbooks.

Alex finished her drink.

“They seemed to look up to me,” she murmured.

“The girls?”

“Yes…”

She paused.

“I didn’t even remember their names... I was different then.”

“Self-esteem.”

“You were waiting to say that, weren’t you?”

“Maybe.”

Phong gave a small shrug.

So he had been right.

Alex was afraid.

Afraid meeting her again would ruin the memory the girls had of her.

She looked at him.

“You’re still choosing not to level?”

“Yes.”

“Even now?”

“Yes.”

She nodded slowly.

“Good.”

He glanced toward the bedding area.

“If they wake up,” he said quietly, “we’ll hear their story.”

“And if more follow?”

He looked toward the lake.

“One step at a time.”

The lime-oak rustled gently overhead.

And in a dungeon where lakes split across floors and parasites hid inside eggs, presence mattered.

            

    
        Chapter 28: Permanent housing and a godzilla movie

    
    
    
    
                

Phong stood in the middle of camp and slowly looked around.

Tents.Reinforced ruin walls.
Layered crops.Garlic mine grid.
Chili arcs.
Bonktato barricades.

It had held so far.

It had survived Troll King skirmishes.Lizardman negotiations.
Treant migrations.
A Sky Emperor roar.

But floor bosses existed now.

The Phoenix had proven that.
The Sky Emperor had reminded everyone.

Tents were temporary.
Ruins were borrowed.

If Camp Stymphalian was going to endure, it needed real housing.

Structural.
Permanent.

He called a meeting.

Dominic leaned back in his chair.

“Stone walls?”

“Insulated,” Janet added immediately.

“Proper drainage.”

Jake raised a hand weakly.

“Windows that don’t collapse?”

“Yes,” Phong said.

The trolls could handle manpower.

They lived in caves. They understood digging, hauling, breaking stone.

Architecture, though, was not their strength.

The lizardmen were different.

They had cities beneath Lake Baratok. Structured homes. Layered defenses. Water channels. Stone and timber techniques.

So Phong approached them.

This time, he brought no crate of Bonktatoes.

The emissary, Thassir, listened to his proposal carefully.

Housing.Stone foundations.
Reinforced beams.Roofing.
Thermal insulation.

Phong expected negotiation.

Crop payments.
Labor exchange.

Instead, Thassir’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“We require something else.”

“What?”

“The pond.”

Phong kept his face still.

“Elaborate.”

“Egg season approaches. Lake shores are contested by treants. We need a secondary protected site. Just to be safe.”

They wanted to lay eggs inside Camp Stymphalian’s pond.

Under Moletato surveillance.Inside the chili perimeter.
Protected by the troll alliance.

Strategic.

And honest.

They were not asking for tribute.

They were asking for shared protection.

Phong thought it through.

Lizardman eggs inside camp meant deeper entanglement.

No longer honorary vassal on paper. Not until those eggs hatched.

It meant mutual defense.

It meant if someone attacked those eggs, there would be war.

He looked at Alex.

She said nothing.

She only watched him.

He looked at Dominic.

Dominic gave a small nod.

It was an alliance settling into something firmer.

Phong nodded once.

“Agreed.”

The emissary inclined his head.

Construction began within two days.

Trolls dug deeper foundations.

Massive moss-covered arms moved boulders with frightening ease.

Lizardman architects directed placement with clipped, precise instructions.

Stone interlocking techniques.Water-channel redirection.
Moisture-control layers.

They even worked angled roofing into the design to prevent debris from building up during aerial attacks.

Camp Stymphalian began to change.

Stone replaced tent cloth.

Wood beams reinforced load-bearing points.

Insulated walls lined interior chambers.

A central hearth was built properly.

Storage rooms were carved out.

Sleeping quarters were divided.

It began to resemble a small fortress village.

And in the middle of all that, the two French girls woke up.

The first opened her eyes slowly.

Stone ceiling above.

Not the vertical ruin.
Not the lakebank where she had blacked out.

She inhaled sharply and tried to sit up.

Pain shot through her ribs.

“Easy,” Janet said calmly.

Sympathy Enoki had done its work.

Infection stopped.Exhaustion lifting.
Recovery beginning.

The second girl stirred moments later.

They blinked.

Confusion.
Fear.

Then they stepped outside cautiously.

And reality split in half.

First, they saw Alexandra Vogel.

Standing near the pond.Alive.
Not in Europe.
Not in memory.

Here.

The girl they had admired years ago during her summer visit.

The girl who had posed for photos near fountains and laughed in fluent German and French.

They had followed her diver career online.

Watched the clips.

Respected her.

Now she stood in front of them in casual farm clothes, sleeves rolled up, dirt on her hands.

One girl gasped softly.

“You’re…”

Alex smiled gently.

“Yes.”

The reunion came in waves.

Recognition.Relief.
Emotion.

Then they recognized Dominic from the vertical ruin fight.

The tank who had driven an elite mob back.

Jake.Jack.
Joanne.

Names finally attached to faces.

Then the raccoon spoke.

“Hydration first,” Rico announced importantly, though they could already tell he mostly wanted an excuse to ask for caffeinated soda.

The girls froze.

“…It talks.”

“Yes,” Nyx replied dryly from a nearby stone ledge.

“And so do I.”

They turned.

Talking kitten.

Barbarian puppy flexing beside Dominic.

Little Fireball hopping after Phong’s boots.

Then they looked farther out.

And saw trolls carrying carved stone slabs.

Lizardmen lining up structural beams with care.

High-level mobs cooperating.

Building.

Building houses.

For humans.

And that human was a level 1 farmer.

Their commonsense screamed Phong should be an easy prey for the monsters.

Reality gave it a bonk on the head.

The girls stared.

One whispered faintly, “This isn’t… real.”

At the center of it all stood Phong.

Lean frame. Easy smile. Level 1. Farmer class.

They caught his status briefly when he walked over to check on them.

No EXP bar.Single-digit stats.
Nothing remarkable.

And yet every troll gave him a friendly nod when they passed.

Lizardman emissaries waited for his input on pond depth.

No fear. No hatred. Only respect for a Level 1 farmer.

Dominic deferred to him on layout decisions.

Alex stood beside him naturally.

Not as subordinate.Not as commander.
As equal.

The taller French girl swallowed slowly.

“You… built this?”

Phong shook his head lightly.

“We grew it.”

They looked at the pond, where protected egg chambers were being reinforced along the banks.

They looked at the chili arcs covering the outer line.

At the hidden garlic mines.

At the repositioned Bonktatoes.

At the sunflowers stretching taller by the day.

It shattered their understanding of dungeon hierarchy.

High-level mobs were not supposed to cooperate.

They were not supposed to trade.

They were definitely not supposed to help humans build houses.

And yet here they were, alive because those same mobs had chosen to bring them here instead of eating them.

One girl looked at Alex carefully.

“You trust them?”

Alex answered honestly.

“Yes.”

A beat.

“And no.”

The girls understood that.

Trust did not mean blindness.

It meant choice.

They looked at Phong again.

Level 1.No leveling.
No monster farming.No guild banner.
No speech.

And yet a functioning ecosystem existed around him.

They had run from Floor Two.Lost two of their own.
Barely survived.
Collapsed beside a lake that should have killed them.

Instead, they woke inside an alliance hub built by a farmer.

Something shifted in their heads.

The dungeon was not just a ladder to climb.

It could be cultivated.

Reshaped.

Negotiated with.

One of the girls exhaled slowly.

“…We thought diving was the only way to grow.”

Phong looked at the stone being laid.

At the eggs being secured in protected chambers.

At the pond reflecting the sky.

“I thought so too. Once.”

The trolls roared in satisfaction as a beam locked into place.

The lizardman architect nodded in approval.

And Camp Stymphalian began to turn from a temporary refuge into something that might last even when bosses roared.

Phong did not raise his voice.

He did not need to.

The two French girls stood near the newly reinforced stone wall, still trying to process the impossible ecosystem unfolding around them.

He spoke plainly.

“You should stay.”

Relief flickered across one of their faces.

“…Until you recover,” he continued. “And until I know the secrets of Camp Stymphalian stay inside the chili perimeter.”

In a strange way, that threat seemed to settle them.

The Level 1 farmer stopped feeling mysterious.

They understood what he wanted.

Secrets stayed secret.

The air shifted slightly.

The girls straightened.

Dominic’s posture changed, not aggressive, just present.

Janet stepped in smoothly before the tension thickened.

“Let’s start with names,” she said lightly, offering a hand.

Human de-escalation.

The taller one swallowed and nodded.

“Séline.”

The second hesitated, then followed.

“Camille.”

Their accents came soft but steady.

Janet smiled warmly.

“I’m Janet.”

She gestured around with easy calm.

“You’ve already met Dominic. Jake. Jack. Joanne.”

Then she added, almost offhand, “And Alexandra.”

The emphasis was subtle.

Alex stepped forward calmly.

Séline's expression softened on instinct.

Admiration flickered there again.

Janet continued, still gentle.

“Just so we’re clear, Alex is dating Phong.”

No hostility.

Just information.

A line drawn cleanly.

“If any conflict comes up between you and camp,” Janet added, “Alex stands with camp.”

Camille blinked.

Séline nodded slowly.

“We understand.”

Dominic folded his arms.

“And so do we.”

Jake and Jack shifted slightly, but noticeably.

Joanne gave them an easy smile, though her mana hummed faintly beneath the surface.

Not intimidation.

Clarity.

Community first.

Phong nodded once.

“That’s all.”

No lecture.

No extra explanation.

Hot pot prep started soon after.

Because even in a dungeon, diplomacy and boundaries settled best over broth.

Phong moved with quiet efficiency.

Stockpot simmering.

Phở broth again.

Northern style. Clear. Clean.

Phong had heard that some hot pot places in Hà Nội ordered broth from local phở shops, so he was doing the same thing with his own kitchen.

He charred ginger and onion until the edges blackened and the sweetness lifted into the steam.

Measured fish sauce carefully.

Added roasted beef bones.

The aroma rose slowly, warming the half-finished stone structure.

Dominic volunteered for meat-slicing duty with unnecessary swagger.

Jake was steady now.

A full rest and Empathy Enoki had done their work. The last of the pallor had drained from his face.

Joanne, inspired by her time under Long, stepped forward with confidence.

“I’ll handle the drinks.”

She had smuggled in portable brewing tools.

Precision pour.
Robusta blend.

Even in a dungeon, presentation mattered.

Dominic boasted loudly about Floor Two while slicing beef paper-thin.

“You should’ve seen it. Elite lunged from the balcony. I caught it midair.”

Jake coughed.

“You got rammed into a pillar right after.”

Dominic waved him off.

“I also broke that thing in half. Minor detail.”

The lizardmen set the final support beams before dusk.

The trolls stacked stone slabs into stable outer barriers.

When Phong invited them to stay for dinner, neither side hesitated.

Five trolls settled just beyond the chili perimeter, respecting the boundary but close enough to share the heat.

Three lizardman warriors took position near the pond and accepted bowls when offered.

Bonktatoes had already been allocated.

This was extra.

The hot pot bubbled.

Thin slices of beef dipped into broth and turned tender pink.

Crunchy gầu giòn went in next.

Vegetables followed. Carrots from the new rows, green onion, garlic leaves.

The mushrooms joined last. Wood ears were set aside because they cooked too quickly, but enoki, oyster, and shiitake went into the pot and released their sweet umami into the broth.

No one thought about buff duration.

No one thought about cooldowns.

No one worried about “wasting” effects.

At Camp Stymphalian, those mushrooms were food first.

Camille stared at the communal setup in disbelief.

“You eat with… them?”

“Better than being eaten by them,” Phong said simply.

Rico climbed onto a stone block like a self-appointed cultural ambassador.

“Diplomacy requires seasoning.”

Bruno sat loyally beside Dominic.

Nyx perched elegantly near Alex.

Little Fireball dozed by the hearth.

Joanne brewed coffee afterward with theatrical flair.

Steam rose in precise spirals.

Long’s influence was obvious.

Even Séline could not help smiling.

“It smells like a café.”

Dominic muttered, “Don’t encourage her. We’ve heard her talk about retiring early to open a coffee shop more than once.”

The mood softened.

Laughter came easier.

The girls slowly relaxed.

Jake recounted part of the escape from the vertical city, leaving out the ugliest details.

Jack described how Floor Two’s geometry had started bending in unpredictable ways.

Alex listened more than she spoke.

When she did speak, she stayed calm. Measured. Supportive.

Finally, Séline asked the question that had been sitting behind her eyes the whole time.

“How is this possible?”

Phong looked around.

Stone housing rising.

Monsters eating in peace.

Divers laughing.

A Level 1 farmer stirring broth.

“Honestly… just respect.”

Respect the dungeon.

Respect the soil.

Respect the fauna, and stop treating them as mindless beasts or walking loot tables.

The trolls grunted in agreement.

The lizardmen nodded faintly.

No guild banner hung overhead.

No sponsorship.

No Forbes interview.

Only a perimeter of chili plants and a pond reflecting the evening sky.

Dominic raised his soda can.

“To not dying.”

Jake added, “To resting when we need to.”

Janet lifted her cup.

“To boundaries.”

Joanne chimed in.

“To good coffee.”

Rico declared, “To caffeine reform.”

Nyx sighed.

Séline and Camille hesitated, then raised their bowls too.

“To… surviving differently.”

Phong felt warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with broth.

Moments like this…

Half-finished stone walls.Monsters cooperating.
Divers healing.
Laughter under dungeon sky.

These made tending soil worth it.

The world outside chased levels.

Chased bosses.

Chased headlines.

Here, they built.

A home.

Even if it stood between troll mountain, contested lake, and whatever horror the Sky Emperor represented.

The hot pot bubbled gently.

And for a while, the dungeon felt almost kind.

The meal was excellent.

It was not perfect.

Definitely not Michelin-star perfect.

A little under seasoned. No star anise. No cinnamon bark. No proper peppercorn blend.

But the best seasoning was never physical.

It was the people.

Shared laughter.

Shared moments.

Community.

It was not about what you ate.

It was about who you shared it with.

Warm broth tasting of bone and ginger and fire, eaten among friends and allies you trusted with your life, that was luxury.

Steam rose in fragrant waves.

Thin slices of beef curled gently in the pot.

Gầu giòn softened at the edges but kept its bite.

Oyster mushrooms soaked up flavor like willing conspirators.

Carrots sweetened the broth naturally.

The trolls slurped from oversized stone bowls with surprising care.

The lizardmen ate neatly, precise and efficient, wasting nothing.

The only real struggle was chopsticks.

No one but Phong truly knew how to use them properly.

Dominic tried once.

Failed.

Switched to a fork.

Jake attempted what could only be called the pinch-and-pray method.

Joanne gamely insisted she would master them eventually.

Alex handled them decently, though more for style than technique.

Eventually, everyone defaulted to ladles, spoons, and forks.

Dignity preserved.

Mid-meal, Alex leaned toward Séline and Camille.

“Your gate,” she asked calmly. “Where does it open?”

“Lyon,” Camille replied.

Old city.

Roman ruins under modern France.

The gate had opened near an industrial river district, they explained.

Local authorities secured it quickly.

Oversight was shared between the municipal government and private diver firms.

Phong raised an eyebrow.

“Already planning a vacation?”

Alex shot him a look.

“Field research.”

Janet gasped theatrically.

“If intercontinental gate travel becomes viable, airlines are doomed.”

Dominic snorted.

“Good. Ticket prices are robbery.”

The mood stayed light.

Then Dominic leaned back, wiping his mouth with exaggerated satisfaction.

“Speaking of travel,” he said, glancing at Séline and Camille, “you know how this whole thing started?”

They blinked.

“What?”

He pointed casually between Phong and Alex.

“Last Christmas. I saw them hugging through a second-floor window.”

Alex groaned.

“You promised not to weaponize that.”

“I never promised,” Dominic said cheerfully.

Séline’s eyes widened a little.

Camille smiled faintly.

“Oh,” she said softly.

So that was how.

They set up the television afterward.

Movie night.

Camp-wide.

No news.

No interviews.

No Olen speeches.

No Josh fundraising campaigns.

No corporate optimism.

Movie night, almost like a normal weekend before the dungeon appeared.

They chose carefully.

Godzilla Minus One.

As the screen lit up and the kaiju silhouette emerged against the dark sky, the irony tasted delicious.

A city-leveling apex predator on screen, while they sat inside a dungeon ecosystem that had recently been reminded of its own apex.

The memory of the Sky Emperor’s roar still lingered.

Kaiju fiction felt less fictional now.

Dominic was fully invested.

Jake leaned forward, fascinated.

Joanne whispered commentary every so often.

The trolls watched quietly, intrigued by the scale of destruction.

The lizardmen observed with unreadable faces.

Rico gasped dramatically at key moments.

Bruno barked at explosions.

Nyx stayed unimpressed, but attentive.

Phong found himself more absorbed than usual.

Godzilla was not just destruction.

It was inevitability.

A force beyond human control.

A system correction.

An apex reminding the ecosystem of its place.

Very familiar.

Halfway through the film, Séline and Camille exchanged a look.

Long. Silent. Heavy.

When the credits rolled, the fire crackled softly.

The air felt warm.

Safe.

Then Séline cleared her throat.

“There is something,” she said carefully.

Dominic did not joke this time.

Alex gave them her full attention.

Camille continued.

“If this leaks, and it’s traced back to us, we would be tried for treason in France.”

Silence dropped hard.

That word carried weight.

Not dungeon weight.

Political weight.

Janet’s expression sharpened.

“Then why tell us?”

Séline met Phong’s eyes.

“Because if I leak the existence of Camp Stymphalian, you can leak this.”

Mutual assured discretion.

Not a threat.

Insurance.

Camille nodded.

“Balance.”

Phong did not react emotionally.

He only gestured gently.

“Tell us.”

They drew in slow breaths.

“We saw another floor boss.”

Jake stiffened.

Dominic’s jaw locked.

Alex did not blink.

“In Floor Two,” Camille clarified. “Weeks before the Phoenix incident.”

The air thickened.

“Sleeping,” Séline added quickly. “It was dormant.”

They described it carefully.

No rush.
No exaggeration.

A bull.

Not a minotaur.

Not humanoid.

A true bull.

The size of a mountain.

Its back was not flesh.

It carried a biome.

Forest.Streams.
Rock formations.
Whole ecosystems growing across its spine.

Its horns…

Camille’s voice lowered.

“The size of the Eiffel Tower.”

Diamond.

Faceted.

Catching dungeon light like fractured stars.

It slept.

Breathing slow.

Each inhale rolled like distant thunder.

Each exhale bent the wind across the biome.

They had stumbled onto it while escaping.

They were not hunting.

They were not searching.

It was a wrong turn, a bad luck.

They froze.

It did not wake.

They did not fight.

They left immediately.

Quietly.

“We reported it only to the French authorities,” Camille said. “They demanded silence, but funded our next dives.”

The French, apparently, wanted to monopolize the information.

Séline swallowed.

“We named it.”

She spoke softly.

“Les Cornes de la Terre.”

Horns of the Earth.

The words hung in the air.

For the first time that evening, Camp Stymphalian felt very small.

Phoenix on Floor Two.

Sky Emperor somewhere unseen.

And beneath all that, a sleeping mountain-bull carrying ecosystems across its back.

Dominic let out a slow breath.

“…How many floor bosses are we dealing with?”

Alex’s gaze drifted toward the horizon beyond the lake.

“More than we thought.”

Phong sat quietly.

Not afraid.

Calculating.

The dungeon was not just vertical progression.

It was not a ladder.

It was layered ecosystems.

Apex stacked on apex.

Some visible.

Some sleeping.

Some correcting imbalance.

And somewhere out there, a mountain-sized bull slept with diamond horns piercing the sky.

The credits for Godzilla Minus One finished rolling.

No one moved to start another movie.

For the first time that night, the silence was not comfortable.

It was contemplative.

Phong finally spoke, softly.

“You were right to leave.”

Séline nodded.

“We’re not heroes.”

“Good,” Dominic muttered. “Heroes die first.”

The fire crackled.

Outside, the lime-oak rustled faintly.

Trolls shifted on stone.

Lizardmen’s eyes gleamed in reflected light.

Camp Stymphalian had grown.

But the dungeon?

The dungeon was still incomprehensibly vast.

And somewhere beneath their feet, Les Cornes de la Terre slept.

For now.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Paper work and plan for a decoy farm

    
    
    
    
                The fire burned low.

The air felt heavier now.

A mountain-sized bull sleeping somewhere beneath Floor Two.Diamond horns piercing unseen ceilings.
A whole biome growing on its back as if it were the land itself.

Les Cornes de la Terre.

Phong let the silence hold a few seconds longer.

Then he spoke.

Careful.
Measured.

“I can give you a version people will accept.”

Dominic glanced at him.

Alex stayed quiet.

Séline and Camille waited.

“One that keeps everyone safe.”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

“You ran into an elite mob on Floor Two. Lost two members.”

Séline's jaw tightened.

Camille dropped her eyes.

He kept his voice even.

“Dominic’s team crossed paths with you during the retreat.”

Dominic caught on immediately.

“Found you cornered,” he added. “We pushed the elite back.”

Jake nodded.

“That explains my injury.”

Janet folded her arms.

“And why we pulled out early.”

Phong nodded once.

“You team up for survival. Stay together until you reach Floor One.”

Alex picked it up smoothly.

“After that, we escort you to a safe surface exit.”

“No camp,” Phong said.

“No alliance hub.No chili perimeter.
No lizardmen.”

No farmer.

Camille blinked.

“And you?”

“I don’t exist in that version.”

Simple.

Séline exhaled slowly.

It was clean.Believable.
Logical.

It protected Dominic’s team’s reputation.

It protected them.

It erased Camp Stymphalian from the story.

Dominic rolled his shoulders.

“I don’t mind being the hero in someone else’s story.”

Jake smirked faintly.

“Just this once.”

Phong stood slowly and stretched.

“Sleep.”

His tone shifted back to practical.

“You two will need short-term visas for the near future.”

Séline frowned.

“Visas?”

“Yes.”

Alex understood right away.

“If the French diver authorities hear you survived Floor Two without a proper report…”

“They’ll dig,” Janet finished.

“And if anyone even hints at a stable cross-border biome,” Dominic added.

“Airlines won’t like that,” Phong said calmly.

The two girls stared.

He went on.

“If word spreads that dungeon gates can move people across countries more easily than normal flights…”

Camille’s eyes widened.

“…whole industries panic.”

Phong nodded once.

“Airline owners sit in the same tax bracket as Josh’s father.”

The weight of that wasn’t theory for him.

He remembered too clearly.

Hospitals bending.Legal systems folding.
People disappearing quietly because they had become inconvenient.

“In this system,” he said evenly, “the rich have more rights than the poor.”

“Public offices learn to read elite moods before they do their jobs.”

Janet’s jaw tightened.

Dominic looked away for a second.

Séline swallowed.

“So if this gets out…”

“You won’t just be poking a guild,” Phong said softly. “You’ll be poking global transport money.”

Suicidal.

Camille nodded slowly.

“We say nothing.”

“Private,” Phong said.

Private instead of secret.

Different weight.

The fire crackled softly.

Outside, trolls shifted in the dark.

Lizardmen rotated their patrols near the pond.

The lime-oak rustled faintly in the night breeze.

The girls looked smaller now.

More aware.

They had thought diving was the most dangerous part.

It wasn’t.

Information was.

Dominic got to his feet.

“Get some sleep. Tomorrow we figure out paperwork.”

Janet added gently, “We know people who know people.”

Not elite people.

But enough.

Alex stepped closer to Séline and Camille.

“You’re safe here.”

A pause.

“For now.”

That mattered.

Phong watched the flames a little longer.

He thought of his aunt.His uncle.
How easily systems erased people with no leverage.

He would not let Camp Stymphalian become leverage.

He would not let this ecosystem turn into a product.

Not yet.

Not until it could defend itself politically as well as physically.

He finally turned toward the stone housing still under construction.

“Sleep,” he said again, softer.

The girls nodded.

They moved toward their bedding.

Dominic started clearing dishes.

Joanne stacked cups.

Jake eased himself against a pillar.

Alex stayed beside Phong.

“You’re thinking way ahead,” she murmured.

“I have to.”

She squeezed his hand gently.

Far off, beyond the lake, something huge shifted in the deep layers of the dungeon.

But here, the secrets held.

The alliances held.

And Camp Stymphalian stayed private.



Phong did not frame it as retreat.

He framed it as logistics.

“We’re going up,” he said the next morning.

Grocery run.Comfort upgrades.
Paperwork.
And seeds.

Always seeds.

He had planned to wait.

The carrots were still mid-growth.

The sunflowers had only just reached knee height.

Strawberries and peas could have waited.

But Séline and Camille changed the equation.

Surface meant documents.Surface meant temporary legal cover.
Surface meant getting ahead of rumor before rumor got ahead of them.

So this time, everyone went.

Phong walked beside Alex, their fingers loosely linked.

His mind kept circling back to decoys.

A small surface plot.

Normal soil.Normal crops.
Carrots.Lettuce.
Maybe strawberries.

No Moletatoes.No Bonktatoes.
No chili artillery grid.

A farm that looked boring.

If anyone dug too hard into “Level 1 Farmer Phong,” they would find dirt and produce.

Not alliance hubs and biome negotiations.

Because right now, the ruin was basically a death zone to outsiders.

Lizardmen guarded the lake.

Trolls claimed the mountain.

Treants patrolled their own forest line.

Divers had learned fast after the troll displacement months earlier. Wander too far from mapped safe routes and you became a statistic.

Lake Baratok was now informally tagged on diver forums as the Lake of Doom.

The troll ridge?

Death Peak.

Nobody wandered there for fun anymore.

Camp Stymphalian stayed hidden by reputation alone.

And by ecosystem politics.

As they neared the gate, the change hit again.

The dungeon mouth was no longer wild.

It was commercial.

A trade town had grown around it.

Fast food came first.

It always did.

A red-and-yellow clown sign glowed obnoxiously near reinforced gate scaffolding.

A smiling colonel sold fried chicken combos for divers needing “Protein Boost Packs.”

A panda logo promised noodles in ninety seconds.

Fryer oil mixed with dungeon moss in the air.

Then came the wholesalers.

Costco banners.Walmart trucks.
Lidl pop-up markets.

Bulk mana potion crates sat beside pallets of bottled water.

You could now use Amazon Prime for dungeon delivery.

One-day shipping.

Packages dropped at the gate.

“Amazon Choice — Beginner Spear Set.”
“Top Rated — Dungeon Headlamp.”

Cheap.Functional.
Disposable.

The gate looked less like a portal to an unknowable ecosystem and more like the entrance to a mall built next to a war zone.

Phong exhaled slowly.

Now it all made sense.

Josh’s father.

Investments in dungeon security.Insurance.
Infrastructure.Gate reinforcement contracts.
Logistics networks.

The naires, as Alex liked to call them.

Billionaires.Millionaires.
Asset managers.

They did not fear the dungeon.

They saw portfolio spread.

If the dungeon became stable, it was revenue.

If it stayed unstable, it was an insurance play.

They poured money in.

Marketing teams shaped the story.

Media framed it all as “public safety investment.”

For the people.

Always for the people.

The right to sell shovels in a gold rush had been reserved for giants like Amazon.

Phong had not been targeted at random.

He was a single scavenger chewing on a kill that belonged to a lion pride.

So he got the claws.

He got the fangs.

Phong had seen what “for the people” meant before.

Hospitals bending.Cases vanishing.
Public offices looking up before they acted.

His grip tightened slightly around Alex’s hand.

She noticed.

She squeezed back.

They stepped through the gate.

Reality shifted.

The light changed first.

Then the air.

It lost that damp mineral bite.

And then the noise hit.

NYC.

Car horns.Sirens.
Street talk.
A subway rumble somewhere under the pavement.

Séline and Camille slowed at once.

For a moment, they looked more lost here than they ever had inside the dungeon.

Skyscrapers loomed overhead.

Digital billboards flashed.

One of them showed a Farmer Guild ad.

A smiling Level 4 farmer holding a glowing slime core.

“Break Your Limits.”

Camille’s jaw tightened.

They kept walking.

Rico rode on Phong’s shoulder like an urban warlord.

Bruno trotted proudly.

Nyx took in everything with noble indifference.

Little Fireball peeked from inside a secure pouch.

People stared.

A talking raccoon in Manhattan still had value as a headline.

Phong ignored them.

They headed to groceries first.

Comfort food.Real seasoning.
Star anise.Cinnamon sticks.
Cardamom pods.Black peppercorns.
Fish sauce brands that did not list sixty ingredients.
Fresh herbs.

Then seeds.

Strawberries.

He wanted sweetness in camp.

Something soft.

Something red that was not angry chili artillery.

Peas.

Mostly because the idea amused him.

He could already picture rows of peas along the outer line.

“Legally distinct pea-shooters,” he muttered.

Alex raised a brow.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

She smirked.

“Childish.”

“Yes.”

He did not mind.

Some humor was necessary when you lived between floor bosses.

They also stopped at a small hardware store.

Insulation sheets.Better wiring.
Waterproof sealant.

If Camp Stymphalian was becoming real housing, it needed the last touches too.

Séline and Camille walked quietly, taking in the contrast.

Dungeon life had clarity.

Predator.Prey.
Hierarchy.

Here, everything layered over everything else.

Money.Media.
Politics.
Narratives.

A digital screen replayed part of Olen’s speech.

Another showed Josh shaking hands with a senator.

Philanthropy gala.

“Investing in safer dungeon access.”

Camille whispered, “It feels… staged.”

“It is,” Alex said calmly.

They stopped at a quiet café for a short rest.

Not Long’s place.

Neutral ground.

The French girls officially entered NYC now.

Their phones caught local roaming service.

Temporary data access kicked in.

Paperwork emails started coming.

They were here.

Legally gray.Politically invisible.
Protected by a Level 1 farmer and a web of monsters.

Phong looked out at the street.

People rushed by.

Delivery bikes.Office workers.
Students.

None of them knew about Les Cornes de la Terre.

Or the Sky Emperor.

He felt the split sharply.

The surface world ran on profit.

The dungeon world ran on survival.

And he stood between them.

Holding strawberries.Planning peas.
Building decoys.Building fortresses.
Protecting secrets.

Alex nudged him gently.

“Overthinking.”

“Yes.”

“You always do that when you go quiet.”

He smiled faintly.

“Just calculating.”

She leaned into him.

“We’ll handle it.”

He nodded.

They would.

For now, it was grocery bags and paperwork.

Strawberry seedlings.

Pea seeds.

And the knowledge that Camp Stymphalian needed to look smaller than it really was.

As they stood to leave, Séline glanced back toward the gate in the distance.

“It feels strange,” she said quietly.

“What does?” Phong asked.

“Knowing the most stable place we’ve been lately… isn’t here.”

He did not answer right away.

Then he said, softly, “Stability isn’t loud.”

They crossed the street together.

Strawberries in hand.

Peas in pocket.

And somewhere far below, a mountain bull slept.

            

    
        Chapter 30: People

    
    
    
    
                Dominic didn’t argue.

He didn’t suggest.

He declared.

“I’ll handle the paperwork. I’ll handle the French coordination. I’ll handle the guild noise.”

Then he shoved Phong by the shoulders toward the sidewalk.

“You go.”

“Go where?”

“Be human.”

It wasn’t gentle.

But it was affectionate.

“You need to show your face,” Dominic added. “Future in-laws first. Then your coffee cult leader.”

Phong glanced at Alex.

She smiled.

They had already decided.

Serious.Not rushed.
Not dramatic.

They would wait.

Let themselves settle fully into each other’s rhythm.

And Phong had insisted, stubborn as ever, that he wanted to hold her hand in a wedding hall without something rotten festering in his chest.

He wanted revenge resolved.

Not festering.
Not haunting.

Alex had not fought him on it.

She understood.

So they went to the Vogels first.

The bakery door chimed warmly as they entered.

The smell of butter and sugar wrapped around them like a blanket.

Mama Vogel looked up from the counter.

She saw Alex.

Then Phong.

Then Little Fireball peeking from a secure pouch.

She melted instantly.

“Oh my God.”

The chick chirped.

Mama Vogel came around the counter at once.

“Is this the baby?”

“Yes,” Alex said proudly. “Little Fireball.”

Mama Vogel cupped it in both hands like fragile porcelain.

Her expression softened to dangerous levels.

Papa Vogel stepped out from the back with flour on his forearms.

He took in the scene.

“Chicken?”

“Several,” Phong said.

Papa Vogel grinned.

“You start small farm.”

“In dungeon.”

Papa Vogel blinked.

“…Of course.”

He clapped Phong on the shoulder hard.

“I make beer now.”

“You what.”

“Craft. Small batch. Better than anything in this city.”

He waved dismissively toward Manhattan.

“These Americans think IPA is personality.”

Alex rolled her eyes.

“Papa.”

He leaned closer to Phong, suddenly conspiratorial.

“I show you later.”

Then he squinted at Phong’s head.

“You need haircut.”

Phong touched his hair on instinct.

“It’s not that bad.”

“It’s weeds.”

Alex snorted.

Papa Vogel pulled clippers from a drawer like a man who had been waiting for this exact moment.

“Sit.”

Phong sat.

He expected chaos.

Instead, he got precision.

A steady hand.Clean lines.
Confident movements.

Papa Vogel worked like he had done this a hundred times.

“You cut hair before?” Phong asked.

“Three brothers,” Papa Vogel said. “One mirror. No money.”

Fair.

Twenty minutes later, Phong looked… sharper.

Cleaner.

Less dungeon hermit.

Papa Vogel stepped back, proud.

“Farmer. Not forest creature.”

Mama Vogel handed Little Fireball back with clear reluctance.

“She’s precious.”

That settled it.

This time, Phong cooked.

In their kitchen.

For them.

He had been practicing.

German salted pork trotter.

Gepökelte Haxe.

Mama Vogel had taught him the technique weeks ago.

Now he turned it into something else.

Giả cầy.

Vietnamese fake dog.

Galangal.Fermented rice.
Shrimp paste.Lemongrass.
Charred skin sliced and stewed into deep, rich fragrance.

The kitchen filled with sharp, pungent scent.

Mama Vogel stopped mid-step.

“…What is that smell.”

Alex coughed lightly.

“I don’t hate it.”

“You inherited weakness from your mama,” Papa Vogel declared.

He leaned over the pot and inhaled deeply.

“Good.”

Mama Vogel glared at him.

“You survived on Surströmming three days a week and think you can judge us.”

Phong paused.

“Surströmming?”

Fermented herring.

The infamous kind.

Papa Vogel coughed loudly.

“Youthful adventurous spirit.”

Mama Vogel crossed her arms.

“You were trying to flirt with the factory owner’s daughter.”

Papa Vogel’s ears turned a little red.

“It worked.”

Mama Vogel fired back at once.

“You only survived because you had no sense of smell.”

Papa Vogel puffed out his chest.

“Now I already have her. She is Mario to my Luigi.”

Silence.

Then everyone burst into laughter.

Alex leaned against Phong’s shoulder.

“You mixed them up on purpose.”

Papa Vogel shrugged proudly.

“I modern.”

Mama Vogel shook her head, fond and resigned.

Lunch turned loud, warm, and easy.

The giả cầy impressed Papa Vogel deeply.

“The crunch,” he said, nodding. “Good transformation.”

Mama Vogel still waved a hand near her nose every so often.

“You’re all feral.”

Alex grinned.

“I learned from you.”

Little Fireball chirped indignantly from a small bread basket.

Later, they walked to Hà Nội Corner.

Long saw them before they even stepped fully inside.

He pretended not to notice.

Failed badly.

“You two look suspiciously coordinated.”

Dominic had clearly already told him everything.

Long set down two salt foam coffees without asking.

“On the house.”

Phong started to protest.

Long raised a hand.

“Don’t.”

He studied Phong’s haircut.

“Good. Less wild.”

Papa Vogel’s influence was spreading.

Long leaned in a little.

“You’re building something,” he said quietly.

It wasn't a question.

“Yes.”

“Keep it small.”

Phong nodded once.

Long had been the first.

The first to say:

Not everyone is like those bastards. Find people like us.

The first to offer him a free drink without pity.

The first to push him outward instead of letting him rot inward.

Unofficial adoptive father.

Long didn’t ask about lizardmen.

Didn’t ask about troll treaties.

Didn’t ask about Les Cornes de la Terre.

He didn’t need details.

He only needed to see Phong standing straighter.

Hair trimmed.

Eyes clearer.

Alex beside him.

That was enough.

As they sat there, coffee warm, city humming, Little Fireball asleep in Alex’s lap, Phong felt something rare.

Lightness.

Not because revenge was done.

It wasn’t.

Not because the dungeon was safe.

It wasn’t.

But because he had roots above ground now too.

The Vogels.Long.
A community outside the chili perimeter.

He glanced at Alex.

She smiled.

“Worth the trip?”

“Yes.”

He meant more than groceries.

Even with the minefield they were crossing to get the French girls their short-term visas.

Even with the idea that another floor boss might simply walk up to Floor One if it felt like it.

For a few hours, Phong let himself be only a young man drinking coffee with his future partner and an unofficial adoptive father.

And that felt powerful in a different way.



Long had been patient.

Too patient.

He set Phong’s salt foam coffee down with unnecessary force.

“I am fed up.”

Phong blinked.

“With what.”

“You.”

Alex looked delighted instantly.

Long pointed dramatically at Phong’s outfit.

“Same jacket. Different T-shirt. Same jeans. Every day. What is this, cartoon logic? One skin forever?”

Phong looked down.

…He wasn’t wrong.

“It’s practical.”

“It’s depressing,” Long snapped.

Alex covered her smile with her cup.

Long turned to her with full conspiratorial seriousness.

“Take him.”

“Where?” Alex asked, already knowing.

“Mall.”

Phong’s soul briefly left his body.

“I’m fine.”

“You are not fine. You dress like an NPC from a 90s Dragon Quest,” Long said flatly. “You are future husband material now. Dress like it.”

Alex stood and grabbed his hand before he could protest further.

“Come on, farmer.”

Rico rode on Phong’s shoulder, judging pedestrians like a city critic.

Bruno trotted proudly.

Nyx walked with calm, queenly grace.

Little Fireball peeked from a small ventilated carrier.

The mall doors slid open.

Bright lights.Music.
Discount signs.
Normal life.

It felt absurd after negotiating with lizardman architects.

Phong instantly felt out of place.

Alex did not.

She moved through it with relaxed confidence.

“New jacket,” she declared.

“Why.”

“Because this one smells faintly like dungeon.”

“It’s durable.”

“So are prison uniforms.”

“I’m going to get dirt on it anyway. I work in the field.”

“That is not a real reason not to get anything nice.”

“But—”

“Do it for me, then.”

He sighed.

People always said not to change yourself for someone else.

His uncle had never believed that.

For the right person, you changed gladly.

Sometimes it was even easier to break old habits for them.

Dominic had quit smoking.

His uncle had learned hair care for his aunt.

And now Phong was about to retire his NPC wardrobe for Alex.

They moved through the racks.

Casual wear.Smart casual.
Actual tailored shirts.

Alex held up a fitted navy coat against him.

“…You clean up well.”

He stared at the mirror.

Different.

Sharper.

Less wandering trader.

More like someone with roots.

Rico nodded solemnly.

“Upgrade accepted.”

They laughed.

Of course the animals drew attention.

Phones lifted discreetly.

Whispers followed.

But New York had built up a tolerance for weird.

A talking raccoon still ranked below subway delays.

After two bags of clothes, Phong felt oddly lighter.

Not because of fabric.

Because Alex’s hand had not left his once.

They grabbed quick food and sat for a bit.

Normal-couple energy.

Then Phong made a decision.

“Let’s visit Alexei.”

Alex raised a brow.

“Chicken professor?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Dominic’s team needs another frontliner.”

She thought it over.

Paladin.Half Russian, half Cuban.
Obsessed with chicken survival in the dungeon.
Failed.

But it would be dead wrong to think that Alexei was incompetent.

Just mismatched.

Paladin was one of the best common classes for anyone who wanted to climb.

More welcome in a team than many rare classes.

If your goal was to build a chicken coop inside a dungeon, though, it was a nightmare.

They found Alexei in a warehouse turned makeshift farm lab.

Heat lamps.

Incubators.

Whiteboards covered in breeding charts.

He looked exhausted.

But the second he saw Phong, he straightened.

“Farmer!”

His eyes scanned on instinct.

Evaluating.
Calculating.

Then Little Fireball chose the worst possible moment to poke her head out of the carrier.

A soft chirp.

Alexei froze.

“…What.”

He stepped closer slowly.

“Hold.”

He circled her.

Did not touch.

His eyes went wide.

“Coloration unstable.”

“She’s a chick,” Phong said dryly.

“No,” Alexei whispered, almost reverent. “No, no, no…”

He crouched.

“Thermal radiance in feather tips. Mana conductivity.”

Alex groaned softly.

“Oh no.”

Alexei stood up so fast he nearly knocked over a stool.

“I require feather sample.”

“No.”

He raised one hand dramatically.

“I swear. No leak. No publication. No DNA registry submission.”

Phong narrowed his eyes.

“You were ranting about industrial poultry sabotage the last time we met.”

“That is different.”

“How.”

“This is apex-lineage potential.”

He started pacing like a man on the edge of revelation.

“Your dungeon soil produces anomalous mutation. Chick shows passive mana resonance. If grown properly—”

“Stop,” Phong cut in.

Alex inhaled sharply.

Then she stepped forward.

“You want a deal?”

Alexei blinked.

“…Like what.”

“You join Dominic’s team. And not one word about Little Fireball reaches the public. Or they’ll find a half-Russian man very dead somewhere in the dungeon.”

Her killing intent flared hard and sharp, like a mother bear over a cub.

That startled Phong for a moment.

Then he understood.

The cub Alex was protecting wasn’t just Little Fireball.

It was Camp Stymphalian.

It was the plants.

It was him.

Alexei held up both hands.

“I remember Dominic’s team already having two tanks.”

“Wasn’t enough. And a paladin fits any team.”

Dominic was close to Level 30, but Judgenaut alone was not cutting it anymore. Not with elite mobs showing up on Floor Two as often as they were now.

Stone Warden leaned more into terrain control than direct frontline defense. It had nearly gone bad for them in the vertical ruin.

And Paladin?

That class was a Swiss army knife.

It fit everywhere.

Frontline anchor.Half-attacker.
Support through aura.
Well-rounded.

“And if I swear not to leak the data…”

“Then you get the feather,” Alex said slowly, clearly. “And you won’t need to worry about being on the wrong end of my blade.”

“I swear.”

“Not to guild.”

“No.”

“Not to corporate.”

“No.”

“Not online.”

“I prefer living.”

Honest.

Alexei understood power structures.

He was not naive.

He knew what happened to disruptive information.

He knew he was more Phong than Olen.

And he knew he would rather not paint a target on his back by betraying an angry Mind Blade.

He leaned in slightly.

“Single feather. Naturally shed. Not plucked.”

Little Fireball chirped, offended.

Phong hesitated.

Risk check.

One feather.

Not blood.

Not registry.

Alexei valued survival too much to get reckless.

Dominic would benefit.

Floor Two would get safer.

He looked at Alex.

She nodded once.

“Controlled risk.”

Phong crouched gently.

Little Fireball wiggled.

A small down feather loosened near her wing.

He waited.

He did not pluck.

After a moment, it slipped free into his hand on its own.

He held it out.

Alexei took it like a holy relic.

Reverent.Afraid.
Thrilled.

“I will not betray this trust.”

“You better not,” Alex said calmly. “Paladin won’t save you.”

Alexei swallowed.

That sealed it.

Firm handshake.

No paper.

Just word.

They left the warehouse.

Phong glanced back once, at the feather now gone.

He felt oddly calm.

Dominic would get reinforcement.

Alexei would get purpose.

Little Fireball remained blissfully unaware that she had just changed a team’s lineup.

Rico looked impressed.

“The farmer put points in Charisma now?”

“Don’t get used to it,” Phong muttered.

As they walked back toward the subway entrance, bags of new clothes in hand, future paladin secured, feather sample surrendered, Phong noticed something subtle.

He wasn’t reacting anymore.

He was positioning.

Quietly.
Carefully.

Not leveling.

Not chasing floor bosses.

But shaping the board.

And in a dungeon ruled by apex monsters, that kind of farming might matter more than EXP.

            

    
        Chapter 31: Personal war and fourth of july

    
    
    
    
                The playground hadn’t changed.

Same rusted swing set.Same cracked rubber floor tiles.
Same faded paint on the monkey bars that once felt like Everest to a ten-year-old boy.

The only difference was that now a talking raccoon was trying to conquer the slide like it was a raid boss.

Bruno barked in delighted chaos.

Nyx leapt onto the jungle gym with sorcerer-level grace.

Little Fireball waddled in tight circles, chirping like she had discovered heaven.

To them, it was Shangri-La.

To Phong, it was memory.

He led Alex to the old wooden bench under the tree that had once been his thinking spot.

He leaned back.

His arm draped around her shoulders without hesitation.Without stiffness.
Without the old awkwardness.

It was instinct now.

Comfort had settled into his muscles.

Alex melted into the space beside him, one hand resting over his chest like it belonged there.

They watched Rico attempt a daring swing jump and fail in spectacular fashion.

“You know…” Phong said lazily, still watching the chaos. “We might need a new nickname for you.”

Alex tilted her head.

“Oh?”

“I don’t want Alexei turning around every time I flirt with my lover.”

The image alone, Alexei whipping his head around in the middle of a lab rant, sent a visible shiver through Phong.

Alex burst into laughter.

“Oh no. Absolutely not.”

She leaned closer.

“You started this, Mudskipper.”

He sighed dramatically.

“I embraced it.”

“You like it.”

“…I like it.”

She poked his ribs lightly.

Mudskipper.

A creature that survives between worlds.

Water and land.
Dungeon and surface.

He didn’t hate the symbolism.

They slipped back into comfortable silence.

Wind rustled the leaves overhead.

Children laughed on the far side of the park.

Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed.

Normal life.

Then Phong spoke again, softer this time.

“Dominic and Janet are going to hit Level 30 soon.”

Alex nodded slightly.

“And you.”

She didn’t look at him.

“I know.”

After the war at Lake Baratok, the mage skirmishes, and all the deliberate holding back, she had brushed the barrier.

Level 30.

The wall between strong and elite.
Between rare and terrifying.

She had gone quiet on diving not because she was weak, but because she was too strong.

If she crossed that line first, people would notice.

Sponsors.Corporations.
Government interest.
Media.

So she waited.

Let Dominic and Janet close the gap.

Now the waiting was ending.

“Will you dive again?” Phong asked.

She glanced sideways at him.

“Miss me already?”

“A bit.”

He didn’t hesitate.

Didn’t soften it.

Just honest.

She laughed, but warmth ran through it.

“You’re blunt.”

“I’m tired of pretending I’m not.”

She rested her head lightly on his shoulder.

“Yes. I’ll dive again.”

He didn’t answer right away.

“Just because we’re serious,” she continued, “just because this is going somewhere… doesn’t mean we have to be glued together.”

She pinched his shirt gently.

“Papa and Mama taught me that. You don’t smother something you want to grow.”

“I know.”

“You have your fight.”

He glanced at her.

She wasn’t joking.

She understood.

“You’re staying at camp,” she said. “You’re building something. Positioning. Preparing.”

Against Josh.Against his father.
Against a system that erased people quietly.

“You’re not running,” she added. “You’re racing.”

“More like arms racing given how often my plants violate the Geneva Conventions.”

He smiled faintly.

“And you?”

She straightened a little.

“I have my fight too.”

Her voice shifted.

Not soft.Not playful.
Steady.

“I want to stand beside you when it matters. Not behind you. Not protected by you.”

Her fingers brushed his.

“I can’t do that if I stop.”

She would cross Level 30.

Her Mind Blade class would evolve.

Elite variant.

Terrifying.Beautiful.
Efficient.

She wasn’t diving for glory.

She was sharpening herself for something bigger.

Phong nodded slowly.

Then grinned a little.

“You’re my apfeltaschen, you know that?”

She raised a brow.

“Explain.”

“Hard shell. Looks elegant. Sweet. Then unexpectedly hot. And after the first bite, everything escalates.”

She stared at him.

“…That might be the strangest compliment I’ve ever gotten.”

“It’s accurate.”

She smirked.

“You think I’m too good for you?”

He shrugged.

“Stat-wise? Yes. Absolutely. In other ways? No. Not anymore. I’ve been working on my self-esteem.”

Her Intelligence alone could crush his entire stat sheet.

She tilted her head, smug.

“Then you better appreciate me, farm boy.”

He tightened his arm around her slightly.

“Oh, I do.”

In front of them, Nyx stood atop the slide and declared herself “Archmage of the Playground.”

Bruno challenged her at once.

Rico officiated loudly.

Little Fireball chirped from beneath the bench.

Life.

Messy.Ridiculous.
Perfect.

Alex let out a slow breath.

“You won’t stop me, right?”

“No.”

“You won’t resent it?”

“Why would I?”

He looked at her properly now.

“It’s not like the girl I fell for first met me by saving my ass or anything. I’ve known since that... first roar that you’re the talk-less-do-more type.”

Silence.

Then her expression softened.

“That’s dangerously romantic.”

“I’m learning.”

She kissed his cheek lightly.

“Good.”

They sat like that a while longer.

Two people on a park bench.

Planning separate wars.

Choosing to walk the same road anyway.

Eventually, Phong spoke again.

“When you hit thirty…”

“Yeah?”

“You’re going to scare people.”

She grinned.

“I already do.”

“Good.”

He leaned back.

“And when I win my fight…”

She turned toward him.

“You will.”

“…I want to walk into that wedding hall without ghosts.”

Her teasing look faded.

“I know.”

“And I don’t want your parents looking at me and seeing unfinished business.”

She squeezed his hand.

“They won’t.”

But she understood.

This wasn’t pride.

It was closure.

Wind moved through the park again.

Somewhere, a dog barked.

Life kept moving.

Alex rested her head against him once more.

“Level thirty,” she murmured.

“Level one,” he replied.

They both smiled.

Stats were absolute in this world.

Like gravity.Like Shifting.
Like the dungeon’s quiet rules.

But what they were building didn’t sit on a stat sheet.

And for the first time since everything shattered a year ago, Phong didn’t feel behind.

He felt ready.

Even if she would soon stand among elites, he wasn’t afraid of being left behind.

Because she wasn’t walking away.

She was walking forward.

And he would be there.

Mudskipper and Apfeltaschen.

Surviving between worlds.



Phong woke to war.

Or at least, that was what his half-asleep brain decided.

Explosions cracked across the sky.

Sharp, concussive pops rattled the windows.

A low boom rolled through the brick walls like distant artillery.

He shot upright in bed.

For half a second:

Dungeon.Boss.
Sky Emperor.
Shifting.

Then he smelled butter.

Sugar.

Yeast.

Bakery.

He blinked.

Alex stirred beside him, hair spread across the pillow in a wild halo.

Another volley of fireworks went off.

Red light flashed through her curtains.

She reached for her phone without fully opening her eyes.

“…Fourth of July,” she murmured.

Right.

America’s yearly ritual of reminding itself it existed.

More fireworks exploded.

Whistles.Crackles.
A huge skyburst that painted the ceiling blue for a heartbeat.

Phong leaned back slowly.

“Thought we were getting invaded.”

Alex smirked sleepily.

“We are. By patriotism.”

Phong shrugged and left it there. It wasn’t like his home country didn’t do the same thing. Just with fewer fireworks and a lot more flags.

Something clanged downstairs.

Then silence.

Then a suspiciously soft thud.

Rico had been radio quiet all night.

That was never a good sign.

Papa Vogel had also been suspiciously quiet after dinner.

That was worse.

Phong stared at the ceiling.

“I feel like the Manhattan Project just restarted in a bakery basement.”

Alex rolled onto her side.

“Between a raccoon and a German man?”

“Yes.”

“Reasonable concern.”

Another boom.

This one came with neighborhood cheering.

Alex sighed.

“The Vogels celebrate half-heartedly.”

“Why bother at all?”

She shrugged.

“Neighborhood optics. Business. Community harmony.”

Below them, Papa Vogel’s voice drifted faintly upward.

“…what exactly are we proud of? School shootings?”

A pause.

“And weapons industry dividends.”

Mama Vogel hushed him sharply.

Papa Vogel kept going anyway.

“Just saying. More gun sales means more chances they end up in the wrong hands. But the arms dealers won’t allow change. Their eighteen Porsches won’t pay for themselves.”

Alex snorted into the pillow.

“You hear that?”

“Yeah.”

“You understand where my snark comes from now.”

“Genetics.”

“Correct.”

Phong lay there listening to the fireworks.

Listening to the city.

Thinking.

March had been war with Lake Baratok.

Then the Phoenix.

Then housing construction.

Then Olen’s Farmer Guild announcement.

Then the Sky Emperor’s roar.

Then chickens.

Then French refugees.

Then treants.

Four months.

He hadn’t even noticed time passing.

The dungeon did not run on calendar pages.

It ran on crises.

He turned his head slightly.

“Janet and Dominic.”

Phong didn’t need to finish.

Alex understood right away.

“Level twenty-nine grind is brutal.”

“How brutal?”

She exhaled.

“Roughly double the total EXP needed from Level 1 to Level 28.”

He blinked.

“That’s stupid.”

“It’s deliberate.”

Level 30 wasn’t just a milestone.

It was a wall.

The first evolution.

The first leap from capable to elite.

“People saw it coming early,” she said. “The EXP curve eases a little, then spikes hard at twenty-nine. It’s the dungeon’s filter.”

“Filter for what?”

“Those who survive.”

Another firework streaked red across the window.

He thought about Dominic.Janet.
Jake, Jack, Joanne.

Grinding through ruins.

Climbing vertical cities.

Fighting elites that could one-shot them.

All just to scrape at the barrier.

“Are you scared?” Phong asked quietly.

Alex didn’t answer right away.

“Yes,” she said honestly.

“Of what?”

“Crossing thirty and not being the same.”

She didn’t mean physically.

She meant perception.

Power.Attention.
Responsibility.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.








“When a class evolves, it doesn’t just gain more stats. Its core changes. It becomes something qualitatively different. A true transformation, if you please.”














Mind Blade.

Rare.

One in ten million.

Elite variant?

Maybe one in a hundred million.

She turned her head toward him.

“But I’m not stopping.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

They eventually got up.

Downstairs, the bakery smelled like morning sugar and mild political disappointment.

Mama Vogel stood behind the counter with flour on her cheek.

Little Fireball perched proudly on her shoulder like a royal crest.

Nyx curled elegantly in a bread basket.

Bruno lay on his back, fully surrendered to belly rubs.

Rico—

Rico sat on the counter.

Wearing reading glasses.

Staring at a laptop.

Papa Vogel stood beside him holding a beer stein.

“…you’re telling me the yeast fermentation curve looks like this?”

Rico gestured dramatically at a graph.

Phong stopped in the doorway.

“I knew it.”

Mama Vogel waved happily.

“You two sleep well?”

“Yes,” Alex replied sweetly.

“Rico has been very helpful,” Papa Vogel added seriously.

“Helpful how?”

“We are optimizing sugar breakdown ratio.”

Phong nodded slowly.

“Of course you are.”

The animals had all decided to stay.

To “protect the Vogels.”

Which had absolutely nothing to do with Mama Vogel’s endless snacks.

Or Papa Vogel’s bits of experimental sausage.

Rico cleared his throat.

“Strategic civilian protection assignment.”

“Enjoy your pampering,” Phong muttered.

He and Alex stepped back out into the street.

Firework smoke still hung lightly in the air.

Bits of red paper littered the sidewalk.

American flags waved from porches.

Some houses had three.

Some five.

Some twenty.

National pride had been turned up to eleven.

They walked side by side toward Selena’s university.

No dungeon escorts.

No trolls.

No lizardmen.

Just city heat and asphalt.

“Four months,” Phong said quietly.

Alex nodded.

“It’s strange.”

“What is?”

“How normal this feels.”

After monsters.

After war.

After negotiating with an amphibious kingdom.

Walking to a university campus felt almost absurd.

They crossed a street.

Passed a hot dog stand.

A man selling flag sunglasses.

A group of college students loudly arguing politics.

Life.

Unbroken.

“Do you ever think,” Phong said slowly, “that the dungeon respects agency more than the government does?”

Alex looked at him.

“It gives quests.”

“But doesn’t punish refusal.”

She nodded.

“Yeah.”

He glanced at her.

“And the government?”

“Punishes you for existing wrong.”

Blunt.

But not wrong.

They reached the campus gates.

Students drifted between buildings.

Some in red, white, and blue.

Some in black.

Some in nothing patriotic at all.

Selena had messaged earlier.

Lab first.

Vanessa meeting them there.

Alex bumped her shoulder lightly against his.

“You okay?”

He thought about the fireworks.

About Phoenix casualties.

About EXP curves.

About Olen monetizing slaughter.

About Josh on television.

Then about the Vogels.Long.
Dominic.Janet.
Camp Stymphalian.Little Fireball.
Rico and Papa Vogel arguing over fermentation curves.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Just thinking.”

“Dangerous hobby.”

He smirked.

She squeezed his hand once, then let go as they stepped onto campus.

Public space.

No need to cling.

She had said it before.

They didn’t need to be attached at the hip.

They were choosing each other.

Not gripping.

As they crossed the quad, Phong realized something small but important.

Last year, he measured time in grief.

Now, he measured it in growth.

Dominic nearing thirty.Janet nearly there.
Alex about to cross.Chickens hatching.
Sunflowers sprouting.Strawberries planned.
Enemies watching.
Guilds forming.

And him—

Still Level 1.
Still with no working EXP bar.

But no longer drifting.

The fireworks had sounded like war that morning.

But this—

This was stability.

And in a world ruled by bosses and billionaires, stability was the rarest thing of all.

            

    
        Chapter 32: Fated rivalries

    
    
    
    
                Fireworks weren’t the only things blowing up that day.

Fourth of July was a perfect opportunity.

Patriotism was easy to package.

Even easier when the country was rattled by dungeon deaths and hungry for symbols.

Near the university’s underground gate entrance, a huge outdoor screen had been set up. There was a portable stage, flags, sponsor banners, and corporate logos arranged neatly behind red-white-and-blue décor.

A crowd gathered.

Phones rose.

The broadcast was live.

Phong barely looked at it at first.

Josh appeared on screen.

Perfectly tailored suit.Carefully managed grief.
Jaw tight enough to suggest pain.

He spoke about sacrifice.

About resilience.

About “continuing the legacy of the fallen.”

Then Olen stepped up.

Freckles.High-collar sweater, even in summer.
Soft-spoken confidence.

He spoke about innovation.

About empowering production classes.

About democratizing growth.

Then they shook hands.

Collaboration.

Joint expedition initiative.

Shared resources between combat elites and production elites.

The crowd applauded.

Phong shrugged.

Predictable.

He turned away.

Then he felt it.

Alex had slowed.

Not subtly.

Her posture changed.

He followed her gaze.

A woman stepped up to the podium.

Armor gleamed.

Not dungeon-practical.

Ceremonial.

White and silver plating. Filigree along the collarbone. Gem-studded mic clasp.

Her hair was flawless.

Her makeup was heavy but exact.

Her smile was practiced.

Modesty draped carefully over superiority.

Alex’s jaw tightened, barely.

“Emma,” she said through her teeth.

Emma Tannenbaum.

The name clicked.

Phong had heard it before.

Different times.Pre-dungeon.
Debate halls.
Campus fundraisers.

If Alexandra had been debate club president, top grades, sharp tongue, earned authority, Emma had been cheer squad captain.

Homecoming queen energy.

Influence without visible effort.

A soft kind of cruelty hidden inside charm.

Two different kingdoms.

Two different crowns.

Now they stood in the same world again.

Only now mana existed.

Emma’s voice carried smoothly through the speakers.

“Today, we stand united.”

Her tone was polished.

She had stage training.

Because she was not just a diver.

She was a brand.

Rare class: Songblader.

Rumors about her class ran wild, even among elites.

Sound-based amplification.Resonance control.
Buff harmonics.

Some said she could raise combat output by thirty percent with one verse.

Some said her voice could crack bone.

She had albums.

Dungeon-themed tracks.

Battle hymns.

She had endorsement deals.

A world tour.

Millions of followers.

Streaming contracts.

Product lines.

Luxury armor collabs.

A celebrity diver.

She smiled modestly.

“I’m honored to support this collaboration between innovation and strength.”

Josh nodded beside her.

Olen gave a small, approving clap.

The optics were spotless.

Youth.Wealth.
Talent.Beauty.
Unity.

Emma kept going.

“We will recruit the brightest.”

Pause.

“The bravest.”

Pause.

“The ones willing to push humanity forward.”

The crowd roared.

Whispers spread nearby.

“They’re saying she’s dating Josh.”

“Power couple.”

“Dungeon royalty.”

Alex’s fingers curled slightly at her side.

Phong glanced at her.

“You okay?”

She didn’t look away from the screen.

“I forgot how much I hate that tone.”

“What tone?”

“Modesty hiding condescension.”

Emma’s smile shifted almost invisibly when she mentioned “responsible leadership.”

The kind of smile that said:

Some of us are meant to lead.

Phong studied her carefully.

Charisma? Yes.

Power? No question.

She was not incompetent.

Her eyes were sharp.

Calculating.

Used to cameras.

Used to being admired.

Used to being obeyed.

If Alex was steel wrapped in warmth, Emma was velvet over knives.

The broadcast cut to battle footage.

Emma singing in a dungeon arena.

Visible soundwaves rippling through the air.

Buffing teams.

Cutting through mobs.

Applause layered over it.

She wasn’t weak.

She had earned her place.

But she liked the spotlight.

Alex exhaled slowly.

“She always wanted stage over substance.”

“Does she have both now?” Phong asked quietly.

Alex didn’t answer right away.

“…Maybe.”

Josh stepped up again.

He talked about expanding to Floor Two.

About facing catastrophic threats head-on.

About restoring American leadership in dungeon progress.

The patriotic backdrop flared.

The crowd clapped again.

Emma rested a hand lightly on his arm.

The camera caught it.

Intentional.

Perfectly framed.

Phong felt the shape of it.

A story being built in real time.

Heroic trio.

Wealth.Innovation.
Voice.Sword.
Flag.

He looked at Alex again.

Her expression had cooled.

Measured now.

“She used to pretend she didn’t care about rankings,” Alex murmured.

“But she memorized them.”

He smirked faintly.

“Still competitive?”

She shrugged.

“Always.”

But something else sat underneath it.

Recognition.

Emma had already crossed Level 30.

Rumors said she evolved early.

Songblader into something rarer.

Choirblade? Hymn Sovereign? No one knew.

Official announcements had been delayed.

Brand strategy.

Build hype.

Sell the evolution.

Meanwhile, Alex was one level away.

Same generation.

Different paths.

Emma monetized ascent.

Alex hid hers.

Phong leaned a little closer.

“You don’t need a stage.”

She glanced sideways at him.

“No?”

“You’re better in rooms without cameras.”

That earned him the faintest smile.

“Careful. That almost sounded like comfort.”

“It wasn’t.”

“What was it?”

“Observation.”

Emma finished to applause.

Josh raised her hand briefly.

Olen clapped again.

Fireworks burst behind the stage in perfect timing.

Polished.

Overdone.

Effective.

The crowd pressed toward the barricades.

Recruitment QR codes flashed on screen.

Sign-ups for the joint dive initiative.

Scholarships.

Training programs.

Merch drops.

Phong stepped back from the crowd.

“They’re going to pull a lot of talent,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Dangerous mix.”

“Yes.”

“You worried?”

Alex watched Emma one last time.

Then turned away.

“No.”

He raised a brow.

“Why?”

“Because spectacle draws eyes.”

“And?”

“And I move better when no one’s looking.”

He understood.

Emma thrived in spotlight.

Alex thrived in precision.

Both powerful.

Different ways.

As they walked away from the screen, the cheers fading behind them, Phong asked quietly, “If she challenges you in public?”

Alex snorted softly.

“She won’t.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t fight unless the cameras are pointed right.”

He glanced back one last time.

Josh laughing with reporters.

Olen talking to investors.

Emma posing with fans.

Golden-child trio.

America’s dungeon darlings.

Fourth of July backdrop.

Fireworks still cracking overhead.

Phong felt nothing sharp.

No jealousy.

No fear.

Just the sense of board pieces moving.

Olen leveling farmers through slaughter.

Josh building power through narrative.

Emma turning influence into spectacle.

And somewhere underground, Camp Stymphalian kept growing in silence.

Level 1 farmer.

Almost-Level-30 Mind Blade.

Troll alliances.

Lizardman treaties.

Phoenix feathers.

Shiitake with week-long cooldowns.

He slipped his hand briefly into Alex’s.

“Still want to dive?” he asked lightly.

She smirked.

“More than before.”

He nodded.

Good.

Let the stage shine.

Let the cameras flash.

Some wars were never won under flags.

Some grew slowly.

Patiently.

Behind chili fences.



Selena looked like someone who had not slept.

Her hair was tied into a knot that had long since lost all shape.

Dark circles sat under eyes that were usually bright with curiosity.

Papers covered the lab table in uneven stacks, attacked with red ink.

Vanessa stood behind her like a guard dog in combat boots and black eyeliner.

The second Phong and Alex walked in, Vanessa pointed at Phong.

“This is your fault.”

Phong blinked.

“…Good afternoon to you too.”

Selena made a sound halfway between a laugh and a breakdown.

Vanessa crossed her arms.

“Ever since she figured out that Shifting causes actual spatial folding, real, measurable topological distortions, and that you’re living next to an active anomaly, she hasn’t slept right.”

Selena finally looked up.

Her eyes were bloodshot.

“I can’t publish it,” she said hoarsely.

Alex frowned.

“Because?”

“Because Camp Stymphalian would get swarmed.”

Not maybe.

Would.

Corporate research teams.Government survey units.
Private military contractors pretending to be security.Insurance auditors.
Media.

The whole ecosystem.

Selena’s fingers dug into her sleeve.

“I have proof. Repeated coordinates staying stable across Shifts. Anchored spatial constant. Mana density swings that point to a central stabilizing vector.”

She swallowed.

“And you’re sitting in the middle of it.”

Phong felt something twist in his chest.

She could have published.

She could have gotten grants.

Recognition.

Tenure acceleration.

Global attention.

Instead, she kept quiet.

Even though it was eating her alive.

Even though every part of her academic brain screamed to release it.

“That’s… really kind,” Phong said quietly.

Selena snapped her head up.

“Don’t say it like that.”

“But it is.”

She clenched her jaw.

“You think I don’t want to?”

Vanessa put a hand on her shoulder.

“She’s been arguing with herself for weeks.”

Selena let out a sharp breath.

“I hate secrets that matter.”

“I know,” Phong said gently.

“But you kept it.”

Silence.

Her eyes softened a little.

“That’s what friends do.”

It wasn’t dramatic.

It wasn’t tearful.

It was so soft and gentle, like a feather fell diagonally onto a cuishion.

Alex stepped forward and hugged her tightly.

Selena stiffened.

Then melted.

“You idiot,” she muttered into Alex’s shoulder.

“You too,” Alex said.

Vanessa sighed.

“Great. Emotional bonding. Wonderful.”

But her expression softened too.

Selena pulled back and wiped her face roughly.

“I already planned to spend my vacation at camp,” she said.

Vanessa blinked.

“You what?”

“I was going to make it official anyway.”

She looked at Phong.

“Now that you’re here, I’ll just come with you.”

Vanessa stared at her.

“You’re moving into the spatial anomaly?”

“For research.”

“For obsession.”

“For revenge,” Selena added dryly.

Then she looked between Phong and Alex.

“You do know this is almost poetic, right?”

“Please don’t,” Phong warned.

She ignored him.

“Phong versus Josh.”

“Alex versus Emma.”

She spread her hands dramatically.

“It’s like the universe is writing symmetry.”

Alex groaned.

“Don’t give it story structure.”

Vanessa tilted her head.

“…You do realize Emma Tannenbaum is technically ahead of you, right?”

Alex gave her a look.

“I’m aware.”

Selena smirked, despite the exhaustion.

“Oh, this is delicious.”

Phong raised a brow.

“You’re enjoying this?”

“I haven’t slept in thirty hours,” she said. “Petty rivalry is fuel.”

Vanessa pointed at Phong again.

“Also, she’s losing her mind because she can’t talk about the Shifting anchor.”

“I’m not losing it.”

“You tried to map non-Euclidean flow at three in the morning.”

“It was relevant.”

“It was terrifying.”

Phong rubbed the back of his neck.

“I didn’t mean to break academia.”

Selena squinted at him.

“You absolutely did.”

He sighed.

Then decided to make things worse properly.

“There’s more.”

Selena froze.

“What.”

Phong glanced at Alex.

She nodded once.

He lowered his voice.

“There are at least two other floor bosses.”

Selena blinked slowly.

“What.”

“Sky Emperor.”

Her hand tightened on the desk.

“And.”

“Horns of the Earth.”

Vanessa frowned.

“…That sounds metal.”

“It is.”

Selena’s voice went very still.

“You’ve seen them.”

“Indirectly.”

He explained.

Sky Emperor, the roar that froze whole ecosystems.

Monsters stopping their war the instant it sounded.

That deep, shared fear.

Then Horns of the Earth.

The sleeping colossus.

Bull the size of a mountain.

Biomes growing across its back.

Horns like diamond towers stabbing the sky.

She didn’t interrupt.

Barely seemed to breathe.

“And the Phoenix,” she whispered.

“That makes three,” Phong said. “Three catastrophe-tier entities.”

Selena leaned back slowly in her chair.

“Monstrous Phoenix. Sky Emperor. Horns of the Earth.”

Her mind raced.

“Three floor bosses confirmed.”

“Confirmed?” Vanessa asked.

“Observed by different sources. Different regions. Different biomes.”

Selena looked sharply at Phong.

“And you’re just… sitting on this.”

“What exactly would you like me to do,” he asked calmly, “announce it on Twitter?”

She didn’t answer.

Because she knew.

Panic.

Market crash.

Government crackdown.

Forced dungeon mobilization.

Corporate raids.

Humanity had barely survived one Phoenix event.

Three?

Public knowledge of three catastrophe-level entities would shake everything.

Selena pressed her palms against her eyes.

“God.”

Vanessa moved closer.

“You okay?”

“No.”

But she straightened anyway.

“This means the dungeon isn’t escalating at random.”

Alex nodded.

“It was never a video game.”

People forgot that because of levels, stats, and classes.

But the dungeon had no interest in fairness.

It could throw trolls and lizardmen onto Floor One without warning.

Phong had wondered, more than once, what would have happened if Camp Stymphalian had not been there, sitting like a thorn beside troll mountain and Lake Baratok.

If those Level 35 monsters had been left to roam freely.

Selena’s gaze sharpened again.

She was already thinking farther.

“Then Level 30 evolution isn’t just prestige.”

“No,” Alex said quietly.

“It’s preparation.”

Silence hung heavy.

Outside the lab windows, late fireworks still popped in the distance.

Three floor bosses.

Corporate alliances forming.

Elite divers nearing evolution thresholds.

Spatial anomalies anchoring first-floor land.

Production guilds monetizing slaughter.

Selena exhaled slowly.

“…I hate that this is exciting.”

Vanessa groaned.

“There it is.”

Selena looked at Phong again.

“You’re Level 1.”

“Still my one redeeming quality, thank you.”

“You’re living beside an anomaly.”

“I wouldn’t call her an anomaly. Maybe a little weird.”

Alex poked him in the ribs for that one.

Selena ignored the couple nonsense and kept going.

“You negotiated treaties with Level 35 monsters.”

“Yep.”

“You identified three floor bosses before most governments.”

“You say it like that and I sound creepy.”

She stared at him for a long moment.

“You are deeply irritating.”

He smiled faintly.

“I hear that a lot.”

Vanessa crossed her arms.

“If this kills us, I’m haunting you.”

“Fair.”

Selena stood fully now.

“I’m coming to camp for vacation.”

“Officially?”

“Officially.”

Vanessa groaned again.

“Guess I’m packing.”

Selena shot her a look.

“You’re not letting me go alone?”

Vanessa sighed.

“…No.”

Alex smiled softly.

“Welcome back to chaos.”

Selena squared her shoulders.

“If I can’t publish spatial distortion anomalies, I might as well live inside one.”

Phong nodded.

“Bring comfortable shoes.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Idiot.”

But there was warmth in it.

Real friendship was not loud.

It wasn’t dramatic speeches.

It was keeping secrets that could help your career because exposing them would hurt your friends more.

Outside, fireworks popped faintly again.

Inside the lab, the weight of three catastrophe-level bosses hung unspoken in the room.

And somewhere in the dungeon, the Sky Emperor breathed.

The Horns of the Earth slept.

And humanity kept pretending it was still in control.

            

    
        Chapter 33: Long’s famous coffee, and even more famous broken English

    
    
    
    
                Selena’s apartment looked like an academic crime scene.

Books everywhere.

Three whiteboards covered in equations that curled back into themselves.

Open laptop tabs with names like Non-Linear Mana Flux Stability and Shifting Anchor Hypothesis v12 (FINAL_FINAL2).

Vanessa had cleared one corner of the mess and declared it “dinner space.”

Selena, despite looking like she had not slept right in days, insisted on cooking.

“Real food,” she said firmly. “Not dungeon protein.”

So they sat cross-legged on the floor around low coffee tables, eating tacos al pastor and carne asada wrapped in warm tortillas.

Cilantro sharp.Lime bright.
Salsa smoky and just painful enough to remind you you were alive.

Vanessa cracked open glass bottles of Mexican cola.

Real cane sugar.
Heavy fizz.

Phong took a sip and nodded with approval.

“Superior.”

Vanessa pointed at him in triumph.

“See? Someone with taste.”

Alex smirked.

“Don’t start.”

For a few minutes, it was simple.

Food.Laughter.
Packing boxes half-filled with lab notebooks and folded clothes.

Then Phong set his bottle down.

“I don’t think all floor bosses are active threats.”

Selena froze mid-bite.

“…Go on.”

Alex leaned back against the couch and listened.

“The Phoenix is aggressive,” Phong said calmly. “Territorial. A catastrophe just by moving.”

Selena nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

“But the Sky Emperor,” he continued, “hasn’t actually done anything active.”

Selena blinked.

“Nothing?”

“Including the roar last year.”

The roar that had nearly killed him.

The roar that had frozen monsters in place.

The roar that had almost ended him before he ever started farming.

“It commands with its roar,” Phong said.

He took another sip of cola.

“And the food chain obeys.”

Selena’s academic brain snapped fully online.

“You’re suggesting hierarchy, not predation.”

Alex added dryly, “He’s also suggesting he nearly got one-shot by a CEO barking orders at its underlings.”

“Yes. Thank you, Alex. That did wonders for the self-esteem I was building. Anyway…”

He looked back at Selena.

“If it can force lizardmen and treants to stop fighting, who’s to say it can’t make them do something else? Like attack.”

Selena went still.

“…It doesn’t need to attack humans itself.”

Vanessa stopped chewing.

“…You’re saying if it wanted to, it could wipe Floor One clean without ever coming down.”

“Yes.”

A heavy silence settled over the room.

Alex nodded slowly.

“When it roared, Lake Baratok stopped fighting immediately.”

Selena’s eyes sharpened.

“Ceasefire response.”

“Instinctive,” Alex said.

Phong leaned forward slightly.

“If the Emperor has that much control, it doesn’t need spectacle.”

Selena frowned.

“And the bull?”

“Horns of the Earth,” Vanessa murmured.

“Les Cornes de la Terre,” Selena corrected softly.

Phong nodded.

“It’s too calm.”

Selena folded her arms.

“It’s enormous.”

“Mountain-sized.”

“Diamond horns.”

“Biomes growing on its back.”

She ticked off each point like a list.

“That thing’s stat sheet would be absurd.”

“Five digits,” Phong said quietly. “Maybe six.”

Vanessa stared at him.

“You’re guessing.”

“I am.”

“But creatures at that scale…” He shook his head. “Its senses have to be beyond anything we understand.”

Selena tapped her bottle with her fingers.

“It sensed the French team.”

“It had to.”

“And ignored them.”

“Yes.”

Vanessa leaned back slowly.

“…Why?”

Phong gave a small shrug.

“Because not every apex predator hunts everything.”

Selena’s eyes widened a little.

“You’re thinking personality.”

“Yes.”

Alex smiled faintly.

“Of course he is.”

Phong kept going, calm as ever.

“It would be stupid to treat floor bosses like video game raid bosses whose only purpose is to challenge players.”

Selena let out a long breath.

“…They’re ecological entities.”

“More like living parts of an ecosystem,” Phong said.

The room shifted.

Less dinner.

More war council.

Selena rubbed her temple.

“I would love you as my research assistant.”

Vanessa coughed.

“He can’t.”

Selena nodded, reluctant.

“I know.”

Phong smiled faintly.

“I can’t.”

“Because you’d have to publish.”

“And I won’t.”

“Farming sharpened it,” he changed the subject quietly.

“Sharpened what?” Selena asked.

“Understanding.”

“Of what?”

“That the dungeon isn’t evil.”

Selena blinked.

“…Go on.”

“It’s not good either,” he clarified. “It’s… what you’d call morally orange, I guess. It exists outside our ideas of good and evil, right and wrong.”

He glanced at Alex.

“You don’t burn an ecosystem down because you’re scared of its apex predator.”

Selena leaned back slowly.

“You’re respecting it.”

“Yes.”

“Even the bosses.”

“Especially the bosses.”

Vanessa stared at him.

“You’re terrifying.”

“Why?”

“You sound like you’re trying to negotiate with gods.”

Phong shrugged.

“I already negotiate with trolls.”

That broke the tension.

They laughed.

Selena wiped at her eyes.

“Okay. Enough ecosystem philosophy.”

Then she looked at Alex.

“So. How serious are we talking?”

Alex did not hesitate.

“Serious.”

Selena’s eyes lit up at once.

“Oh?”

Phong nearly choked on his cola.

“We’re taking it slow,” Alex added calmly. “But yes.”

Selena grinned.

“And your parents?”

Alex lifted her chin proudly.

“They already see him as a son-in-law.”

Phong coughed harder.

Vanessa burst out laughing.

Selena clapped once.

“Oh my god.”

Alex smirked.

“Papa gave him a haircut.”

Selena gasped with full drama.

“That’s approval level two.”

“Level three is beer brewing.”

“He already got that.”

Vanessa pointed at Phong.

“You infiltrated.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

Alex leaned into him a little.

“You’re good at farming families too, apparently.”

Phong rubbed the back of his neck.

“This feels like an ambush.”

Selena smirked.

“Good.”

Vanessa added, “Balance for the spatial anomaly stress.”

Alex tilted her head.

“He still wants to settle something before a wedding.”

Selena’s smile faded a little.

“Josh.”

Phong nodded once.

The room quieted.

Selena studied him carefully.

“You’re not spiraling.”

“No.”

“You’re not obsessed.”

“With what? Alex or the farm?”

She ignored that.

“You joke. That’s a good sign. You’re… planning.”

“Yes.”

She nodded slowly.

“Good.”

Vanessa finished her taco and wiped her hands.

“Okay. Before this gets too heavy again. Dessert?”

Phong latched onto the word instantly.

“Yes.”

Selena rolled her eyes.

“You are impossible.”

“Flan,” Vanessa announced.

Selena pulled it from the fridge.

Caramel top gleaming.

Cool, creamy contrast after the spicy dinner.

Phong exhaled happily after the first bite.

“Worth the existential dread.”

Alex nudged him.

“You’re simple.”

“I’m efficient.”

Selena watched them for a moment.

Her expression softened.

“You two are steady.”

“Is that bad?” Alex asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “In a world of Phoenixes and emperors and diamond-horned mountains…”

She took a slow sip of cola.

“…steady might be revolutionary.”

Outside, faint fireworks popped in the distance.

Inside, boxes sat half packed.

The flan was half gone.

Three catastrophe-level bosses lingered, unspoken, between them.

But so did laughter.

Trust.

Plans.

And a Level 1 farmer who respected the ecosystem more than most governments respected their own citizens.

Selena looked at him again.

“You really think the bosses have personalities.”

“Yes.”

“And if they do?”

“Then someday,” Phong said calmly, “someone will need to understand them.”

Selena smiled faintly.

“Not just fight them.”

“Exactly.”

Vanessa sighed with full drama.

“Great. We’re befriending gods next.”

Phong finished his flan.

“One thing at a time.”

And for tonight, one thing at a time felt enough.

Selena insisted.

“I need caffeine from the man who looks at chaos and says, ‘Needs more condensed milk.’”

Vanessa did not argue.

Alex did not argue.

Phong knew resistance was pointless.

So the four of them walked to Hà Nội Corner.

Selena had not been there since that text.

The one where Phong casually mentioned Lake Baratok existed on two floors at once.

Spatial overlap.

Parallel anchoring.

A lake refusing to obey floor separation.

She had not slept properly since.

Now she wanted coffee from the source of all irresponsible revelations.

They turned the corner.

And stopped.

The café was packed.

Not inside.

Outside.

A line wrapped around the storefront.

People pressed against the windows.

Phones raised.

Faces flattened to the glass.

“…What is this,” Vanessa muttered.

Through the window, Emma Tannenbaum sat at a small wooden table.

Perfect posture.

Her ceremonial armor had been swapped for expensive streetwear.

Hair immaculate.

Makeup camera-ready even off stage.

She held a coconut coffee.

Her expression was polite boredom.

Long stood behind the counter.

Poker face.

Making another coconut coffee.

But his movements had edge.

Impatience under discipline.

The door chimed as someone stepped out.

Three people tried to rush in at once.

Long didn’t even look up.

“Line.”

One word.

Sharp.
Controlled.

The three backed off.

Emma took a slow sip.

Camera flashes popped outside.

Influencer assistants hovered nearby.

Hà Nội Corner had grown.

Dominic bringing divers in all the time had changed it.

C-plus.

B-minus.

Independent.

Word had spread.

Divers liked it.

Now celebrities came too.

Selena whispered, “She’s using the backdrop.”

Vanessa nodded.

“Of course she is.”

Phong exhaled softly.

“Let’s go in.”

They slipped past the line.

Not aggressively.

Confident.

Inside, it was warmer.

Thicker.

Condensed milk and robusta in the air.

Emma’s eyes lifted.

Locked onto Alex.

Recognition hit at once.

A flicker of something moved beneath the polished smile.

“Alexandra,” Emma said smoothly.

Her voice in person was softer than it was on stage.

Still controlled.
Still measured.

“Emma.”

Just that.

No extra warmth.

No extra bite.

Phong stepped forward casually.

And switched to Vietnamese.

“Uncle Long, give us two salt foam and some of that good old Hanoi caramel you’re testing.”

Long didn’t miss a beat.

“Ok.”

He didn’t look at Emma.

Didn’t look at the cameras.

He pulled down two glasses and started layering foam with practiced wrist movements.

The caramel flan sat under a small dome near the register.

Test batch.

In Hà Nội, there was a flan shop on Hàng Than famous for it.

Flan au caramel.

Shortened over time to just caramel.

The French origin sanded off until it belonged somewhere else.

Soft custard.

Coffee sauce on top.

Bitterness cutting the sweetness just right.

Emma’s gaze shifted to the flan.

“I’ll have one of those,” she said pleasantly.

Long finally looked at her.

Raised one eyebrow.

“Not for sale yet.”

Emma tilted her head.

“I’m sure I can pay.”

Long shook his head slowly.

“Still testing.”

Then he set the flan gently in front of Phong.

“They help taste.”

Emma’s smile sharpened a little.

“I won’t post it.”

Long’s poker face never moved.

“You too popular.”

A pause.

“You dislike.”

Another pause.

“My shop bye bye.”

Silence.

It was impossible to hate him.

He delivered broken English like a confident diplomat.

Emma studied him.

Then laughed lightly.

“Well. Fair.”

She leaned back, coconut coffee still in hand.

Outside, the crowd pressed harder against the glass.

Phones flashed.

Someone shouted her name.

Emma ignored it.

Selena leaned closer to Phong.

“He just gatekept a celebrity.”

“Uncle Long doesn’t negotiate.”

Vanessa smirked.

“Respect.”

Alex took her salt foam coffee.

Emma watched her.

“You’ve been quiet lately,” Emma said.

Alex stirred her drink slowly.

“I’ve been busy.”

“With?”

“Life.”

Emma smiled.

“That sounds… domestic.”

Phong did not react.

Selena did.

Vanessa nearly choked.

Alex took a slow sip.

“Grounded.”

Emma’s eyes flicked briefly to Phong.

Assessment.

Level unknown.Class unknown.
Presence steady.

“Congratulations,” Emma said lightly.

“For what?”

“For finding balance.”

Alex didn’t blink.

“I prefer stability.”

Outside, someone tapped the glass.

“Emma! Photo!”

She ignored it again.

Long slid the flan toward Phong.

Coffee sauce gleaming.

Custard trembling softly.

Phong took a bite.

Closed his eyes for a second.

Perfect.

Rich.Balanced.
Bitterness trimming the sweetness cleanly.

Selena leaned over at once.

“Let me.”

Vanessa followed.

Emma watched.

Curious under the mask of indifference.

Long wiped the counter calmly.

Emma finally stood.

That camera-ready smile snapped back into place like armor.

“Lovely place,” she said to Long.

He nodded once.

“Good coffee.”

She glanced at Alex.

“See you soon.”

Those words weren't a threat, but more like a promise of inevitability.

Then she stepped outside.

The crowd surged.

Flashes exploded.

Her assistants formed a moving wall around her.

She moved through them like gravity bent in her favor.

The door shut.

The café felt three degrees calmer.

Selena exhaled loudly.

“That was tense.”

Vanessa leaned back.

“She’s sharp.”

“Yes,” Alex said.

Phong took another bite of flan.

“She’s spectacle.”

Selena looked at him.

“And you?”

He shrugged.

“Busy with my farm.”

Long grunted in approval.

“Farming is good.”

He leaned on the counter.

“She come here because divers come here.”

Then he pointed subtly at Phong.

“You make this place big.”

Phong shook his head.

“I didn’t mean to…”

Long waved him off.

“Who said I was scolding you?”

He tapped his chest.

“Community. You did hear my advice.”

That landed differently.

Outside, the line still stretched long.

People hoping to get into the café Emma had just visited.

Inside, four friends sat around two salt foam coffees and one test flan while a barista refused to bend for fame.

Selena took another spoonful.

“If Lake Baratok exists across floors,” she muttered, “then vertical overlap zones might—”

Vanessa nudged her.

“Eat.”

She did.

Phong looked at Alex.

She looked calm.

Not shaken.

Not threatened.

Emma was lightning.

Bright. Loud. In-your-face power.

Alex was wind.

Invisible. Quiet. No less deadly.

Two different kinds of force.

And Hà Nội Corner, with its condensed milk and stubborn owner, wasn’t impressed by either.

Long refilled Phong’s water glass.

“Next time,” he muttered quietly in Vietnamese, “tell me before you bring celebrity.”

Phong smirked.

“That wasn’t me though.”

Long nodded once.

“Keep it that way.”

Outside, the line slowly thinned.

Inside, the coffee stayed steady.

And for a brief moment, fame waited outside the door.

Community sat at the table.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Horns of the earth

    
    
    
    
                The paperwork moved unnaturally fast.

Which meant it wasn’t paperwork.

It was choreography.

Dominic met them at Hà Nội Corner with a grin that clearly said I told you so.

“Visa done,” he announced, sliding into the seat with a cold brew. “Exactly like Long said.”

Séline and Camille sat stiffly across from him, hands folded politely, still a little overwhelmed by New York.

“They told us,” Séline said carefully, “that we should not… speak.”

Camille nodded. “They said it is ‘for global stability.’”

Dominic snorted.

“Translation: don’t mess with airline stocks.”

Long didn’t look up from the espresso machine.

“Office people say no word. They tell France. They buy ticket. Everybody happy.”

He glanced at Phong.

“Media show airplane. Big airplane. French flag. American flag. Friendship. Unity. Good for billionaire overlord.”

Phong could already picture it.

Runway montage.Soft piano.
“Global cooperation in times of crisis.”

There was not a single mention of dungeon gates linking continents.

No mention of spatial anomalies.

Planes. Global cooperation. Simple optics. Straight forward and easy to understand for the mass.

Just the narrative machine grinding along.

Séline and Camille would be escorted home quietly.

The world would be reassured that the system worked.

It always “worked.”

For the people who mattered.

Seeds secured.

Peas.Strawberries.
Supplies packed.Foldable furniture.
Extra generators.
Bags of normal soil to build a decoy farm near the ruin’s outer edge.

A front for curious divers.

Camp Stymphalian’s real heart would stay behind the chili line.

Selena and Vanessa had made it official.

Holiday at camp.

Selena with notebooks.

Vanessa with a camera she swore was “for vibes, not evidence.”

Dominic had taken to Alexei instantly in the group chat.

The paladin sent voice notes about defensive layering and threat radius.

Dominic replied with laughing emojis and steak photos.

But Phong wasn’t ready.

For now, Alexei would only meet them at the gate.

Floor Two only.

No chili perimeter.

Not yet.

Trust had to be grown slowly.

The trip back through the gate felt almost normal now.

Monsters kept their distance.

Troll scouts nodded in recognition.

Lizardmen guards gave shallow bows.

Treants shifted their branches lazily but did not block the path.

They reached camp before anyone said anything about the quiet.

The lime-oak hybrid swayed gently.

The chickens clucked softly in their coop.

Sunflowers stretched toward the filtered dungeon light.

Everything felt…

Balanced.

Phong exhaled.

Maybe, just maybe, things were settling.

And then the air changed.

Not violently.

Not with a roar.

With pressure.

Heavy.

Ancient.

Selena froze mid-step.

Vanessa grabbed her arm on instinct.

Dominic’s shoulders squared.

Alex’s eyes sharpened at once.

The ground trembled softly.

Not a quake.

A footstep.

One.

Then another.

Over the rise beyond the troll mountain, it appeared.

Horns of the Earth.

Les Cornes de la Terre.

The bull the size of a mountain.

Forests spread across its back.

Rivers trickled down its flank.

Its horns rose like crystal towers, diamond edges catching dungeon light and throwing it back in fractured brilliance.

Each step changed the land.

Life burst under its hooves.

Grass thickened.

Flowers broke through.

Moss spread across stone.

Mana rolled out in soft waves.

Camp Stymphalian fell silent.

Even the trolls.

Even the lizardmen.

No one attacked.

No one ran.

The bull stopped.

It turned its massive head slightly.

And looked.

At camp.

At the lime-oak.

At the chickens.

At Phong.

The pressure was immense.

The kind that made you want to kneel.

The kind that made you feel your own size.

Selena dropped to one knee without meaning to.

Vanessa swore under her breath.

Dominic gritted his teeth but stayed upright.

Alex’s Mind Blade flickered on reflex, but she forced it down.

Only one sound broke the silence.

Chirp.

Little Fireball.

Small.Golden-red.
Unafraid.

She stood at the edge of the coop.

Head tilted.

Chirped again.

The bull’s gaze shifted to her.

Time stretched.

Phong swore he saw it.

Recognition.

Not threat.

Not hunger.

Not even curiosity.

Recognition.

Or maybe approval.

The bull exhaled.

A slow, rumbling breath that sent mana spilling outward.

Then it turned.

And kept walking.

Casually.

Into the distance.

No attack.

No threat.

No claim.

But its immense power shook the world with every step.



The pressure faded slowly.

Selena dropped fully onto the ground.

“Oh my god.”

Vanessa laughed once, short and almost wild.

“Sure. Casual stroll.”

Dominic rolled his shoulders.

“That thing could flatten Manhattan.”

Jake muttered, “And it didn’t.”

Where the bull had stepped, life bloomed.

New growth surged up.

Trees thickened.

Grass deepened in color.

Mana density spiked.

Phong looked around camp.

The garden felt healthier.

Stronger.

The peas sprouted faster.

The strawberries pushed out tender leaves almost in front of their eyes.

The soil felt rich.

Alive.

No defensive mutations triggered.

No garlic mines armed.

No chili pods swelled.

The ecosystem sensed no threat.

Selena was already sketching in her notebook.

Her hands shook.

“Rough model,” she muttered. “Bull equals life.”

She drew a circle.

“Sky Emperor equals order.”

Another circle.

“Phoenix equals death and rebirth.”

She connected them into a triangle.

Three apex patterns.

Creation.Control.
Destruction.

Vanessa stared at the page.

“…That makes uncomfortable sense.”

Dominic scratched his chin.

“Less sense if another floor boss shows up.”

Selena shot him a glare.

“Don’t.”

He grinned.

“I’m just saying. What if one of them represents taxes.”

Jake snorted.

“Or bureaucracy.”

Alex let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“That thing saw us.”

“Yes,” Phong said quietly.

“And chose not to act.”

Selena looked at him sharply.

“You’re not afraid.”

“I am.”

He glanced at the flourishing grass.

“But not of it.”

Horns of the Earth wasn’t a predator.

It was a force.

It cultivated.

It stabilized.

And for some reason, it had looked at Camp Stymphalian and moved on.

As if it approved.

Or at least acknowledged.

Little Fireball chirped again, proud of herself.

Rico finally spoke.

“I demand recognition for not fainting.”

Vanessa looked at him flatly.

“You were hiding behind the coop.”

“Strategic positioning.”

The trolls moved first.

The lizardmen followed.

Camp Stymphalian slowly breathed again.

Phong knelt and touched the soil.

Warm.Vibrant.
Alive.

No boss fight.

No catastrophe.

It reminded him that...

This dungeon wasn’t a game.

It was an ecosystem layered with beings far beyond human understanding.

Selena looked up at him.

“You were right.”

“About what?”

“They’re not raid bosses.”

He nodded.

“They’re principles.”

Dominic leaned against a post.

“So we’ve got life, order, death.”

He glanced around camp.

“What are we?”

Phong stood slowly.

“Adaptation.”

Alex smirked faintly.

“Resilience.”

Vanessa added, “Stupidity.”

Selena exhaled.

“Maybe all of it.”

In the distance, the bull’s huge silhouette faded into the horizon.

Behind it, green spread.

Mana thickened.

And Camp Stymphalian stood untouched.

Unafraid.

Watching.

Waiting.

Growing.

Dinner that night felt… quiet.

It was far from celebratory.

But it was not tense like a last meal either.

It was calm.

As if the dungeon itself had taken a deep breath after Horns of the Earth passed through.

Lake Baratok’s lizardmen arrived just before dusk, wading through the shallow canal they had helped dig days ago. They carried woven reed baskets dripping water and smelling faintly of brine.

Crabs.

Lobsters.

Not the small kind.

Deep-water, thick-shelled, heavy-clawed crustaceans from the darker side of Floor Two’s lake.

One lizardman bowed stiffly.

“A gift from the Scaled Throne.”

Phong inclined his head.

“Appreciated.”

Behind them, five trolls lumbered down the slope, curious but disciplined enough not to grab anything without being asked.

Dominic rolled up his sleeves.

“Oh, we’re doing surf and turf.”

Selena raised a glass bottle dramatically.

“And we’re doing cola diplomacy.”

She set down a full crate of Mexican Coke, the glass bottles clinking like ammo.

Dominic narrowed his eyes.

“You challenging PEPsurpremaSI?”

Selena grinned.

“Scientific comparison.”

Vanessa added dryly, “Blind test. Data integrity.”

Dominic scoffed.

“You’re all wrong.”

But he cracked one open anyway.

Camp Stymphalian’s kitchen had grown into something between a survival outpost and a backyard barbecue zone.

Dominic seared thick cuts of beef from the three-headed cow, letting the fat render until it hissed and smoked in the cool dungeon air. Stoic Garlic got crushed and thrown into butter, and the smell wrapped around everyone like a blanket.

The lobsters were split and brushed with lime-oak zest and dungeon herb oil.

The crabs steamed in a huge pot with ginger and onion. No mutation, just honest heat and good smell.

While Dominic worked, Phong harvested the carrots and sunflowers.

They glowed faintly under the lime-oak’s filtered light.

“Appraisal time,” Janet declared.

The system window shimmered into view.



Bright Sunflower SeedWhen heated, lights up for up to 15 minutes before burning up.
Area of illumination: 30ft radius.
Consumption buff: 0




Alerting CarrotActivated by plucking green cap off.
When activated, emits loud beeping if predators approach within 30ft.
Duration: 6 hours.



Selena stared at the carrot.

“…It beeps.”

“Yes.”

“In the dungeon.”

“Yes.”

Vanessa leaned closer.

“That’s hilarious.”

Dominic flipped a steak.

“Tactical.”

Janet nodded, already thinking ahead.

“Night perimeter alarm.”

Jake added, “Better than garlic mines for early warning.”

Phong rolled a sunflower seed between his fingers.

He held it over the grill.

It flared to life like a tiny sun, filling the clearing with steady golden light.

Bright, clean light, no smoke, no smell, like a tiny lightbulb.

The trolls let out a low, pleased rumble.

Even the lizardmen’s slit pupils narrowed.

Thirty feet of stable light.

Without the need for a generator. Without smell. Without noise.

Selena scribbled furiously.

“Renewable lighting resource… zero buff use… single-use but scalable…”

Vanessa plucked an Alerting Carrot and triggered it.

A cheerful, awful beeping rang through camp.

Everyone froze.

Then broke into laughter.

Dominic pointed at it.

“That’s the dumbest and best thing you’ve grown.”

Phong sighed.

The sunflower seeds were set aside for a place Dominic described as an “ominous-looking fort” on Floor Two.

The carrots got vacuum-sealed for alarm duty.

Dinner plates piled up.

Steak, crisp at the edges and pink at the center.

Lobster meat sweet and dripping butter.

Crab cracked open with improvised stone mallets.

Stoic Garlic butter brushed over everything.

Snow Lime squeezed across the seafood.

Mexican Coke bottles clinked against Pepsi cans in open rivalry.

Selena compared sips with full seriousness.

“Cane sugar is smoother.”

Dominic scoffed loudly.

“Pepsi superior.”

Vanessa raised her bottle.

“PEPsurpremaSI versus Coca Real.”

Janet rolled her eyes.

They ate like victors.

Not because they had won a battle.

Because they were still here.

Halfway through dinner, someone turned on the big screen.

News feed.

Drone footage.

The gate town.

Or what used to be the gate town.

Horns of the Earth had walked through.

Not stomped.

Not attacked.

Strolled. Casually. Like the town near the gate was its own garden.

In its wake, a forest.

Huge trees ripping through concrete.

Vines swallowing storefronts.

Grass punching up through asphalt.

Logistics trucks overturned, not by violence, but by roots pushing up beneath them.

No casualties.

Miraculously.

But property damage?

Catastrophic.

Supply chain wrecked.

Fast food chains crushed under trunks the width of apartment buildings.

Amazon lockers swallowed whole by bark.

Then the drone panned to the ruined insurance offices.

And there he was.

Josh’s father.

Suit immaculate.

Expression less so.

He stood at a podium flanked by company logos.

Public apology.

Measured tone.

“Unforeseen environmental anomaly…”“Commitment to rebuilding…”
“Shareholder reassurance…”

But his jaw tightened between lines.

He looked like a man who had just swallowed a fly on live television and could not spit it out.

Behind him, numbers crawled across the screen showing falling share values.

Insurance payouts to giants he could not afford to anger.

A heavy hit to his capital.

Commentators speculated.

“This event may significantly impact liquidity in his diversified portfolio…”“Insurance sector instability…”
“Market correction…”

Phong leaned back slightly.

It wouldn’t ruin him.

Men like that didn’t fall from one hit.

Insurance was only one slice of his empire.

But this?

This hurt.

Deep enough to bruise.

Deep enough to shake confidence.

Dominic raised his Pepsi slowly.

“To divine agriculture.”

Selena smirked.

“To ecosystem correction.”

Vanessa added, “To property damage without casualties.”

Alex glanced at Phong.

He didn’t grin.

Didn’t gloat.

But something in his shoulders loosened.

He took a bite of steak.

Chewed slowly.

The food tasted better tonight.

The lobster sweeter.

The butter richer.

Maybe it was the Stoic Garlic.

Maybe it was the Coke-versus-Pepsi war.

Or maybe food just tasted better when someone who thought they controlled everything got reminded they didn’t.

Janet leaned back in her chair.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” she said calmly, “but I prefer it when floor bosses rearrange billionaires.”

Jake laughed.

Jack nodded.

Joanne raised her Coke.

The trolls, fed their own share of cooked Moletatoes beyond the chili line, rumbled their approval.

The lizardmen cracked crab shells with perfect precision.

The lime-oak swayed softly overhead.

On the screen, Josh’s father kept talking about “resilience.”

His voice sounded thinner now.

Less sure.

Retail giants demanded compensation.

Shares kept sliding.

Analysts kept speculating.

Camp Stymphalian simply ate.

When the broadcast shifted to market recap, Dominic muted it.

“Enough politics.”

He leaned back.

“Dessert?”

Phong looked at the remaining sunflower seeds.

He lit one.

Golden light filled the clearing again.

Warm.

Steady.

Under that glow, faces softened.

Selena nudged Vanessa.

“You realize we’re watching ecological karma in real time.”

Vanessa replied, “And eating lobster.”

Alex leaned into Phong’s side slightly.

“Still think they have personalities?”

“Even more now.”

“Life walked.”

“It did.”

“Order roared.”

“Nearly killed me.”

“Death burned.”

“Thousands of casualties.”

She watched the forest footage replay again.

“And humanity adapted.”

Phong took another sip of Coke.

“Some of us do.”

The camera pulled back over the new forest swallowing the gate.

Green covering concrete.

Nature taking back logistics hubs and fast food chains.

An ecosystem level correction.

Camp Stymphalian reached the same quiet answer.

Dinner tasted better tonight.

            

    
        Chapter 35: Grieving

    
    
    
    
                Phong woke like someone had shoved him off a cliff.

It wasn't a roar of a floor boss. Wasn't the world shaking steps of Horns of the Earth. Wasn't the indiscriminating flame of the Monstrous Phoenix.

It was something worse.

Memory. Twisted by guilt.

His aunt’s face.
His uncle’s voice.

Torn.Blood-soaked.
Accusing.

You forgot us.You got comfortable.
You let them live.

The dream had warped their faces.

Not monsters.

Worse.

Disappointed.

The guilt did not crash over him.

It seeped in.Heavy.
Slow.

He stared at the dark roof of the tent, breathing shallow.

Then the tears came.

Quiet.

Hot lines running from his temples into his hair.

Phong never believed in that no-tears stoicism.

Growing up on the Three Kingdoms, he knew better.

Liu Bei cried.
Often.

In front of generals.In front of allies.
In front of enemies.

But he endured.

Beaten.Exiled.
Outnumbered.

He stood up again and again.

Until Hanzhong.
Until Cao Cao bled.

Tears did not define a man.

What came after did.

Still.

He was not Liu Bei.

He was a twenty-two-year-old college dropout.

Level one.

Facing a billionaire who could erase people.

One year was not enough.

Not even close.

Even with mutated plants.Even with Dominic.
With Alex.With allies.
With floor bosses reshaping supply chains.

The gap remained.

Huge.
Cold.

And in his dream his aunt and uncle looked at him like he had betrayed them.

That hurt more than the blood.

He wiped his face quickly.

Not ashamed.

But rather, not wanting to wake her.

He was afraid.

Not of dying.

Not of losing.

But of being too late.

The dungeon did not care about wealth.

Did not care about status.

It had already shown twice it could erase empires by accident.

Phoenix.
Horns of the Earth.

If the dungeon killed Josh first…

If some random ecological correction crushed his father…

What would revenge mean?

Would it feel hollow?

Stolen?

Like failure?

The thought hollowed him out.

He did not want justice handed to chaos.

He wanted it deliberate.

Earned.

Chosen.

Alex stirred slightly.

Her hand slid across the blanket until it found him.

He turned his face away.

“Sorry,” he whispered.

For what, he did not know.

For waking her.For being weak.
For being human.

Her fingers caught his wrist.

“Don’t.”

He froze.

She shifted closer in the dark. Moonlight faintly outlined her face.

Her voice was soft.

Not campus queen.
Not Mindblade.

Just Alex. Just his girlfriend.

“You don’t have to apologize for grief.”

He swallowed.

“It was just a dream.”

“I know.”

He tried to wipe his tears again.

She stopped his hand.

“Hey.”

He looked at her reluctantly.

She cupped his cheek.

“You can be vulnerable with me.”

No teasing.No smirk.
No smugness.

She was quiet warmth and reassurance.

He shook his head.

“It’s stupid.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s been a year.”

“And?”

“And I should be stronger.”

She studied him in the dim light.

“You are.”

He almost laughed.

“Doesn’t feel like it.”

She moved closer and wrapped her arms around him, pulling his head against her shoulder.

“You’re fighting a system built to protect men like him.”

Her fingers slid slowly into his hair.

Caringly. Lovingly.

“You’re doing it without sponsors.”

“Without PR.”

“Without bloodlust.”

She touched her forehead to his.

“And you’re still here.”

He breathed in.

She smelled like soap and faint coffee.

She felt warm and soft in his arms.

“I’m afraid I’ll be too late,” he said.

Raw.
Simple.

She did not dismiss it.

“If the dungeon kills them first?”

He nodded.

Her thumb brushed under his eye.

“Then they die.”

He frowned.

“That’s not…”

“You don’t get to control how the world punishes evil.”

Her voice stayed quiet.

“But you choose who you are while you wait.”

He exhaled slowly.

“You want it to be you.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because otherwise it would feel empty.”

She nodded.

He had not reacted like this when the trolls killed one of Josh’s so-called friends.

That was different.

Those boys bullied him.

They did not erase his family and force him to stay silent.

She understood that.

“I understand.”

Silence settled between them.

Their breathing slowly matched.

“You don’t have to carry it alone,” she whispered.

He hesitated.

“I know we talked about this… but I still don’t want you dragged into it.”

“I know.”

She smiled faintly.

“But I’m already in your life.”

Her fingers combed through his hair again.

“I won’t tell anyone.”

He looked at her, confused.

She leaned closer.

“I wouldn’t tell.”

A small pause.

“And if it bothers you, I won’t remember it either.”

He blinked.

“What?”

She smiled gently.

“You don’t have to be strong all the time.”

“You don’t have to perform resilience.”

“You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

Something inside his chest loosened.

Just a little.

The guilt remained.The anger remained.
The fear remained.

But it no longer crushed him.

Not while she held him.

He closed his eyes.

“I won’t forget them.”

“I know.”

“I won’t forgive.”

“I know.”

“I won’t let it consume me.”

She brushed a kiss against his temple.

“I know.”

He breathed.

He let himself feel.

For once, he was no longer a level 1 farmer planting in the dungeon, surviving monster attacks being thrown at him while plotting his revenge.

He let himself be just a young man grieving.

Her fingers kept moving through his hair.

Slow.
Steady.

His breathing calmed.

The image of his aunt’s accusing face softened.

Not gone.

But less sharp.

He was still afraid.

Still uncertain.

Still small compared to the machine he faced.

But he was not alone.

And that mattered more than he liked to admit.

He drifted back to sleep in her arms.

Not because the problem vanished.

But because for a few hours he was allowed to rest.

This time the dream did not accuse him.



Phong woke slowly this time.

He wasn't jolted awake by the accusation of ghosts from the past.

Just the quiet weight of last night’s dream resting in his chest.

He did not feel like celebrating.

Last night was supposed to be their Love Day.

Planned.Teased.
Anticipated.

Instead it ended with tears in the dark.

He turned toward Alex.

She was already half awake, watching him with that calm, unreadable look she used when she was thinking but not pushing.

“You okay?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Yeah.”

It wasn't a lie.

It wasn't the whole truth either.

He slid closer and wrapped both arms around her, burying his face against her shoulder.

There was no urgency, no heat between them. Just warmth.

She let out a quiet breath that sounded suspiciously like relief and wrapped her legs loosely around him.

“Cuddle compensation?” she murmured.

“Yes.”

“Profusely?”

“Profusely.”

She smiled against his hair.

He kissed her cheek.

Then her jaw.

Then her forehead.

He liked kissing her.

Sometimes even more than making love.

Sex was intensity.

Kissing was grounding.

She tasted faintly of mint and sleep.

Warm.Solid.
Present.

When they were intimate she was fierce and soft at the same time.

But like this she was simply comfortable.

He lingered longer than usual.

She did not rush him.

Did not tease him for the lack of heat.

Just held him.

Late morning light slipped through the window slats.

Eventually she nudged him.

“Decoy farm today?”

He sighed.

“Yes.”

“Romantic.”

“Extremely.”

They got up slowly.

Séline and Camille were already outside, sitting on the steps of the new troll-built house and watching the treeline.

They looked calmer now.

Still grieving.

But steadier.

When Phong walked over with a shovel on his shoulder, Séline grinned.

“So, Mr. Farmboy.”

He groaned.

“Please don’t.”

She laughed.

“We’d like to join Dominic’s team.”

Camille nodded.

“Our teammates are gone.”

The air dipped for a moment.

Then she continued.

“We don’t know anyone more trustworthy.”

She gestured around the camp.

“Troll alliances.”

“Lizardman treaties.”

“Life trees.”

“Talking raccoon.”

“And a level-one farmer who feeds us better than Paris.”

Séline smirked.

“Also, Mr. Farmboy spoiled us.”

There was humor in it.

But truth too.

The chilli perimeter kept the monsters away.

Hotpot and phở broth warmed their nights.

And trust here came without contracts.

Those things were rare in dungeon diving.

At Camp Stymphalian they were daily life.

For divers, they had been spoiled rotten.

Phong nodded slowly.

“You’ll go back to France in two weeks.”

“Yes.”

“We’ll use Death Peak as the landmark,” Camille said. “Come back later and meet Dominic’s team near the mountain.”

Death Peak.

The name divers gave the troll mountain when they did not know its gentler side.

“It’s a good marker,” Phong said.

“Trolls are predators, but as long as you’re with camp they won’t attack. They’re also less territorial than the lizardmen of Lake Baratok.”

He rested the shovel on his shoulder.

“Just respect the lizardmen borders and you’ll be fine.”

“Sure.”

            

    
        Chapter 36: Another Shifting

    
    
    
    
                They walked toward the treant forest near the gate.

The perfect place for a decoy.

Low-level mobs roamed there.

Goblin scouts.Moss wolves.
Slimes.

Annoying but manageable.

Treants stood tall and silent. They only turned hostile if someone attacked them.

Their presence alone kept casual divers away.

The place felt natural.
Believable.

Normal.

Phong opened the soil bags.

Real-world dirt poured out. He mixed it lightly with dungeon soil to dull the mana signature.

Then he planted.

Simple crops.

Basic carrots.
Surface potatoes.

Nothing glowing.Nothing mutated.
Nothing that beeped or exploded.

Just a plain farm patch.

Boring.

Unimpressive.

A perfect cover.

If divers wandered across it, they would see exactly what he wanted them to see.

A level one farmer.

Trying to survive.

Not the real heart of Camp Stymphalian hidden behind chili lines.

Séline watched him work.

“You make it look easy.”

“It’s not.”

“But it looks like it is.”

“That’s the point.”

Camille crouched beside the beans.

“You’re protecting something.”

“Yes.”

“From people.”

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“Wise.”



They returned to the real camp after midday.

And it felt different.

More permanent.

The trolls had finished reinforcing the house.

Stone walls now fit tight and smooth.
The angles carried a hint of lizardman design, with clever vents that pulled air through the building.

Fans hung from wooden beams. The upgraded generator powered them without trouble.

Janet stood in the clearing with her hands on her hips, surveying the work like a proud contractor.

A swing hung from the lime-oak hybrid tree.

Thick rope.
Wide wooden seat.

Alex sat on it lazily, pushing off the ground with one foot.

Monkey bars stood nearby.

Nyx demanded them.

Not requested.

Demanded.

She currently hung upside down from one bar, tail flicking with smug satisfaction.

“I require upper body strength,” she declared.

Bruno had claimed a sandbag tied to a branch.

He punched it with surprising discipline.

Dominic’s training showed.

Rico had built a full obstacle course.

Logs.Ropes.
Small walls.
Hoops.

He sprinted through it like a caffeinated ninja.

“Efficiency training!” he shouted while vaulting a wall.

Vanessa sat on a rock nearby, filming occasionally but keeping the footage private.

Selena mapped treant movement patterns on a tablet.

The camp no longer felt like a ruin.

It felt like a settlement.

A strange one.

But alive.

Phong stood quietly for a moment.

He remembered sleeping alone in a tent with nothing but moletatoes for company.

Remembered guilt eating at him like rust.

Now things were different.

Fans hummed overhead.

Friends laughed.

Animals trained.

Foreign divers planned their return.

He walked over to the swing.

Alex looked up.

“Decoy done?”

“Yes.”

“Convincing?”

“Very.”

She held out a hand.

He took it and sat behind her on the swing.

His arms wrapped around her waist.

She leaned back into him.

“Séline and Camille joining Dominic?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She nodded.

“They’re solid.”

“They trust us.”

“That’s earned.”

Phong watched Bruno land a clean right hook on the sandbag.

Watched Rico clear a rope swing with unnecessary flair.

Watched Nyx drop from the monkey bars with aristocratic grace.

Life here kept improving.

Quality of life.

Structure.

Routine.

He kissed the spot behind Alex’s ear.

“Still feel like diving soon?”

“Yes.”

“No hesitation?”

“No.”

She turned slightly in his arms.

“You?”

“I’ll stay.”

She smiled faintly.

“Of course you will.”

He was not ashamed of that.

The decoy farm was strategy.

The real farm was foundation.

Dominic and Janet would hit level thirty soon.

Alex would follow.

Séline and Camille would return.

Maybe one day Alexei would step inside the chili perimeter.

The board kept moving.

But today was simple.

There was a swing.

There were monkey bars.

There was a raccoon screaming triumphantly from an obstacle course.

And there was a level one farmer who chose to build instead of chase.

The lime-oak tree swayed gently above them.

Alex rested her head on his shoulder.

“You know,” she murmured, “this is dangerously close to being happy.”

He tightened his arms slightly.

“Let’s not jinx it.”

She laughed softly.

“Fair.”

Behind them Selena shouted at Rico for trying to eat an Alerting Carrot raw.

Dominic yelled near the grill about steak rotation schedules.

Janet argued about solar panel angles.

And Camp Stymphalian, hidden behind chili lines and ecological treaties, kept growing, quiet but steady.

Phong realized that kind of power was something no divers could replicate.



It started subtly.

A tremor beneath the soil.

A hum in the air.

Then the floor convulsed.

Not a local quake.

Not a normal Shifting tremor.

The entire first floor groaned.

Stone cracked.

The air warped.

The lime-oak tree shuddered violently. Its branches thrashed as if caught in a storm without wind.

“Shifting!” Selena gasped, grabbing the table to steady herself.

The ground tilted.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

Camp Stymphalian’s carefully leveled clearing rippled like disturbed water.

Phong dropped to one knee and pressed his palm to the dirt.

The mana density felt wrong.

Too thick.

Too heavy.

Selena sucked in a sharp breath between tremors.

“The extra mana from Horns of the Earth amplified it!”

The shaking intensified.

In the distance, one of the smaller troll mountains split apart like brittle clay.

Chunks of stone and whole ridges slid downward.

The land swallowed them.

Dragged into a lower floor as if gravity had reversed.

Only the tallest peak remained.

Barely.

The lesser mountains vanished.

And in their place something surged upward.

Green.

Dense.

Sharp.

A bamboo forest.

It burst from the ground like spears stabbing the sky.

Thick stalks.

Towering.

Swaying though no wind blew.

Leaves whispered with a strange hiss.

Camp Stymphalian fell silent.

Then the plants reacted.

Immediately.

Shiitake mushrooms on the logs swelled grotesquely. Their caps widened and stacked together into layered barriers like organic riot shields.

Oyster mushrooms hardened.

Their edges sharpened into pale serrated blades.

The enoki clusters trembled.

Then snapped upright.

Their stems thickened and segmented.

Caps shrank into bullet-sized tips.

A rattling sound began.

Fast.

Relentless.

Tiny white projectiles fired in test bursts.

They punched into distant tree trunks with alarming speed.

Selena stared.

“No freaking way…”

It was her first time seeing Phong’s plants mutate under survival pressure.

The enoki were not decorative anymore.

They were weapons.

Automatic ones.

Ginger.

Carrots.

Sunflowers.

Unchanged.

For now.

The mutation was precise.

Focused.

Defensive.

And that made Phong uneasy.

He did not feel safer.

He felt warned.

“What kind of monster,” he muttered, staring at the bamboo forest, “forces this reaction just by existing?”

Alex was already moving.

“Perimeter check!”

Dominic grabbed his weapon.

Janet began repositioning garlic mines and chili lines.

Jake, Jack, and Joanne spread out to reinforce blind spots.

Selena’s hands trembled slightly but she kept recording.

“This isn’t floor boss level,” she said quickly. “No system ping. No global alert.”

“That doesn’t mean safe,” Dominic said.

“It means we have a chance,” Phong replied.

No one argued.

A floor boss meant preparation did not matter.

??? levels.

??? stats.

Anomalies.

The bamboo forest now stood completely still. They could hear no sounds. No birds flapping their wings or chirping. No signs of small mammals.

Just a wall of green releasing pressure that weighed on camp Stymphalian.

Then something moved in the treant forest.

The towering wooden beings began marching toward the bamboo.

Not toward camp.

Toward the bamboo.

Purposefully.

Branches stiff.

Roots lifting in steady steps.

One treant stopped near Phong.

Its bark cracked softly as it spoke.

“You are not enemies.”

Phong swallowed.

“Then who is?”

The treant’s leaves trembled once.

“They are.”

Then it turned and marched on.

Treants preparing for battle was unheard of.

Even during the lizardman war they had stayed neutral.

Now they moved like an army.

The bamboo leaves rustled.

A faint vibration rolled through the air.

Camp Stymphalian tightened formation.

Enoki guns rotated toward the forest.

Oyster blades angled outward.

Shiitake shields thickened.

The lime-oak tree frosted over slightly as Snow Limes formed faster along its branches.

The carrots began a faint activation hum.

Then heavy footsteps approached from the mountain.

Phong turned.

The troll king appeared first.

Massive.

Moss-covered.

Eyes sharp.

His tribe followed behind.

Not in a hunting formation.

Not in a war formation.

Defensive, which was rare for the trolls.

They stayed tight together.

Children in the center.

Warriors outside.

They stopped at the chili perimeter.

The king bowed his horned head slightly.

“Shelter.”.

“What’s coming?” Dominic called.

The troll king’s jaw tightened.

“Scary.”

A predator that could scare even the reckless trolls.

Phong parted the chili line slightly.

Just enough space for the trolls to move inside.

Even they stayed far from the bamboo side.

Alex stood beside Phong.

“This is bad,” she said quietly.

He nodded.

The enoki guns kept adjusting their aim.

Testing.

Correcting.

Like targeting systems locking onto something not yet visible.

Selena’s voice shook.

“The mana signature in the bamboo is layered. Not singular. Not uniform.”

Janet frowned.

“Meaning?”

“It’s not just trees.”

The bamboo forest swayed again.

Not from wind.

From within.

Something moved.

Not large enough to break the stalks.

Not loud enough to snap them.

But enough to disturb the forest.

The treants reached the edge.

Roots dug deep.

Branches raised.

Ready.

Camp Stymphalian’s defenses locked in.

Shiitake shields interlocked.

Oyster blades gleamed.

Garlic mines armed.

Chilies aimed.

Enoki rattled softly.

The trolls stood shoulder to shoulder near the perimeter.

Even the lizardmen emerged cautiously from the lake with weapons drawn.

No system alert.

No red sky.

No global warning.

Which somehow made it worse.

This was not a catastrophe like the Phoenix.

Not a divine reshaping like Horns of the Earth.

Not the Sky Emperor’s command.

This was something that made plants panic.

Made treants mobilize.

Made trolls ask for shelter.

Phong’s pulse slowed instead of racing.

Fear would not help.

He watched the bamboo.

Listened.

Felt the mana shifting under his feet.

Camp Stymphalian held its breath.

The first true challenge since the lizardman war had arrived.

And whatever the Shifting had dragged up from below…

It was not here to negotiate.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Sieges of camp Stymphalian

    
    
    
    
                The bamboo forest parted.

At dusk.

Quietly.

And they came.

Ants.

Worker ants.

Each one the size of a large rat.

Their chitin was black and glossy, reflecting the last orange light like polished obsidian.

Tiny spikes lined their shells, catching bits of frost drifting from the lime-oak.

Their mandibles curved inward like serrated sickles.

Their antennae twitched in perfect sync.

Scanning.

Measuring.

Calculating.

Selena’s voice turned thin.

“Level forty-three…”

Phong checked his menu.

Every single one.

Lv. 43.

Third-floor tier.

And there were not dozens.

There were hundreds.

The first line surged as one, in silence.

Unlike the war with Lake Baratok, the ants gave no war cry, no rally.

All they could hear were the skitter of a thousand hooked legs racing over dirt.

“Positions!” Dominic barked.

The tower defense began.

The chilies fired first.

Green variants shot out like missiles, their capsaicin payloads bursting into smoke and flame across the front wave.

Several ants staggered.

But they did not burn as easily as trolls.

Their shells hissed.

Smoked.

But held.

The garlic mines went next.

Pungent blasts ripped through the front ranks, burrowing cloves detonating twice inside armored bodies.

This time mandibles cracked.

Legs tore loose.

But for every ant that fell, three more climbed over it.

Onion gas spread low across the ground.

The ants’ eyes flickered.

Their antennae twitched out of rhythm.

Some slowed.

Others adapted.

Then the enoki opened fire.

A rattling scream of white streaks tore into the swarm.

Five hundred hardened mushroom rounds per minute from each cluster.

The air filled with impacts.

Chitin splintered under the barrage.

Ants got shredded in mid-charge.

They kept coming.

Shiitake swelled into layered barricades.

Oyster mushrooms hardened into blade-lined walls.

The first ants slammed into them.

Mandibles bit.

Legs climbed.

Spikes on their shells ripped through fungal flesh.

The mushrooms held.

Barely.

“Left flank!” Janet shouted.

Jake and Jack moved at once, cutting down two ants that broke through a weakened oyster wall.

Joanne layered chili fire behind them and forced the rest back.

Alex moved like a thought made sharp.

Mindblade arcs cleaved through three ants at once, slicing joints with brutal precision.

Level forty-three.

Did not matter.

Precision beat raw toughness.

Vanessa moved with her, blades flashing as she cut down anything that slipped past the mushroom line.

Séline and Camille fought back-to-back on the right side of the chili perimeter, their weapons carving through chitin in smooth arcs.

Lizardman reinforcements arrived through the canal in disciplined ranks.

Archers climbed onto the new rooftops.

Arrows dipped in toxin flew in volleys.

Mages hurled compressed water spears from the pond, punching through ants mid-leap.

Warriors formed shield lines wherever the shiitake started to fail.

The trolls roared.

But it wasn't due to panic.

The roars were furious.

The troll king bellowed orders.

“Hold!”

Massive hands lifted shiitake caps like riot shields, bracing them against the ant tide.

From behind the line, they hurled boulders the size of refrigerators.

They smashed clusters of ants into black pulp.

Underground, the moletatoes trembled.

Phong felt strain ripple through the network.

The ants were digging.

Probing.

Trying to crack the tunnels below.

“Underground pressure is rising!” he shouted, hoping Selena could think of something fast.

The moletatoes reacted.

Roots thickened.

Tunnels collapsed on command.

Any ant trying to burrow got buried in a cave-in or crushed by strangling roots.

The lime-oak shuddered.

Snow Limes sprouted in seconds.

Blue-skinned fruit launched into the thickest clusters like icy grenades.

They burst into freezing mist.

Ant legs skidded over fresh ice.

Several fell.

Troll boulders followed.

Crushing.

Shattering.

Nyx darted across the rooftops, throwing controlled bursts of flame into packed groups.

Bruno smashed through a side breach, punching ants out of the air and driving them into the ground with bone-rattling force.

Rico...

Rico had found Papa Vogel’s craft beer stash.

“FOR SCIENCE!” he screamed.

He shoved cloth into bottles.

Lit them.

Threw them.

Molotovs arced through the air.

Flames washed over ant bodies.

Chitin burned.

Some ants shrieked, a high grinding sound like metal scraping stone.

The smell was awful.

Burning protein.

Phong did not fight with a blade or spell.

He fought with his garden.

“Chili line two, change angle!”

“Garlic row three, delay trigger!”

“Enoki, saturate the right side!”

He felt the plants as extensions of himself.

Not as weapons.

As a desperate ecosystem trying to survive.

The ants adapted fast.

Too fast.

After the third wave of garlic mines, they started tossing debris ahead to trigger them early.

After repeated enoki volleys, some used dead ants as shields.

After the onion gas thickened, the rear lines shoved the front ranks forward without pause.

Relentless.

Methodical.

This was a siege.

An extermination attempt.

The west side buckled.

Three ants broke through.

Dominic met them head-on.

His Judgenaut aura flared.

He took the first hit full force, armor screaming as mandibles scraped across it.

He grabbed one ant by the thorax and slammed it into another, cracking both shells.

Janet followed with one clean strike.

Efficient.

Alex cut the third in half mid-leap.

No wasted motion.

Beyond them, the treants fought the outer swarm near the bamboo forest.

Branches swung like battering rams.

Roots punched through chitin.

But even the treants struggled under the sheer number.

The ants did not break.

Did not hesitate.

Did not retreat.

They adjusted.

Reformed.

Pushed again.

Night fully fell.

Bright Sunflower seeds lit up.

Golden light flooded the battlefield.

The ants’ shadows multiplied.

Phong clenched his jaw.

This was no scouting force.

No random migration.

This was planned.

Systematic.

He glanced once toward the gate.

Beyond the forest.

Beyond the hills.

Beyond their sight.

Divers were out there.

He could only hope they had defenses.

Hope the bamboo had not opened on their side too.

Hope the ants were focused here.

“Wave shift!” Selena cried.

The front line pulled back a little.

Not retreating.

Reforming.

The ants packed tighter.

Mandibles locking together.

Bodies climbing over bodies.

Layer by layer.

Like living siege ladders.

The shiitake shields groaned.

Oyster blades snapped.

Enoki barrels overheated and cracked, then regenerated seconds later.

Moletatoes pulsed hard underground.

The trolls were sweating now.

Even the troll king was breathing heavier.

This was not a fight they could win with strength alone.

This was attrition.

How long could a farm hold against a third-floor army?

Rico threw another Molotov and screamed something insane about fermentation ratios.

Nyx’s flames burned hotter.

Bruno’s fists dripped with ichor.

The lizardman mages deepened their chant and formed thicker water spears.

Alex’s movements sharpened.

Faster.

Deadlier.

She was not holding back anymore.

Phong felt the strain in every plant.

Every root.

Every fungal thread.

If this kept going, they would run dry.

The defenses would break.

But the ants did not charge blindly.

They probed.

Pulled back a meter.

Pressed somewhere else.

Testing.

Studying.

Thinking.

That scared him more than their level.

This was a hive mind.

Or close enough.

The siege dragged on.

Wave after wave.

Under sunflower seeds light.

Under icy mist.

Under mushroom gunfire.

Under rock and flame and steel.

Camp Stymphalian held.

Barely.

And as the night deepened, the ants did not thin out.

They gathered.

Reformed.

Prepared for something bigger.

Phong dug his fingers into the soil.

Whatever the bamboo forest had brought, it was not random.

It was organized.

And this...

This was only the start.

The first ant that fell gave Dominic a burst of light.

Then another.

Then ten.

Level 43.

Third-floor tier.

The experience was absurd.

His menu pinged in the middle of a swing.

Level Up.

He did not even look.

Another ant lunged.

He smashed it against a shiitake shield and ripped off one of its mandibles.

Then a brighter flare burst around him.

Different.

Level 30.

For a split second, time stretched.

His aura thickened.

The seams of his armor sealed tighter.

The weight around him changed.

It no longer felt like wearing armor.

It felt like being armor.

Janet shouted from across the battlefield.

She was glowing too.

Her blade shimmered with golden edges that had not been there before.

Valkyrie.

Her movement changed at once.

Lighter.

Faster.

Higher.

Wings of light burst from her back.

At level thirty, Janet gained flight.

She dropped from above like judgment.

“Dominic!” she called.

He grinned behind a faceplate smeared with blood and chitin.

“Still breathing!”

Another wave crashed into the line.

Alex’s breath caught mid-strike.

A pulse of silver-blue light burst from her.

Her telekinetic arcs multiplied.

Longer.

Sharper.

Layered.

Level 30.

Mindblade evolved.

She did not celebrate.

She just cut down three ants in a single thought.

Jake roared seconds later.

After half an hour and a pile of corpses, he hit level thirty too.

Joanne.

Jack.

Janet.

Dominic.

One after another, they crossed the line that separated the good from the great.

Séline and Camille hit thirty in the thick of the slaughter.

No one had time to process it.

No one cared about exposure.

About media.

About becoming “A-class.”

Survival was the only currency that mattered.

The farm held.

Until midnight.

Wave after wave broke against mushroom shields and chili fire.

Ant bodies piled high.

The ground turned slick with ichor.

But the swarm did not slow.

Then the giants came.

The swarm split apart.

Something larger pushed through the black mass.

Ants the size of dogs.

Heads grotesquely oversized.

Mandibles thick as machetes.

Darker shells.

Denser shells.

Level 46.

The first giant slammed into a shiitake wall.

The shield shattered like dried clay.

A troll behind it barely caught the collapsing mass before the second giant crashed through.

Oyster blades snapped against their shells.

Enoki rounds dented them but did not punch deep enough.

Chilies detonated against their thoraxes.

It hurt them.

Did not stop them.

“Bonktatoes!” Phong shouted.

Vines burst from the ground.

Clusters of hardened roots swung like battering rams.

The first hit cracked a giant’s leg.

The second smashed its head sideways.

The third sent it tumbling.

Only the bonktatoes had the blunt force to stagger them.

Even Dominic had to plant his feet to stop one.

His Judgenaut aura flared like a contained blast as he locked shoulders with a charging giant and forced it aside.

Janet dropped from above, her Valkyrie wings flickering as her blade drove into a weak seam at the joint.

The battle broke apart after that.

Less formation.

More brutality.

By dawn, the perimeter was wrecked.

Shiitake shields were in shreds.

Oyster blades were broken.

Garlic mines were spent.

Sunflower seed lights had burned out.

Everyone had eaten their daily Sympathy Enoki.

Everyone had used their weekly Relaxing Shiitake.

Exhaustion weighed on the camp.

Buff timers blinked red.

Ant corpses covered the ground in the thousands.

But the swarm still pushed forward.

Unending.

Grinding.

They were winning by arithmetic.

Then something changed.

Not in the ants.

In the soil.

The ginger patches trembled.

Phong felt it before he saw it.

Roots coiled.

Thickened.

Then they burst into the dead.

Ginger stalks exploded from the heads of fallen ants.

Brownish knobs forced through chitin.

Skulls split open.

The dead ants jerked.

Twitched.

Then rose.

Not alive.

Not really.

But moving.

Mandibles snapped out of rhythm.

Limbs jerked in ugly half-control.

For the first time, the swarm hesitated.

Confusion rippled through its formation.

Phong stared.

“I thought mushrooms would do that…”

He almost laughed.

Almost.

But somehow the ginger had claimed necromancy.

The dead ants turned and attacked the living swarm.

Their movement were far from what you would call efficient. They opened their cracked mandibles on the wrong time, tripped on their on legs often.

But it was enough to disrupt the colony advance.

Chaos had entered order.

Then the carrots screamed.

They did not beep like the alarming carrots.

They screamed.

Their green tops flared bright.

Their bodies stretched.

Compressed.

Hardened.

They angled toward the densest clusters.

Phong felt the command interface spike.

Manual control.

He raised a hand on instinct.

“Fire.”

The first carrot launched.

A streak of orange flame tore through the air.

Impact.

Explosion.

Not like a mine.

Not like a grenade.

More like a fuel tank blowing apart.

The blast flattened a dozen ants at once.

The shockwave rolled through the swarm.

“Again!”

He pointed.

Another carrot streaked forward.

Another detonation.

Fragments of chitin rained down.

The sound was deafening.

Effective.

Lethal.

Now the swarm visibly faltered.

Ginger-zombies wrecked their cohesion.

Carrockets blasted apart their densest formations.

Bonktatoes hammered the giants.

Dominic and Janet, newly evolved, moved like disasters in human shape.

Alex carved clean lanes of death.

The lizardman mages pushed harder, driving water spears into gaps created by the explosions.

The trolls roared with fresh fury.

Rico hurled another burning bottle and cackled like a maniac.

The ants still came.

But their advance slowed.

Not because they lacked numbers.

Because they had run into something they had not planned for.

Adaptive vegetables.

Necromantic roots.

Manual-guided explosive produce.

Phong stood in the center of it all, sweat plastering his hair to his forehead.

“More carrots!” he shouted.

“Second round of airstrike ready!”

Selena, half-delirious from exhaustion, wheezed.

“You are violating so many Geneva Conventions right now.”

Phong kept his eyes on the battlefield.

“I lost count months ago.”

Another carrot fired.

Another explosion.

The swarm’s perfect lines cracked apart.

And for the first time since dusk, the ants hesitated.

Dawn light crept over the battlefield.

Golden.

Soft.

Almost peaceful.

A cruel contrast to the carnage below.

Camp Stymphalian was battered.

Exhausted.

Nearly breached.

But still standing.

And the vegetables...

The ridiculous, impossible vegetables...

Had just escalated the war.
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                It happened slowly.

The pressure eased.

The front ranks slowed.

The giants stopped throwing themselves at the bonktatoes.

The swarm’s tight blocks loosened into flowing lines.

A ripple passed through the ants.

A choice.

Retreat.

An ordered withdrawal.

The living carried pieces of the dead.

Then the bamboo forest swallowed them again.

The leaves went still.

Silence returned.

No cheer.

No grand collapse.

Just the end of that endless skittering.

Phong did not celebrate.

He sat down.

Right where he stood.

His legs gave out with no warning.

The soil was warm.

Sticky.

He did not care.

Around him, Dominic bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing like he had run a marathon.

Twice.

Janet leaned against him and laughed weakly.

Jake dropped flat on his back and stared at the sky.

Joanne wiped ant ichor off her cheek with the last clean part of her sleeve.

Camille sank onto a broken shiitake stump.

Séline let out one long breath.

“Putain.”

Alex walked over to Phong.

The rush was gone now.

Only exhaustion remained.

She dropped beside him without grace.

They did not speak.

They just leaned shoulder to shoulder.

Then the menus started pinging.

One by one.

Now there was time to check.

Dominic opened his interface.

Judgenaut had evolved into Roaring Judgenaut.

His armor affinity improved.

His impact absorb got stronger.

His judgment aura now slapped debuffs on anyone who hit him.

He also unlocked some barbarian skills.

He let out a low whistle.

Janet checked hers next.

Valkyrie had evolved into War Valkyrie.

Flight.

Area buffs.

Morale support.

Air command.

She flexed her fingers, and faint light ran along her blade.

Alex looked at hers in silence.

Mindblade had evolved into Arbiter Mindblade.

Her psychic constructs now ignored physical defense.

Worse, she could cause so much pain in one hit that a low-level diver’s brain could just shut down.

She said nothing.

But her eyes sharpened for a moment.

Jake grinned like an idiot at his screen.

Rift Striker had evolved into Rift Striker II.

Joanne’s interface flickered, and she gave a quiet smile.

She had become a Spell Sniper.

Every spell she fired now compressed itself into a mana round the size of a nine-millimeter bullet.

Better penetration.

Far more explosive.

Séline and Camille sat close together, checking their own evolutions with equal parts awe and disbelief.

Level 30.

Crossed.

In blood.

No one cared about exposure now.

They were alive.

That was enough.

Phong and Selena moved on to the damage count.

Shiitake losses: catastrophic.

Oyster blades: more than half destroyed.

Enoki clusters: overheated, but regrowing.

Garlic mines: empty.

Chili rows: badly hit.

Ginger: stable.

Carrots: several spent as missiles.

Sunflower seeds: mostly burned out.

Moletato network: strained, but intact.

Phong shut his eyes for a moment.

“We’ll need two full days just to replant the outer layers,” he muttered.

Selena nodded. Pale, but steady.

“We adapt. They adapt. Then we adapt again.”

He looked toward the bamboo.

No movement.

But he knew better than to trust that.

Behind them, the trolls were quieter than usual.

There were losses.

The front line trolls had suffered the most.

Not just from the ants.

From themselves.

When some got badly hurt, their cannibal instinct kicked in.

The troll king had personally killed two who lost control during the fight.

Now he stood over his smaller tribe with a hard face.

The lizardmen carried their dead too.

Fewer.

Their ranks had held.

They took chitin plates from the harvested ants as shared spoils, calm as ever.

The treants had taken the worst of it.

They had stood closest to the bamboo edge and caught the main push.

Several now stood cracked and split, sap leaking down their bark.

But they were still upright.

Silent guards.

The Bamboo Black Ants had been stopped.

For now.

Then the harvest began.

Ant bodies were dragged into neat piles.

Chitin got stripped off and handed to the lizardmen.

They studied it with clear interest.

Good armor material.

The trolls sniffed at the carcasses.

Some asked for more “ground-walkers.”

Moletatoes were handed out with care.

A few hungry trolls just tore into the ant meat instead.

Then curiosity spread.

“Appraisal,” Selena said.

A system window shimmered into view.

Bamboo Black Ant MeatToxicity: None
Safe for consumptionMinor stamina restoration
Texture: Tough

Dominic grinned.

“Hot pot?”

Phong looked at the mountain of ant bodies.

“…Hot pot.”

If they survived a siege, they ate.

That was the rule.

The stock came to a boil fast.

Ginger went in, the non-necromancer kind.

Then onion.

Garlic.

Snow lime zest.

Thin slices of ant thorax were cut and dropped into the broth.

They changed color slowly.

More like crab than beef.

Phong tasted first.

Chewed.

Thought.

“…Tolerable.”

Dominic tried it next.

“Tastes like crab.”

Janet nodded.

“But less sweet.”

Selena took a bite.

“Tougher fibers.”

Phong stirred the pot.

“Needs richer stock and more simmer time next round.”

Because of course there would be a next round.

They ate.

It was half celebratory.

Half like taking control back.

Then the sugar came out.

Mexican Coke bottles lined one side of the table.

Pepsi cans lined the other.

Selena cracked open her bottle with drama.

Dominic popped his can with equal pride.

The troll king sat cross-legged in front of them.

Neutral judge.

“Sweet water contest,” Selena declared.

Dominic scoffed.

“Pepsi supremacy.”

The troll king tasted both.

Then paused.

Everyone leaned in.

He smacked his lips.

Thought hard.

Then pointed at the Mexican Coke.

Selena threw both arms into the air.

Dominic clutched his chest.

“Blasphemy!”

The trolls roared with laughter.

The lizardmen shook their heads.

Even Alex laughed.

It was stupid.

It was needed.

Only after the sun dipped again behind the repaired and newly reinforced defenses did the exhaustion truly settle in.

New shiitake planted.

Oyster spores set.

Garlic bulbs buried.

Carrots replanted.

Chili rows widened.

Moletato tunnels reinforced.

The bamboo forest stood in the distance.

Quiet.

Watching.

Phong stood alone near the perimeter as dusk deepened.

He looked at the patched lines.

At the treants still on guard.

At the trolls falling into watch shifts.

At the lizardmen heading back to the pond.

At his friends laughing weakly over soda.

He let out a long, deep breath.

Camp Stymphalian had survived its new chitin-covered neighbors.

For now.

And in the dungeon, for now was victory enough.

The battlefield went quiet.

The plants regrew.

The trolls rotated watch.

The lizardmen returned to the lake.

And then everyone’s phones started screaming.

Ping.

Ping.

Ping ping ping.

Notifications stacked over each other like falling dominoes.

Dominic looked at his screen.

“Jesus.”

Janet’s phone buzzed nonstop in her hand.

Jake laughed in disbelief.

“Is this what A-class feels like?”

Congrats poured in.

[You survived?][Level 30??]
[Welcome to the club.][Heard you were near the bamboo event.]
[Call me. Contract talk.][Brand partnership opportunity.]
[We’d love to discuss sponsorship.]
[Are you open for an interview?]

Mixed in were real messages too.

Old teammates.

Other indie divers.

Even European contacts from Séline and Camille’s side.

No one knew what had happened.

They had only seen the system updates.

Level 30.

That meant they had survived something huge.

It meant they had crossed the line.

It meant people would notice them now.

Dominic tossed his phone onto the table.

“I haven’t even showered.”

Janet sighed.

“They don’t care.”

Alex scrolled in silence.

Dozens of unread messages.

Then she locked her screen without answering any of them.

Phong’s phone lay face down and quiet.

Level 1.

No ping.

No congrats.

No sponsor offers.

No contracts.

He liked it that way.

But this still meant the world had noticed.

Even if the public did not know they just repel a siege from the ants...

The results were obvious.

The whole group became A-class divers.

He stood.

“We need context.”

Selena nodded at once.

“Projector.”

The big screen flickered on.

The signal booster hummed.

News feeds loaded.

The first interview started.

Yue Ting.

Chinese Taoist Master.

Level 35.

Calm.

Sharp-eyed.

The interviewer asked carefully, “What did you witness during the Phoenix event?”

Yue Ting did not play it up.

“While we were trapped for a time on Floor Three, we witnessed a Shifting event.”

She paused.

“The ant species now being reported on Floor One were not native to Floor Three.”

Selena straightened.

Yue Ting went on.

“They were pushed upward from a lower floor.”

The room fell quiet.

“Based on mana density and behavior patterns, they are likely Floor Four fauna.”

Selena let out a slow breath.

“At minimum,” Yue Ting finished.

Floor Four.








Those two words weighed more heavily on the camp than anyone wanted to admit.














Dominic whistled softly.

“Fantastic.”

Alex folded her arms.

“That explains why they’re so nasty.”

The feed switched.

Next segment.

The joint dive between Josh and Olen.

Footage showed armored elites.

Corporate logos everywhere.

Good lighting.

Clean angles.

The headline rolled across the bottom:

[Heavy Losses During Unified Dive Operation]

The word losses had been chosen with care.

No body count.

No corpses on screen.

Josh appeared first.

Somber face.

Measured voice.

“Today, we honor the brave divers who advanced humanity’s frontier…”

Olen stood beside him.

Nodding at the right moments.

Perfect timing.

Then came the usual lines.

Resilience.

Sacrifice.

Innovation.

Continuing the mission.

The elites behind them looked whole.

Untouched.

The hardest thing they had done was perform grief.

Alex’s jaw tightened.

Hypocrisy was nothing new.

But it was always there.

The next clip showed Emma Tannenbaum.

No armor.

No glamour.

No staged light.

She stood at the gate, wind tugging at her hair.

She barked orders and turned scattered divers into organized retreat lines.

No speech of grandeur.

Just orders given out efficiently.

[Left flank regroup!][Fall back in pairs!]
[Healers to the center!]

Divers listened.

They moved.

They did not argue.

Even through screen static, her pull was obvious.

The ants, wild as they were, had not crossed the gate and spilled into the real world.

Dominic grunted.

“Damn.”

Janet nodded, though she looked reluctant.

“Effective.”

Alex watched in silence.

Love her or hate her, Emma took control.

And in chaos, control saved lives.

“She stayed at the gate,” Selena murmured.

“Smart.”

Phong said nothing.

He just watched.

Info was money.

Emotion could wait.

The broadcast cut back to Josh and Olen.

This time they were talking about production-class expansion.

The Farmer Guild.

Exp bar optimization.

Unlocking dormant potential.

Olen smiled modestly.

“Our research shows that production classes do not need to stay behind the front line.”

He chose his words with care.

No mention of hired escorts.

No details about kill quotas.

But the meaning was clear.

Farmers leveling through monster farming.

Structured.

Paid.

Organized.

The screen flashed images of level 8, level 10, and Olen’s level: 12.

Smiling.

Thankful.

Giving neat little lines about empowerment.

Dominic scoffed.

“Blood farming.”

Selena frowned.

“They’re normalizing it.”

Phong watched closely.

He ignored the polish.

Ignored the framing.

Focused on the facts.

Twelve species.

Twelve hundred kills.

Level 12 farmers.

Escorted.

Funded.

Exp bars “fixed.”

And none of them were farming inside the dungeon ecosystem.

They were not building.

They were harvesting lives.

He leaned back.

And maybe he would have done the same if that one quest had not dropped into his lap in the ER.

That thought bothered him more than he liked.

“They’ll push into Floor Two species next,” he said.

Janet nodded.

“Better skills.”

Alex looked at him.

“You thinking about it?”

“No.”

But he was thinking.

About scale.

About attention.

About how long until real dungeon farmers became a joke in the public story.

About how long until Camp Stymphalian became an outlier.

A debate panel came on next.

Analysts talking about the Bamboo Ant incident.

Guessing.

Speculating.

No one mentioned a hidden farm fortress holding off a siege.

No one mentioned troll allies.

No one mentioned lizardman reinforcements.

Good.

Let it stay that way.

Dominic’s phone buzzed again.

He muted it.

Janet muted hers too.

Séline and Camille traded a glance.

Floor Four ants.

It was a miracle that camp Stymphalian had survived their onslaught.

Selena slowly closed her tablet.

“Floor bosses are reshaping mana layers.”

“Displacement events are increasing.”

“Production class monetization is expanding.”

She looked at Phong.

“You’re thinking something?”

He nodded once.

“Yes.”

“Spill the bean, farm boy.”

“I think the ants coming up here was not a coincidence. Maybe, just maybe, this was retaliation. Not from the dungeon itself. From the thing that speaks for its order.”

Silence.

No one had to say the name.

They all knew.

The Sky Emperor.

Projector light flickered over their tired faces.

Camp Stymphalian had survived.

Level 30 had been reached.

Global attention was rising.

Floor Four life now walked on Floor One.

Elite alliances were tightening.

Production classes were being turned into industry.

And somewhere beyond the bamboo, the Sky Emperor might have sent the ants here.

Phong turned off the projector.

Darkness settled over camp.

The phones kept pinging in the background.

He did not pick up his.

Not yet.

For now, they had the facts.

The victory was real.

And the dungeon had just reminded the world that it was playing a longer game than any billionaire ever could.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Sky Emperor and test subjects

    
    
    
    
                Exhaustion hit camp like a second Shifting.

Not violently, but rather, inevitable.

People did not fall asleep with grace.

They dropped wherever they found something soft.

Trolls lay in a ring near the perimeter, rocks still clutched in their hands.

The lizardmen took light watch along the canal, but even they moved slower now, fatigue showing in every step.

Inside the new stone house, Dominic snored like a far-off avalanche.

Janet fell asleep halfway through explaining better defense rotations.

Jake and Jack were out before their heads hit the bedding.

Joanne passed out with her phone still unlocked, unread messages glowing in the dark.

Vanessa curled up beside Selena, who had fallen asleep with her tablet on her chest.

The Alerting Carrots were finally getting the respect they deserved.

Planted with care around the perimeter.

Silent.

Armed.

Watching thirty feet in every direction.

The camp slept knowing that if anything came close, they would not get caught off guard.

Phong lay beside Alex under the lime-oak’s fading frost.

No adrenaline left.

Just deep, bone-heavy tiredness.

She was level thirty now.

Arbiter Mindblade.

Ready.

Soon she would dive again.

Floor Two.

Maybe deeper.

Nights like this were numbered.

He did not say it.

He did not need to.

She curled closer anyway.

Her breathing even.

His hand resting on her waist.

They slept.

And sometime after midnight, Little Fireball slipped away.

No one noticed.

The chick hopped lightly out of the coop, her yellow-red feathers catching moonlight.

She did not chirp loudly.

Just one soft, firm peep.

She walked toward the bamboo forest.

Past the chili lines.

Past broken shiitake stumps.

Past piles of chitin husks.

The bamboo did not part for her.

It simply allowed her through.

Deep in the grove, the ground trembled.

A shadow moved.

An ant emerged.

An ant the size of a cow.

Its chitin was thicker than layered armor.

Its mandibles looked strong enough to shear stone.

Its level: 61.

The Queen.

The Black Ant Sovereign.

She lowered herself.

And bowed.

Her huge head touched the soil before the tiny chick.

Little Fireball chirped once.

Soft.

Calm.

Her shadow flickered.

Just for a heartbeat, she was no longer a chick.

Six wings spread in the dark.

Nine long tail feathers fanned behind her like a peacock halo.

A beak like an axe.

The Monstrous Phoenix.

The air warped with ancient heat.

Then it was gone.

Back to fluff and tiny talons.

The ant queen did not rise until she was allowed to.

A subtle stir passed under the forest floor.

Not ant.

Not treant.

Not even truly physical.

It was authority.

Absolute.

Then the soil cracked open.

Slowly.

Gently.

Something small emerged.

About a foot long.

Scales like polished jade.

Gold slit eyes.

Two mouths stacked one above the other along its snout.

It moved with smooth grace, coiling atop a bamboo stalk.

The tiny dragon looked down at the chick.

Its voice did not shake the forest.

But it carried far more weight than something that size should.

“Suzaku.”

Little Fireball tilted her head.

Chirp.

The upper mouth curved faintly.

“You returned to infancy.”

The lower mouth clicked once.

“Why?”

Chirp.

The dragon’s eyes narrowed.

“Out of all of us, you hated the test subjects most.”

The bamboo leaves whispered.

The ant queen stayed bowed.

“And yet,” the dragon said, “you are the first to stay among them.”

Little Fireball stepped closer.

Chirp.

Short.

Sure.

The dragon stayed silent for several seconds.

Mana pulsed once under the forest floor.

Then it nodded.

“Very well.”

The ant queen finally raised her head.

But she stayed kneeling.

“I will not interfere further with Floor One’s progress.”

Its voice softened.

“Not unless it becomes necessary.”

Little Fireball’s feathers shimmered faintly.

Satisfied.

The jade dragon drew in a breath.

Then exhaled.

A roar.

Carrying absolute authority.

It rolled across the first floor like an ancient order.

The same roar that had frozen lizardmen mid-charge.

The same that had silenced treants.

The same that had stopped a war.

The Sky Emperor.

Once again, he proved his existence by ending a war.

And choosing restraint.

The dragon coiled once more.

“Observe, Suzaku.”

Then it sank back into the earth.

The soil closed behind it without a trace.

The ant queen rose to her full height.

She looked at the chick one last time.

Then she turned and vanished deeper into the bamboo.

The forest returned to its quiet sway.

Little Fireball stood alone in the clearing.

Just a chick again.

She gave a small chirp.

Then walked back toward camp.

By the time dawn brushed the lime-oak branches, she was asleep in the coop.

No one stirred.

No carrot beeped.

No chili fired.

Camp Stymphalian slept on.

Unaware that another calamity-tier being had just acknowledged them.

And chosen, for now, to let them grow.

Morning came softly.

No alarms.

No beeping carrots.

No chitin scraping at the perimeter.

Just sunlight through the lime-oak leaves and the distant splash of lizardmen in the canal.

Camp Stymphalian breathed.

Dominic and the team were getting ready.

Armor adjusted.

Weapons checked.

Buff items sorted.

Alex stood with them again, not as someone waiting at camp, but as their spearhead returned.

Level 30.

Arbiter Mindblade.

Their hardest hitter was back.

The mood was steady.

Focused.

Then Phong cleared his throat.

He was not the speech type.

He did not climb onto rocks or raise a weapon.

He just stood near the cooking area, hands loosely behind his back.

Everyone paused.

Even the trolls shifted.

“I… have something to say.”

Dominic immediately grinned like he already knew.

Janet elbowed him.

Alex looked at Phong with quiet suspicion.

He met her eyes.

Did not look away.

“Before you all dive again,” he said slowly, “before Floor Two drags you into another mess…”

A small wave of amusement moved through camp.

He kept going.

“I would like to… ask Alexandra to be engaged to me.”

Silence.

Not confused silence.

Just the weight of the words settling.

He raised a hand quickly.

“Not the ceremony yet. That has to happen on the surface. With Papa and Mama Vogel.”

“And Uncle Long.”

“But it’s still a commitment.”

The silence broke.

Cheers.

Real cheers.

Jake whooped.

Joanne clapped loud enough to startle a troll.

Camille laughed in delight.

Séline whistled.

Selena covered her mouth with both hands, then instantly demanded details.

Vanessa smirked in approval.

Even the trolls roared support in their own way.

The lizardmen gave solemn nods, which somehow felt even more serious.

Dominic wiped at an imaginary tear.

“They grow up so fast,” he said to Janet.

Janet snorted.

“You’re barely five years older than they are.”

Dominic ignored her.

Alex still had not moved.

She only stared at Phong.

Then she stepped forward.

Slow.

Measured.

Like a Mindblade walking into a duel.

Except there was no edge in her eyes.

Only warmth.

“You sure?” she asked softly.

“Yes.”

“Even with everything?”

“Yes.”

“Even with revenge?”

“Yes.”

“Even knowing I’m diving again?”

Phong groaned softly.

“You asking that many questions is making me even more nervous. Have mercy.”

A beat passed.

Then she smiled.

That full, open smile that still felt rare.

“Then yes.”

No ring.

No kneeling.

No theatrics.

Despite that...

The camp erupted again.

Dominic actually clapped this time.

Janet leaned toward Phong.

“With the ants around,” she said in her flat, matter-of-fact way, “we’re staying here a bit longer.”

Dominic blinked.

“What?”

“We are not diving into Floor Two until we have a real answer for level forty-plus swarms.”

She glanced toward the bamboo forest.

“With that many high-tier ants in the area, we would die without the farm. And even with the carrockets and necroginger, I doubt Phong can hold this place by himself.”

Then she looked back at Phong and Alex.

“So you two still have more time together.”

The meaning hung in the air.

Dominic pressed a hand to his chest.

“I object. I’m going to get diabetes from these two being unofficially engaged.”

Janet elbowed him.

He shut up.

Phong did not wait for more teasing.

He stepped forward and hugged Alex for real.

Not quick.

Not shy.

His arms around her shoulders.

His face in her hair.

He felt her relax fully into him.

Just for a moment.

No Mindblade.

No A-class threshold.

No dungeon politics.

His Apfelstaschen.

Her mudskipper.

Then he pulled back.

“Alright,” he said briskly.

“Phở.”

Dominic’s eyes lit up at once.

“Say no more.”

“This time, chicken,” Phong added.

There were eggs now.

Finally.

The hens had started laying.

It had taken longer than expected.

Camp theories varied.

Mana exposure affecting cycles.

Stress from the siege.

Or, as Selena had put it with dry academic seriousness:

[Residual unstable essence from Alexei’s proximity.]

Dominic laughed when she said it.

“Chicken Professor curse.”

No one suspected Little Fireball.

She sat by the coop entrance, chirping with offended impatience.

Demanding attention.

Demanding food.

Demanding respect.

“Fine,” Phong muttered.

He scooped her up gently.

She wriggled free at once and hopped onto Alex’s hand instead.

Chirp.

Then tucked her head down and settled there, as if that had always been her rightful place.

Alex looked down at the chick.

“Possessive, huh?”

Chirp.

Satisfied.

The broth began to simmer.

Bones were charred lightly before the cleaned chicken went into the pot.

Ginger seared.

Onion blackened.

The clear northern-style broth came together slowly.

Eggs boiled in a second pot.

The smell spread through camp.

Warm.

Comforting.

Alive.

Dominic hovered near the pot with no shame.

Jake leaned against the wall, smiling quietly.

Selena scribbled notes about the future of ant meat integration.

Vanessa leaned beside her with folded arms, content.

The trolls waited patiently for moletato rations.

The lizardmen watched the latest perimeter changes.

The bamboo forest stood silent in the distance.

For now.

Phong stirred the broth.

Steam rose.

He looked at Alex.

She caught him staring.

Then lifted Little Fireball slightly, like issuing a royal decree.

“Engaged,” she said lightly.

“Engaged,” he echoed.

The world outside was still shifting.

Floor Four threats.

Elite politics.

Production-class abuse.

The Sky Emperor watching.

But here, there was phở.

There were eggs.

There was commitment.

And for the first time since the ants came, Camp Stymphalian did not just feel like a fortress.

It felt like a home making plans for the future.

            

    
        Chapter 40: Stabilization and the stir on the surface

    
    
    
    
                The ants did not vanish right away.

They came back.

Small waves.

Probing strikes.

Fifty.

A hundred.

Two hundred at most.

Not enough to break through.

Not enough to siege.

Just enough to test.

Like a hand pressing on a door to see if it still held.

The chilies fired.

The carrots blew up.

The enoki rattled.

The bonktatoes swung.

The ants pulled back.

They returned the next day.

Different angle.

Different pressure point.

The moletato tunnels were reinforced.

The oyster edges grew sharper.

The ants withdrew again.

Selena watched the pattern.

“They’re weighing cost against reward.”

Dominic snorted.

“Tell them the cost is pain.”

The ants gave no answer.

But after the fourth probing attack, they stopped.

No more skittering at the edge.

No more black waves at dusk.

Then one morning, the bamboo forest moved.

Not violently.

Not swallowed by another Shifting.

It simply moved.

Slowly.

Trees leaning.

Roots pulling free.

Dog-sized ants marched in neat columns, carrying bamboo stalks on their backs like moving siege towers.

Above them was the queen.

No longer hidden in the foliage.

She rose fully into view.

The size of a cow.

Wings translucent and thick-veined.

Antennae long as spears, twitching with cold thought.

Level 61.

That number alone silenced the camp.

Sixty-one.

If level 30 was the first wall, this was already beyond the second.

No one said it out loud.

No one needed to.

Every diver there knew the same thing.

They did not want to find out what a creature past the second threshold could really do.

The queen hovered for a moment.

Her eyes swept across the camp.

Measuring.

Watching.

Not hostile.

Not aggressive.

Just aware.

Then she turned.

Gave some silent order.

And the bamboo forest kept migrating away from Camp Stymphalian.

Toward some other horizon.

Toward some other part of Floor One.

Following an order no human there had heard.

No one except Little Fireball.

She watched from Alex’s shoulder.

Chirped once.

Soft.

Almost pleased.

Then tucked her head under her wing.

Camp Stymphalian let out one long breath.

Quiet tension slipping out of tired bodies.

The defense lines eased.

The chili rows no longer stayed primed every hour of the day.

The carrots went back to silent watch.

The enoki guns relaxed to their normal posture.

The scars of the siege remained.

But the war had moved on.

Life resumed.

And strangely, nothing dramatic changed.

Phong and Alex did not suddenly act different.

No glowing engagement haze.

No shift in tone.

They cooked.

They cleaned.

They argued lightly over seasoning.

They cuddled at night.

If anything, Phong looked worse.

Dried-up prune mode.

The kind of food only an old British person would willingly eat.

Dark circles sat under his eyes.

Sometimes he stared into space for no reason.

Dominic took one look at him and burst out laughing.

“Brother, you look like you survived another siege.”

Janet smirked.

“Different battlefield.”

Alex did not deny it.

Love Day had unlocked something.

Level 30 had not helped.

Her stats were absurd now.

Her lowest sat near ninety-seven.

Strength.

Agility.

Constitution.

Everything else pushing into triple digits.

And her Intelligence...


	 



Phong looked at that number once.

Then twice.

Then closed the interface very fast.

He swallowed.

“Even with Stoic Garlic, I can’t keep up.”

She laughed.

“You’re not supposed to.”

“I feel like I need buffs just to survive cuddling.”

“Exaggeration.”

“Not really.”

One evening over dinner, while slowly stirring broth, he half-joked,

“If I take Olen’s route and farm a hundred monsters per species, maybe I can get enough stats to endure your affection.”

Alex nearly choked on her drink.

“You would farm slimes for romance?”

“If needed.”

Selena almost fell out of her chair laughing.

Dominic slapped him on the back hard enough to nearly tip him over.

“Dedication!”

Janet shook her head.

“You two are ridiculous.”

But she was smiling.

Later that night, Alex proved he did not need to catch up.

She adjusted.

Slowed down.

Softened.

Pampered him.

No teasing.

No hunting look in her eyes.

She brushed his hair the way he had once said his uncle used to brush his aunt’s.

She let him lead sometimes.

Even when she could clearly overpower him without trying.

She kissed him slowly.

And that was when he understood.

The stat gap did not matter here.

Not in this tent.

Not under the lime-oak.

They were not showing power.

They were choosing closeness.

Janet noticed too.

“It’s good,” she said one afternoon while chopping vegetables beside him.

“What is?”

“That nothing changed.”

He paused.

“Should it have?”

She shrugged.

“If titles can change you, then they mattered too much in the first place.”

She glanced over at Alex, who was hanging upside down from the monkey bars with Nyx while Bruno timed her.

“You two act the same as before.”

She smiled faintly.

“That means it’s real.”

Phong looked at Alex.

At how easily she laughed.

At how she reached for him without thinking whenever she passed by.

At how she stole bites from his bowl without asking.

Natural.

He let out a quiet breath.

The ants were gone.

The bamboo forest had moved away.

The level 61 queen existed somewhere else now.

The Sky Emperor watched from some unseen layer.

Floor bosses moved like pieces on a cosmic board.

Production-class farmers were industrializing slaughter.

Josh and Olen polished their public image.

Emma held the gate.

Yue Ting walked deeper into unknown floors.

And here at Camp Stymphalian, a level one farmer stirred broth.

A level 30 Mindblade leaned on him like it was the most normal thing in the world.

A chick who was not only a chick demanded to be fed first.

Life went on.

Not because the danger was gone.

But because they chose to keep living.

Phong handed Alex a bowl.

She took it and brushed her fingers against his.

“Still think you need more stats?”

He smiled faintly.

“Maybe just more stamina.”

She leaned closer.

“I can work with that.”

For now, that was enough.

After the ants withdrew and the bamboo forest moved away, the urge to rush back into diving still hung in the air.

But Phong shook his head.

“Stay,” he said.

Not an order.

A request.

“Until things settle down on the surface.”

He did not explain right away.

He just looked at the half-rebuilt perimeter.

At the shiitake shields still growing back.

At the new rows of strawberries and peas sprouting in neat, hopeful lines near the pond.

“I planted strawberries and peas before the Shifting,” he added. “They’ll be ready soon.”

Jake blinked.

“That’s your strategy?”

“Yes.”

Dominic laughed.

“Man wants fresh fruit before he risks death again.”

But no one argued.

Because under the joke, they all understood.

Floor One was no longer stable.

Floor Two was not safer.

And the surface was loud.

Phones still buzzed every day.

Contracts.

Media spin.

The Farmer Guild growing fast.

Rent still got paid into Phong’s account.

Regular.

On time.

He barely checked it.

Money had faded into background noise.

What mattered was simple.

Everyone comes back.

No casualties.

No new names added to memory.

To Dominic’s team, though, the value was obvious.

The chilies had burned swarms.

The garlic mines had saved flanks.

The enoki had shredded advancing lines.

The Snow Limes had given speed when retreat mattered.

The Sympathy Enoki had stopped wounds from turning into death.

Without the crops, the siege would have ended very differently.

One evening by the pond, over tea, Séline said quietly,

“We could formalize this. A private supply contract. Fair rate.”

Alex did not even let her finish.

“No.”

Séline raised a brow.

“It would be fair.”

Alex shook her head.

“He doesn’t want it to become that.”

Phong pretended not to hear.

But he did.

He always did.

“He hates profitism,” Alex went on softly. “The idea that everything has to be cut down into debt and price.”

Séline smirked.

“You make it sound like an ideology.”

“It is,” Alex said simply.

“He doesn’t want to become Josh 2.0.”

No ledgers were kept in camp.

No itemized billing.

No percentage cuts.

No strategic leverage.

If someone needed crops, they took what they needed.

If someone earned money, they paid what felt right.

No one sat around calculating advantage.

It was naïve.

It was also deliberate.

And fragile.



On the surface, calm never came.

Things got worse.

The Farmer Guild pushed harder.

New ads flooded social feeds.

[Unlock your dormant potential.]

[Production classes no longer left behind.]

[Level safely with professional escorts.]

Olen’s empire printed money.

High-level divers hired as escorts got paid very well.

Farmers slaughtered monsters in clean quotas.

One hundred.

Two hundred.

Three hundred.

Efficiency maximized.

Skills harvested.

Experience extracted.

But no one connected the dots.

No one on the surface knew what had really triggered the Bamboo Black Ant siege.

They thought it was random Shifting fallout.

Mana turbulence.

Bad luck.

They did not know the pattern.

The jade dragon had seen it.

The Sky Emperor had seen it.

The slaughter of monster populations by the Farmer Guild had tipped something ancient.

Floor Four ants had been pushed upward.

Targeted aggression.

Farmer-specific hostility.

That was why Camp Stymphalian had been tested so hard on that first night.

The ants had not been curious.

They had been checking whether this farm was part of the slaughter machine.

And Phong was not.

The jade dragon had seen that.

Watched.

Measured.

Little Fireball’s presence alone would not have guaranteed mercy.

Not if Phong had used his crops to industrialize extinction.

But he had built an ecosystem.

Not a factory.

He planted.

He defended.

He negotiated.

He adapted.

He did not exploit.

That difference had spared him.

The ants pulled back because the cost was too high.

And because something above them had decided these test subjects were not guilty in the same way.

Now Olen’s empire kept expanding.

But quietly, something had changed.

Reports began to spread.

Farmer Guild escort teams were getting ambushed far too often.

High-tier monsters showed strange aggression toward production-class groups.

Third-floor fauna began showing up in odd places near industrial farming zones.

The public story framed it as increased risk from “rapid progression.”

But under that, it was retaliation.

The dungeon was not a passive resource.

It was reacting.

Blood answered blood.

And Olen’s money machine had started to bleed.

Camp Stymphalian, with no idea of the dragon’s judgment, kept preparing for strawberries.

Pea shoots climbed thin wooden supports.

Alex helped tie twine between the stakes.

Dominic repaired the outer stonework.

Janet adjusted spacing.

Selena mapped mana changes.

Rico loudly supervised obstacle course expansion.

Little Fireball chirped demands from Alex’s shoulder.

Life felt almost normal.

Too normal.

But outside, the world was tilting.

Production classes were being weaponized.

Ecosystems were destabilizing.

Ancient beings had started to stir.

And somewhere beyond sight, the jade dragon watched.

Phong did not know he had passed a test.

He only knew he never wanted to become the kind of person who farmed lives for numbers.

He looked at the strawberry leaves.

Small.

Green.

Hopeful.

“We’ll need trellises soon,” he murmured.

Alex glanced at him.

“You think strawberries will mutate?”

“They always do.”

She smiled faintly.

“Whatever they become, I’m glad you planted them.”

He nodded.

Strawberries.

Peas.

Simple crops.

A quiet rebellion.

Elsewhere, empires built on slaughter were learning that the dungeon kept score.

And it did not care about profit.

August came in quietly.

Heat clung to the air around Camp Stymphalian, thick and heavy. Cicadas screamed somewhere beyond the treant line. The pond reflected lazy clouds. The lime-oak cast a broad, patient shadow over the swing Alex had insisted on building.

Preparations were underway.

Selena’s birthday.

Dominic and Janet’s wedding anniversary.

Two reasons to celebrate being alive.

After the ants, being alive felt like an achievement.

Nyx and Bruno were no longer tiny.

Nine months old.

Nyx’s sorcerer instincts had sharpened. Sometimes sparks flickered around her when she got excited.

Bruno had bulked up, his barbarian class living up to its name. His shoulders were broader, his paws heavier, and his tail wagged hard enough to knock over a stool.

Their baby privileges had officially expired.

“Big kids now,” Dominic declared dramatically.

All pampering was redirected to Little Fireball.

Who still did not grow.

Not even a little.

Her feathers still glowed in the same red-gold gradient.

Her eyes stayed bright.

Her tiny body was still light enough to sit on Alex’s shoulder for hours.

“She’s just mana-dense,” Selena said.

“Like a compressed star,” Vanessa joked.

No one realized that was dangerously close to the truth.

Little Fireball chirped and demanded peeled corn by hand.

Ancient phoenix.

Calamity.

Guild-breaker.

Now begging for snacks.

The projector hummed every night.

They kept up with the news.

The tone had changed.

Fear had replaced ambition.

Farmers were dying.

Production-class escorts were getting hit with terrifying precision.

The death rate was no longer random.

It was selective.

The Monstrous Phoenix had been wildfire.

Indiscriminate.

Overwhelming.

Destructive.

This new pattern was different.

Calculated.

Exact.

Escort squads guarding Farmer Guild operations were being wiped out with surgical precision.

Regular divers were mostly left alone.

Independent teams were usually ignored unless they crossed the wrong path.

Escort missions tied to Olen’s operations got hit far harder.

But no one could trace the cause.

No boss ever appeared on camera.

No visible threat declared war.

Ambushes.

Disappearances.

Rinse and repeat.

Swarms appearing at the weakest point in an escort formation.

Mid-tier monsters moving in ways no ecosystem should allow.

It felt like someone was pulling invisible strings.

The jade dragon.

The Sky Emperor.

The one holding the board.

But no human knew that.

No human saw the pattern.

Even Camp Stymphalian, which had heard the roar and seen the ants, still lacked the final piece.

To them, it was only one thing.

The dungeon was getting worse.

Recruitment numbers for the Farmer Guild dropped.

Forums filled with doubt.

Anonymous posts began to spread.

[My cousin signed up for escort duty. Didn’t come back.]

[Why are escort teams getting hit and not regular dives?]

[Something is wrong.]

The media machine worked overtime.

Ads changed tone.

From ambition to reassurance.

[Enhanced safety protocols.]

[Adaptive escort models.]

[Strategic realignment.]

Words.

Only words.

The divers association quietly started flagging escort missions as high-risk.

Mercenaries began demanding more money.

Some refused the jobs outright.

Money could buy muscle.

But it could not shut down instinct.

The ant incident had shaken everything.

Séline and Camille’s media-heavy return to France got delayed again.

The airlines needed their televised return.

Symbolism mattered.

The story had to stay clean.

International cooperation.

Safe extraction.

Global unity.

The optics were too useful.

Josh had already begun putting distance between himself and the collaboration.

He talked less about joint ventures.

More about risk assessment.

More about responsible pacing.

He was not stupid.

When danger turned real, he ducked behind polished PR.

Olen, though, stood at a crossroads.

Analysts argued about it on late-night panels.

[Will the Farmer Guild scale back?]

[Will Olen pivot?]

[He’s made enough.]

[He can vanish for six months and rebrand.]

He had generational money.

He had insulation.

He could go quiet.

Let memory fade.

Come back later with a safer, smarter, more polished idea.

Or he could double down.

Prove himself.

Step into the dungeon in person.

Become the face of success.

Because in media ecosystems, winners erase history.

If he dove.

If he survived.

If he thrived.

Then the deaths would become “necessary growing pains.”

The story would flip.

From recklessness to bravery.

From profiteer to pioneer.

Between safety and ego, Olen chose ego.

They watched the announcement together.

Olen stood at a press podium.

Freckles.

Perfect hair.

Immaculate high-collar sweater.

“I believe in leading from the front,” he said.

“I will personally participate in a structured dive to demonstrate the safety of our methods.”

Dominic snorted.

“Leading from the front with twelve hired A-class escorts.”

Selena frowned.

“That’s not bravery. That’s optics.”

Alex’s jaw tightened.

Phong just watched.

Quiet.

He did not hate Olen the way he hated Josh.

Olen was different.

Not personal.

Not cruel in the same way.

But still a man building ladders out of other people’s risk.

The floor boss did not care about branding.

The dungeon did not care about Forbes lists.

Even while the world tilted, Camp Stymphalian kept preparing to celebrate.

Selena’s birthday would be loud.

Dominic’s anniversary would be louder.

Mexican Coke was stockpiled.

Pepsi was chilled.

Carrots harvested.

Sunflower seeds dried.

Strawberries were starting to blush at the edges.

Pea vines climbed higher.

“Life goes on,” Janet said simply.

That was the quiet rebellion.

Not diving for fame.

Not turning survival into money.

Just living.

Cooking.

Loving.

Building.

Little Fireball flapped up to the top beam of the new house and chirped sharply, as if amused by the mess humans made for themselves.

High above the now-distant bamboo forest, the jade dragon watched Olen’s choice.

Ego had weight.

And weight had consequences.

The test subjects at Camp Stymphalian remained interesting.

Different.

But elsewhere, a lesson was about to be taught.

August air hung thick with celebration plans and hidden tension.

Somewhere in the dungeon, strings pulled tight.

And Olen stepped forward into a stage he did not know had already been built for him.

            

    
        Chapter 41: Mirroring farmers

    
    
    
    
                Phong liked tending the decoy farm.

It grounded him.

Normal soil.

Normal crops.

No sentient tubers.

No weaponized vegetables violating international law.

Dirt, sweat, growth and hard work were the only things there.

Strawberries starting to blush red.

Peas climbing neatly.

A small, honest lie planted near the treant forest so that if anyone stumbled on it, they would see nothing more than a careful low-level farmer trying to survive.

He was adjusting the twine on a pea vine when he saw movement beyond the clearing.

Polished armor.

Camera drones.

Tripods.

Olen.

Phong narrowed his eyes.

The rich farmer stood a few meters from a mushroommire, one of Floor One’s native creatures.

Docile.

Passive.

Nocturnal.

Usually avoiding people.

The creature swayed in confusion.

Olen posed.

Slash.

Clean arc.

Pause.

Smile.

He shifted slightly.

Slash again from a new angle.

Another smile.

The camera drone drifted.

Slash.

Reset stance.

Slash.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Something cold settled in Phong’s stomach.

Olen was not fighting.

He was filming.

Between takes, Olen adjusted his hair.

One of his guards, clearly a hired diver much stronger than him, dragged the half-dead mushroommire upright after every staged hit.

They were manufacturing heroism.

After twenty, maybe thirty takes, Olen nodded to his crew.

“Good. That’s enough footage.”

He wiped his blade.

It was already mostly clean because the escort had done the real damage before the cameras rolled.

Then they packed up and left.

The mushroommire, barely alive, got finished off off-camera by the guard.

Phong stood there with dirt still on his hands.

Four hours.

That was how long an edited “documentary-style” dive could run.

Different angles.

Different takes.

Slow-motion cuts.

Close-ups of determined faces.

Add dramatic music.

Layer in some inspiring voice-over.

Then he could buy mushroommires from other divers.

Shell accounts.

Third-party brokers.

Delivered quietly to a secured warehouse.

Slaughtered in a controlled setting.

Counted toward “one hundred of a species.”

Repeat.

Efficient.

Safe.

Profitable.

Phong let out a slow breath.

He had been wrong.

Olen was not just naïve ambition wrapped in privilege.

He was Josh.

Different box.

Same rot.

Josh bullied with entitlement.

Olen exploited with polish.

Two brands of the same filth.

Then Olen noticed him.

Their eyes met across the field.

Olen gave him a friendly, polished smile.

One of his guards walked over.

“Hey,” the man said casually. “You’re production class, right? Farmer?”

Phong lowered his shoulders a little.

Made himself smaller.

“Y-yeah.”

“You should check out Mr. Olen’s program. Structured leveling. Safe escorts. Proven results.”

“I… I don’t think I’m cut out for that,” Phong muttered, forcing nerves into his voice. “It looks dangerous.”

The guard gave a faint smirk.

“That’s why you pay professionals.”

Phong shook his head fast.

“I’m fine staying low. Just growing crops.”

Coward mask.

Harmless mask.

The guard shrugged and walked back.

Olen gave him one last look, maybe measuring, maybe dismissing, then moved off with his team toward the gate.

Phong waited until they were gone.

Then he whispered under his breath.

“You’re worse.”

Because Josh treated people like trash.

Olen turned their hope into a product.



High above, past mortal sight, the jade dragon watched.

Two farmers.

Two paths.

One built an ecosystem.

One farmed corpses and narratives.

Cowardice did not anger the dragon.

It amused him.

Olen’s method was vile.

Clever.

Spineless.

But interesting.

So the dragon made a choice.

Spare that human.

Just this once.

Not mercy.

Curiosity.

Let him keep going.

Let him push further.

Let him reveal how far ego could carry him.

Then, maybe, correction would be needed.

But not yet.



The air near Phong shifted slightly.

He did not notice.

A small green lizard crawled out of the brush near the decoy carrots.

Level 1.

Name: Grern Lizard

Stats: 3, 4, 2.

Pathetic.

Even its name had a typo.

It looked half-starved.

It let out a thin, almost pitiful screech.

Phong glanced down.

“…You again?”

The little thing trembled and tilted its head.

It looked absurdly fragile.

He sighed.

“You shouldn’t be here. Treants don’t like non-plants.”

It screeched again, softer this time.

Almost begging.

Phong reached into his pouch and pulled out a leftover piece of cooked moletato from earlier.

He crouched.

“Here.”

The lizard snapped it up at once.

Chewed.

Then looked back up at him.

No hostility.

No aura.

No pressure.

Just a tiny green reptile that you would see any day of the week inside the dungeon.

Phong shook his head.

“Survive if you can.”

Then he stood and went back to tying pea supports.

The lizard lingered for a moment.

Then scurried back toward the treeline.



Faking name, level, and stats in the system was child’s play for the Sky Emperor.

Level 1.

Green lizard.

Harmless.

The strongest being on Floor One had just eaten moletato scraps from a level one farmer’s hand.

The dragon felt something unfamiliar.

Not yet respect.

Definitely not attachment.

Interest.

The other farmer had chosen deceit.

This one had chosen restraint.

He fed what looked weak.

Did not try to use it.

Did not calculate.

The dragon vanished from sight.

Decision postponed.

Observation continues.



Phong stretched his back.

He glanced once more toward the direction Olen had gone.

“Fake hero,” he muttered.

Then he went back to tying peas.

Unaware that he had just fed a god.

Unaware that somewhere in the hidden order of monsters, his name had been quietly marked.

Not enemy.

Not prey.

Not just another test subject.

Something the Sky Emperor himself had not yet decided how to name.

Far away, Olen began editing his grand four-hour “dungeon triumph.”

One farmer staged glory.

The other planted strawberries.

The dungeon watched both.

Silently.


Phong knew exactly why he had been spared.

The bastard had not even bothered to silence him.

No threat.

No warning.

Not even a hint of consequences.

Why would he?

Who would believe a level one farmer?

Olen’s media team could turn a sneeze into a motivational TED Talk.

If Phong went public and said the golden boy of production classes was staging footage and buying monsters wholesale for slaughter in climate-controlled warehouses, he would get laughed off every platform.

Conspiracy nut.

Jealous hater.

Untalented loser.

And if things got worse?

Well.

Accidents happened.

His aunt and uncle had learned that the hard way.

Phong would not make the same mistake.

Patience.

That was the line between anger and revenge.

And the dungeon was the perfect hunting ground.

He wiped the dirt from his hands and headed back from the decoy farm toward Camp Stymphalian.

He expected normalcy.

Instead, he walked into chaos.

Alex sat on a wooden bench under the lime-oak, arms crossed, lips pursed in an exaggerated huff.

Dominic was bent over laughing.

Janet had tears in her eyes.

Jake was clutching his stomach.

Even Selena, usually composed, was wheezing.

Vanessa had tipped sideways on a stool.

Rico was rolling on the ground making strangled choking noises.

Phong blinked.

“What?”

Alex looked at him with full drama.

“Hmph.”

That was never a good sign.

“What happened?”

Janet wiped her eyes.

“Tell him.”

Alex held up her phone.

“It’s Olen.”

Fresh laughter broke out.

Phong frowned.

“What about him?”

She shoved the phone into his hands.

Message after message.

Polite.

Flirty.

Calculated.

[Ms. Vogel, your insight during previous operations was impressive. I would love to discuss potential synergy between elite classes and production evolution.]

[Your restraint shows depth. Depth is rare.]

[I believe we could redefine dungeon progression together.]

There were emojis too.

Tasteful ones.

Strategic ones.

Never desperate.

Always curated.

But still very clearly persistent.

Selena gasped between laughs.

“He’s texting her like a LinkedIn recruiter trying to romance a merger.”

Dominic wheezed.

“Bro really used ‘synergy’ in a pickup line.”

Phong stared at the screen.

Then he laughed too.

He felt no jealousy.

Not even a flicker.

Because he knew Alex.

Knew the way she looked at him.

Knew how she slept with one arm around his waist like he might disappear if she let go.

Knew how she smirked when he called her apfeltaschen.

Olen was not a threat.

He was comedy.

Alex leaned back, still pretending outrage.

“He must’ve decided that if Josh is dating Emma Tannenbaum, then he also needs an ‘equal’ girlfriend.”

She made air quotes sharp enough to cut.

“So apparently I’m strategic leverage now.”

Dominic wiped his face.

“Josh bailed on him, so now he’s speedrunning emotional compensation.”

Even Nyx popped a tiny spark in amusement.

Phong handed the phone back.

“He can try.”

Alex squinted at him.

“That’s it?”

He stepped closer and leaned down a little.

“I’ll make it up to you tonight.”

Her face softened at once.

“Hmph. Good.”

The camp broke into fresh laughter.

Phong clapped once.

“Alright. Celebration begins.”



Selena’s birthday.

Dominic and Janet’s anniversary.

And now the Olen Comedy Incident.

That deserved a feast.

Hotpot.

Always hotpot.

Camp Stymphalian's tradition demanded it.

Phong called in trades.

The lizardmen brought huge lake crabs and thick-shelled lobsters from the deeper waters of Lake Baratok.

Fish with silver scales like polished steel.

The trolls hauled in slabs of beef and whole chickens.

Phong considered goat for half a second.

Then looked at the goat-headed trolls.

“…We’ll skip goat.”

Dominic snorted.

“Smart.”

Broth simmered.

Mushroom base in one pot.

Beef bone broth in another.

Ginger sliced thin.

Onions charred.

Garlic minced.

Chilies added with care to the bone broth side, enough heat without crossing into war-crime territory.

Chinese yin-yang hotpot.

Strawberries were left for dessert.

Peas went into a quick stir-fry on the side.

Steam rose thick and rich into the night air.

Treants lingered at the edge of camp but did not intrude.

Lizardman warriors sat near the canal.

Trolls stayed outside the chili line, respectful.

It had become a ritual.

Humans and monsters eating together in uneasy but working peace.

Dominic took charge of slicing beef.

Janet arranged the dipping sauces.

Selena declared Mexican Coke supremacy.

Dominic answered by raising Pepsi cans like sacred relics.

He had declared a rematch.

“Tonight,” Selena announced grandly, “we end PEPsurpremaSI.”

The Troll King, Thassir, and Rico were chosen as judges for this “very serious” contest.

The Troll King had already made his view clear after the ant siege.

He preferred Mexican Coke.

Thassir preferred Pepsi, saying it was “less angry” than Coke.

Rico cracked open a Pepsi.

Took a sip.

Tilted his head.

Then he drank from a bottle of Mexican Coke.

His eyes narrowed.

Long pause.

The raccoon scratched his chin.

Finally, he grunted.

“As head of the caffeine department… I declare them equal.”

One point five each.

A draw.

Dominic collapsed in betrayal.

Selena screamed in protest.

Rico cackled like a broken goblin and mixed equal parts Coke and Pepsi into one horrible drink.

He vibrated like a damaged engine for the next hour.

Nyx and Bruno chased each other around the obstacle course.

Little Fireball sat on Alex’s shoulder, chirping in approval whenever someone fed her a piece of shrimp.

Jake started singing badly.

Camille harmonized surprisingly well.

Séline tried teaching the trolls a French drinking chant.

The trolls turned it into something that sounded like a war hymn.

Janet leaned against Dominic’s shoulder, smiling quietly.

Jake and Joanne tried to sell the lizardmen instant coffee from Long like it was a pyramid scheme.

Phong looked around.

Steam.

Laughter.

Friends.

Monsters who had once been enemies now trading food instead of blows.

His fiancée pouting just enough to demand extra affection later.

No contracts.

No sponsors.

No staged heroics either.

Just people who had survived.

He had one word for it.

Wholesome.

By midnight, half the camp was drunk or over-caffeinated.

Dominic passed out in the middle of a sentence.

Selena was laughing at nothing.

Vanessa had fallen asleep sitting upright.

Jake was explaining something about vertical city ruins to a troll who did not care.

Alex leaned into Phong, warm and steady.

“You’re smiling,” she murmured.

“I like this.”

“Me too.”

He looked up at the lime-oak.

At the swing.

At the house built by monsters.

At the strawberries growing nearby.

At the pond reflecting firelight.

The dungeon was dangerous.

Floor bosses existed.

Egos clashed.

Blood had been spilled.

But tonight, Camp Stymphalian was alive.

And for now, that was enough.


Alex slept like she had conquered territory.

On top of him.

One arm across his chest.

One leg hooked firmly over his thigh.

Her face tucked into the crook of his neck.

Phong woke slowly.

First aware of warmth.

Then weight.

Then the uncomfortable truth that his girlfriend was using him as a luxury mattress.

He tried to shift a little.

Carefully.

Because collarbones were not exactly made for this.

She did not budge.

He nudged again.

Gently.

Nothing.

He frowned.

Then noticed it.

The faint curve at the corner of her mouth.

Mischief.

Her breathing was too even.

Too deliberate.

Then her leg tightened around him.

Locking him in place.

He stared at the ceiling.

“…You’re awake.”

No answer.

Her fingers flexed lightly against his shirt.

He breathed out through his nose.

“You’re pretending.”

Still nothing.

He sighed.

“Fine. Pampering.”

Her smirk widened at once.

Eyes still closed.

Victory secured.

He reached up and slowly brushed her hair back, fingers moving through soft strands the way he had once done in the attic room overlooking the clock tower.

She hummed in approval.

“You owed me this, mudskipper. Pay tribute,” she murmured sleepily, her voice muffled against his chest.

He chuckled.

He had promised.

After Olen’s relentless DMs.

After the camp’s laughter.

After she demanded compensation for being turned into political bait.

The messages had not stopped.

Not even overnight.

Olen was persistent.

Polite.

Calculated.

Relentless.

And now the news alerts had started.

Phones around camp lit up.

Rumors.

Speculation.

Threads exploding.

[Is Olen in love?]

[Who is the mystery woman?]

[Sources suggest A-class Arbiter Mindblade Alexandra Vogel.]

[Potential power couple of the production-diver era?]

The pattern was obvious.

Start a rumor.

Build a story.

Let social media do the rest.

Turn proximity into chemistry.

Turn silence into mystery.

Manufacture inevitability.

Phong stared at the headlines and almost admired the efficiency.

Weaponized shipping culture.

Alexandra Vogel.

Dragged into a campaign she had never agreed to.

Half of some fake “power couple.”

Meanwhile she was sprawled across a level one farmer in a wooden house inside a dungeon, demanding head scratches like a possessive cat.

He brushed her hair slowly.

Carefully.

“You’re not jealous,” she mumbled without opening her eyes.

“No.”

A pause.

Her finger poked his ribs.

“You’re supposed to be at least a little possessive.”

He smiled softly.

“I trust you.”

She shifted and lifted her head to look at him.

Eyes open now.

“Not even a little?”

He shook his head.

“You love me.”

Her expression softened at once.

The annoyance drained away.

She sighed and dropped her head back onto him.

“I do.”

Outside, the media machine kept grinding.

Speculation rising.

Comment sections catching fire.

Some praised the imaginary pairing.

Some attacked it.

Some tagged her.

Some urged her to “think about the bigger picture.”

That was the part she hated most.

The manipulation.

The attempt to trap her inside a story through public pressure.

Her fingers curled into his shirt again.

“I hate him more now,” she muttered.

“I know.”

They lay there quietly for a while.

Sunlight filtered through the window.

Camp was still half-asleep after last night’s hotpot chaos.

Somewhere outside, Rico was probably arguing with a troll over caffeine distribution rights.

Little Fireball chirped faintly from a beam.

Beyond the chili perimeter, the world was loud.

Calculated.

Predatory.

But here, he brushed her hair.

And she traced lazy patterns on his chest.

“Let them talk,” he said.

She nodded.

“They’ll get bored eventually.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then we ignore them louder.”

She snorted softly at that.

“Arbiter Mindblade, feared across the floors,” he murmured, “brought low by media shipping drama.”

She pinched him lightly.

“Farmboy.”

He smiled.

Outside, the headlines kept spinning.

Inside, she wrapped both legs around him again, trapping him completely.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she declared.

“I have peas to check.”

“Peas can wait.”

He sighed with full drama.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She closed her eyes again.

Satisfied.

The so-called power couple of the production-diver era?

Nowhere near Olen.

Nowhere near cameras.

Just a girl who trusted her boyfriend enough to fall asleep on top of him.

And a farmer who trusted her enough not to feel threatened by noise.

Outside, narratives were manufactured.

Inside, they were simply themselves.

And no media team could edit that.

            

    
        Chapter 42: Foie Gras before catching the goose

    
    
    
    
                It escalated faster than anyone expected.

At first, it was just speculation.

Then it started trending.

Then paparazzi showed up outside the Vogel bakery.

Cameras.

Microphones.

Phones raised high.

Customers shoved aside.

People pressed against the windows, trying to catch a glimpse of the “mystery woman” Olen was supposedly courting.

Alex tolerated it until they crossed the line.

The moment Mama Vogel had to close the shop early because strangers were filming through the glass, that was it.

Alex did not rant.

Did not post a long thread.

Did not argue.

She replied once.

[Already taken.Dating who is my own free choice as an independent woman of a free country.
When are we? 15th century?]

No hashtags.

No emojis.

Just plain text, carried by her reputation as campus queen and the Arbiter Mindblade.

It blew up.

Within minutes, it was everywhere.

Clipped.

Reposted.

Screenshotted.

Debated.

Praised.

Mocked.

Papa Vogel did not hide behind politeness either.

He stepped outside the bakery and spoke calmly to the cameras.

“Love is not something to negotiate through media pressure,” he said in his thick accent. “No business interest and no public narrative will make me trade away my daughter’s happiness.”

Mama Vogel was simpler.

“Alex is an adult. Who she dates, or whether she dates anyone at all, is her choice. Even we cannot decide that. Why should strangers?”

That clip spread too.

But the real counterattack came from the dungeon side.

Dominic went full sarcasm on social media.

[Oh yeah, absolutely. Next we’ll have arranged marriages for production classes and divers. Optimize genetics for DPS output.]

Janet did not even try to be polite.

[Some men really think a relationship is just a strategic merger. News flash: women are not DLC.]

Jake and Jack piled on.

Joanne weaponized Long’s café humor with subtle, brutal meme edits.

But the hardest hit came from Séline and Camille.

The French divers.

The ones about to be flown home as part of a heavily sponsored international narrative.

They recorded a short video.

Messy hair.

No PR gloss.

Straight to camera.

Séline leaned in.

[Was America still in feudal time?]

Camille followed, grammar shaky but the hit clean.

[Is Olen your king? Why you try to kidnap lady and put in his harem?]

Their English was not perfect.

That was what made it work.

Naivety.

Foreign innocence.

Outsider eyes.

It stabbed straight into American pride.

Freedom.

Democracy.

Independence.

The whole thing flipped fast.

Now people were asking why a “self-made production leader” needed public pressure to get a girlfriend.

Memes exploded.

Dungeon Feudalism.

Olen the Production King.

Escort the Lady to the Castle.

The more his media team tried to smooth it over, the worse it looked.

And in the middle of that storm, people noticed something else.

Frame by frame.

In several shots of Olen “heroically” slashing mushroommires, there was a blurry figure in the background.

Far away.

Almost out of focus.

A lone farmer.

Level 1 tag barely visible.

Comment sections lit up again.

[Who’s that?]

[Random farmer grinding alone?]

[Why is he so calm?]

[Is that the mystery boyfriend?]

[Production class NPC spotted.]

Zoomed images started spreading.

Grainy screenshots.

Speculation threads multiplying by the hour.

Phong saw it.

And he did not hesitate.

He stood up at once.

“I’m going.”

Alex caught his wrist.

“You don’t have to…”

“I know.”

He smiled softly.

“But if they’re going to stare, let them stare at the decoy.”

She understood right away.

If the spotlight needed a target, better it hit empty soil.

Better it hit a harmless level one farmer tending peas.

Better him than Camp Stymphalian.

Better him than moletatoes.

Better him than mutated defenses and monster alliances.

He jogged to the decoy farm.

Strawberries.

Peas.

Plain dirt.

Treant forest behind him.

Low-level mobs skittering warily nearby.

He made no effort to hide.

He planted.

Watered.

Adjusted supports.

Completely ordinary.

Soon enough, drones hovered overhead.

Phones filmed from a distance.

Curious divers walked closer.

“Yo, that’s him.”

“Level 1?”

“He’s been here the whole time?”

“Why isn’t he in the Guild?”

Questions flew.

Some mocking.

“Bro still level 1 in August?”

Some admiring.

“Low-key peaceful though.”

Some guessing.

“Maybe that’s the boyfriend.”

Phong did not react.

Did not confirm.

Did not deny.

He became exactly what they expected.

A harmless farmer.

A curiosity.

A monkey in a zoo.

Let them stare.

Let them laugh.

Let them film.

The decoy farm existed for this.

Back at Camp Stymphalian, the real defenses stayed hidden.

The real crops stayed hidden.

The real alliances stayed safe.

The jade dragon watched again.

Interesting.

The farmer chose exposure to shield something unseen.

He did not use the rumor.

Did not escalate.

He absorbed attention like a shock absorber taking a hit.

The dragon felt that same faint, strange feeling again.

Not approval.

Not quite.

But close to respect.

Meanwhile, Olen’s media team scrambled.

Now they had two problems.

A woman who had publicly rejected coercion.

And a level one farmer in the background who looked more real than their polished hero footage.

The comments under Olen’s videos began to turn.

[Why does that random farmer look more legit than you?]

[Bro farming peas while you farming PR.]

[King of Production can’t even secure consent.]

Olen’s smile in interviews grew tighter.

The spin machine kept running.

But the cracks were there.

And at the decoy farm, Phong kept planting.

Calm.

Patient.

Invisible in plain sight.

Let them look.

Let them laugh.

Let them underestimate him.

The dungeon was vast.

Time was long.

And patience was still his sharpest weapon.

Phong had not expected being a zoo animal to feel this draining.

He stood at the decoy farm for hours.

Watering peas.

Checking strawberry leaves.

Answering the same question over and over with the same mild, harmless smile.

“Yeah, just farming.”

“No, I’m not in the Guild.”

“No, I don’t dive.”

“Yeah, level 1.”

He let them film.

Let them zoom in.

Let them guess.

By the time the drones finally got bored and the crowd thinned out, his social battery was dead.

When he returned to Camp Stymphalian, shoulders slightly slumped, Olen’s message was already waiting.

Polite tone.

Corporate format.

A prewritten statement attached.

[To avoid misunderstandings and protect all parties, we believe it would be beneficial if you clarify publicly that you and Ms. Vogel are not in a romantic relationship…]

There was even a ready-made post for him to copy and paste.

All he had to do was obey.

Phong stared at it for a long moment.

Then he typed:

[Sir. I don’t use social media.]

Sent.

No extra words.

No argument.

No confrontation.

Weak.

Afraid.

Harmless.

Let Olen believe that.

Safer that way.

By the time he stepped fully into camp, the ripple had already reached them.

Olen’s media team had contacted everyone.

Dominic.

Janet.

Even Jake and Jack.

Offers.

Compensation.

Sponsorship.

Strategic cooperation.

Mutual benefit.

Post this.

Reframe that.

Distance yourselves from Alex’s statement.

Help steady the narrative.

Dominic showed Phong the message and laughed out loud.

“They think we’re for sale.”

Janet snorted.

“They didn’t even bargain right.”

Alex wrinkled her nose.

“Price tag on ego.”

Phong nodded slowly.

Maybe she was right.

In Olen’s world, he stood at the top.

Top university.

Top production breakthrough.

Top Forbes list.

Investors around him.

Applause everywhere.

Only Josh stood near his level in the West Coast diver scene.

So why would any woman turn him down?

Especially one who could sharpen his image?

To him, the rumors were not cruel.

They were scaffolding.

An excuse.

A public runway for Alex to “gracefully” start dating him.

He had already set the table.

Already planned the feast.

Foie gras on the menu.

Ready to brag to Josh.

All that before he had even secured the goose, Alexandra Vogel.

Now that goose had kicked him hard in the shin.

And he was scrambling.

Alex leaned against a wooden post by the pond and looked at Phong.

“Tired?”

He smiled.

“A bit.”

Not in his body.

In his head.

Being underestimated was easy.

Being watched all day was not.

But what weighed on him more was something else.

Dominic clapped his hands once.

“Alright. I’m cooking tonight.”

Everyone blinked.

He rolled his shoulders.

“Tomorrow we move.”

Silence settled over camp.

He did not need to explain.

Floor Two.

Back to the vertical ruins.

Back to stronger mobs.

Back to risk.

The ant siege had forced them into level thirty evolutions.

They could not stay inactive much longer without drawing notice.

They had to dive again.

Janet stepped up beside him.

The Valkyrie aura around her was stronger now.

Still subtle.

Still there.

Alex crossed her arms loosely.

Her stats had exploded after level thirty.

Even standing still, she felt sharper.

Cleaner.

Deadlier.

She would return as their hardest hitter.

To Phong and Alex, that meant one simple thing.

Parting.

He would stay.

She would go.

He would farm.

She would fight.

Camp Stymphalian would remain a sanctuary.

He would wait at the edge of danger while they walked into it.

Dominic caught his eye.

“You good?”

Phong nodded.

“I’ll keep it warm.”

Dominic grinned.

“Make sure you do.”

As dinner simmered, Dominic cooking loudly and aggressively to hide the tension, the mood shifted.

Jake sharpened his weapon without thinking.

Camille checked both her armor and Séline’s twice.

Séline repacked supplies she had already packed earlier.

Vanessa reviewed Selena’s notes on shifting patterns.

Little Fireball hopped from shoulder to shoulder, chirping like nothing was wrong.

Nyx and Bruno felt it too.

They stayed closer to their humans than usual.

Alex walked over to Phong once the others got busy.

“Don’t overwork,” she said quietly.

“Don’t underwork,” he answered.

She rolled her eyes a little.

He stepped closer.

“I’ll be here.”

“I know.”

“You come back.”

She gave him a faint smirk.

“Of course.”

There was no arrogance in it.

Only resolve.

They stood there for a moment.

No dramatic hug.

No speech.

Just familiarity.

Comfort.

Love did not mean always staying side by side.

It meant fighting in parallel.

He fought his war.

She fought hers.

And they met in the middle.

Dominic broke the moment.

“Oi. Lovebirds. Food’s ready before it turns to charcoal.”

They stepped apart naturally.

Alex bumped his shoulder as she passed.

“You owe me pampering when I get back.”

“Noted.”

That night was not loud.

Not like the birthday.

Not like the anniversary.

It was steady.

Focused.

Quietly set.

After dinner, Dominic laid out the plan.

Leave early.

Keep exposure near the Floor Two entrance low.

Meet Alexei outside the perimeter as usual.

Push carefully.

When the camp finally dimmed and people turned in, Phong stood by the lime-oak for a while.

The swing moved gently in the night air.

The pond reflected faint stars.

The treants stood still.

Beyond them, deeper in the dungeon, there was only darkness.

He let out a slow breath.

Tomorrow she would leave the perimeter.

Tomorrow he would watch her walk toward danger.

And he would remain.

Planting.

Reinforcing.

Waiting.

Patient.

Because revenge needed time.

And love needed trust.

He had already chosen both.

            

    
        Chapter 43: First human kill

    
    
    
    
                Josh didn’t like surprises.

He liked old stains even less when they resurfaced.

The footage of Phong at the decoy farm had spread farther than anyone expected.

Then came interviews.

Clips of a quiet level-one farmer saying he “just wanted to grow crops” started trending as a counterpoint to all the polished hero edits.

That face.

That name.

It pulled at something rotten in Josh’s memory.

The boy who survived.

The loose thread.

The one his father had chosen not to erase because losing two rare-class divers over it would have caused a scene.

Unlike his aunt and uncle, Phong had leverage in the eyes of corporate overlords.

Alex and Dominic were his friends.

Back then, keeping Phong alive had been strategy.

A controlled variable.

A traumatized nobody.

Now?

Now that nobody had a camera on him.

Now that nobody’s name was being spoken next to Alex’s.

Now that Horns of the Earth had already shaken investor trust and forced his father into a humiliating public apology…

Risk was stacking on risk.

Josh hated it.

For someone like him, control hit like a drug.

Bullying gave him that once.

Then he gave it up for a while, because playing knight in shining armor for the cameras gave him even more.

Control the story.

Control what his fans think.

Control what they feel.

And with enough attention, Phong might threaten that throne.

Josh sat in a private lounge above a glass-walled conference room, city lights glowing behind him.

His phone screen reflected in his eyes as he scrolled through analytics.

Engagement numbers.

Sentiment charts.

Negative spikes tied to his family name.

He let out a slow breath.

Then he made a call.

Olen picked up on the second ring.

“Busy?” Josh asked lightly.

“Always,” Olen said. His voice was controlled, but tight. “I assume this isn’t social.”

A pause.

“You’ve seen the farmer?”

“I have.”

Josh walked to the window and looked down at the traffic below.

“He’s gaining sympathy.”

“He’s harmless,” Olen said.

Josh did not answer right away.

“Harmless people are the most dangerous when the timing is wrong.”

Silence.

Then Olen’s tone shifted.

“You think he’s tied to the Horns narrative?”

“I think,” Josh said carefully, “optics matter. My father’s portfolio just took a hit. Insurance payouts. Supply chain damage. Investors are nervous. The last thing we need is a martyr story attached to a survivor.”

Olen tapped something on his keyboard.

A map came up on his second monitor.

Location data.

Drone coordinates.

The decoy farm.

“You want him quiet,” Olen said.

“I want him irrelevant.”

Olen leaned back.

For him, the math was simpler.

Everything changed the moment Alex rejected him in public.

Before that, Phong had just been annoying background noise.

Now he was an insult.

A level-one farmer daring to exist as an alternative.

Worse, daring to be chosen.

It did not matter whether Alex’s feelings were real.

Narrative reality mattered more.

If the farmer disappeared, the speculation would collapse.

The sympathy would fade.

And the lesson would be clear.

Farmers thrive under structure.

Under Olen’s system.

Not outside it.

Those who refused alignment vanished.

Olen lowered his voice.

“I have his routine.”

Josh did not ask how.

“Security?”

“Minimal. He works alone. Level one. No visible escort.”

Josh thought for a moment.

“We don’t want noise.”

“Of course not.”

“And nothing traceable.”

Olen smiled faintly.

“Please.”

Josh turned from the window.

“What’s your angle?”

“Consistency,” Olen said smoothly. “If farmers start thinking they can operate alone, the Guild weakens. Escort contracts weaken. Monetization weakens.”

Josh understood that language.

“Control the model.”

“Exactly.”

“And the girl?”

A beat.

“That will resolve itself,” Olen said evenly.

Josh smirked.

“You always hated losing.”

“And you always hated being embarrassed.”

That was enough.

Different motives.

Same answer.

Josh opened an encrypted app.

Private channel.

He typed only a few words.

[Confirmed location.]

Olen sent back coordinates.

Timestamped.

“Before morning,” Josh said.

“Before morning,” Olen agreed.

Neither of them called it murder.

They called it correction.

Narrative stabilization.

Risk management.

Outside, the city moved on without noticing.

Inside two separate high-rises, two young men, polished, praised, interviewed, aligned their interests.

One protecting legacy.

One protecting ego.

A level-one farmer in a decoy field had become inconvenient.

And in their world, inconvenience was not tolerated.

They wanted him gone by sunrise.

Phong felt it before he saw anything.

A shift in the soil.

A ripple in the network below.

The moletatoes did not panic.

They passed the signal along.

Subtle pulses through root and dirt.

Carried by fungal threads.

Lifted upward by eavesdropping woodears hidden along the treeline.

Footsteps.

Measured.

Disciplined.

There was purpose given to every step.

This were not wandering divers. They were not amateurs either.

The woodears caught pieces of speech.

Distorted, but enough.

[…confirm visual…]

[…interceptor active…]

[…no signal leakage…]

They were careful.

Professionals.

Likely illegal contractors.

Likely deniable assets.

The kind of divers who worked between laws.

The dungeon did not care about criminal records.

Murderers awakened classes too.

Smugglers got skill trees.

Assassins gained stealth modifiers like anyone else.

Some criminals got folded into the state.

Others became private tools.

Black hands.

Doing dirty work for people like Josh and Olen.

Phong did not rush.

Did not run.

He simply turned and walked back toward the real Camp Stymphalian.

Calm.

The assassins were good.

They tracked him by disturbed soil and faint mana traces.

They brought interceptors to jam outgoing signals.

They sent low-level monsters ahead as bait and cover.

If a level-one farmer died in the dungeon, the story would write itself.

Unlucky.

Low-level threat.

Tragic.

Clean.

They expected fear.

Confusion.

Panic.

They did not expect the first one to step on something soft under the leaves.

Click.

Garlic mine.

The blast was not flashy.

It was brutal.

A concussive hit from below, followed by a second detonation as hardened garlic shards burrowed in and ignited inside flesh.

A scream cut off at once.

Before the others could adjust, green angry chilies fired from hidden rows like guided micro-missiles.

Capsaicin-loaded rounds hit and burst, turning exposed skin into raw agony.

One assassin raised a shield skill.

A bonktato slammed into him from the side hard enough to break skull and spine in a single crushing arc.

The interceptor flickered.

Another one tried to cast.

A carrocket launched under manual command.

Impact.

Half his upper body vanished in a burst of heat and splintered bone.

The forest edge shook.

Shiitake shields tilted to deflect stray spells.

Oyster blades snapped up to cut off escape routes.

Moletatoes shifted below, collapsing soil under anyone trying to retreat.

The assassins were skilled.

But they had prepared for a human ambush.

Not a biome ridden with plants mutated into war crimes.

Not a farm that had survived a siege and learned from it.

One tried to run.

Onion gas burst into a thick choking cloud.

His vision blurred.

His breath burned.

A final bonktato strike put him down.

Then silence came back.

Almost as fast as it had broken.

The whole fight lasted less than three minutes.

Phong stepped out from behind a wall of hardened shiitake.

No speech.

No warning.

They came for blood.

They got it.

He did not monologue about morality.

Did not debate vengeance.

Did not offer mercy to men who had brought interceptors to make sure no one would witness his death.

He checked their pulses.

None.

He exhaled once.

He had thought killing would make him throw up.

But looking at their bodies now, he felt almost nothing.

Only cold indifference.

Then he turned toward the lizardman canal.

A group of lizardman warriors emerged, drawn by the noise.

He met their captain’s eyes.

“Drag them,” Phong said evenly.

“To the decoy camp.”

The captain tilted his head.

“Explain.”

“Divers died to a rampaging lizardman mage.”

Understanding came at once.

A lizardman mage stepped forward and spread scorch marks across the already broken bodies.

Burn patterns.

Arcane residue.

Impact marks that fit a chaotic skirmish.

Tracks were changed.

The low-level monsters the assassins had brought were released and killed in visible spots near the decoy plot.

It would look like a bad farming attempt too close to hostile territory.

Three divers.

Too confident.

Ambushed by territorial lizardmen.

Tragic.

The kind of story no one dug into.

Phong paid the lizardmen with bonktatoes for the trouble, then turned away before they finished staging the scene.

He did not want trolls involved.

Did not want human flesh traded as spoils.

He wanted the story clean.

Then he walked back to his strawberries and peas.

Knelt down.

Checked leaves.

Adjusted supports.

His hands stayed steady.

No shaking.

No triumph.

Just maintenance.

Above, the jade dragon watched again.

This farmer had neutralized an assassination attempt, and chose to deescalate the situation rather than fanning the flame. He kept his head cool even after becoming a target of hired killers.

For the dragon, that was against the pettiness of human nature.

It was fascinating.

Then folded back into routine.

Efficient.

Cold when needed.

Balanced.

Interesting.

Far away, interceptors failed to reconnect.

Encrypted channels stayed quiet.

Josh checked his phone once.

Then twice.

Then a third time.

Olen stared at a blank status window.

Dawn approached.

No confirmation came.

Only later would the reports surface.

Three divers.

Dead near the treant forest.

Lizardman mage aggression suspected.

Unfortunate.

Containable.

On the surface, it would be filed under dungeon hazard.

Inside Camp Stymphalian, strawberries were watered.

Peas were tied.

And a level-one farmer kept tending the soil as if nothing at all had happened.

            

    
        Chapter 44: Enraging young elites and a farmer who made fried chicken for animals

    
    
    
    
                Phong washed his hands first.

Not because he felt dirty.

Because habit grounded him.

Soil under his nails.

Water over his knuckles.

Breath steady.

Then he opened the group chat.

[Assassins came. Likely Josh or Olen. Could be both.I used myself as bait. They’re gone.
If you hear about divers killed by lizardmen near the decoy farm, that one is mine. Don’t worry.]

Three dots appeared almost at once.

Dominic.

Then stopped.

Then started again.

[Are you okay?]

Another message followed.

[Did you throw up?]

Phong almost smiled at that.

He replied:

[I’m fine.A bit shaken. Not crying.
They came for my life. They should’ve been ready to lose theirs.]

A pause.

Longer this time.

Then Alex.

[I’m proud of you.
But you don’t have to push yourself like that.]

He stared at the screen for a moment.

Her typing bubble flickered again.

[We’ll come back.]

He did not answer that part.

Instead he typed:

[Crop stash enough for Floor 2?
Don’t ration unless needed.]

Dominic answered first.

[We’re good. Don’t change anything.
Just stay alive.]

Then Janet added:

[We trust you.]

After that, the chat went quiet.

No speeches.

No overreaction.

Then they cut contact.

Floor Two did not forgive distracted minds.

Phong set his phone down.

The adrenaline was already gone.

What remained was not guilt.

Not triumph.

More like recalibration.

He walked to the chicken coop.

He needed oil.

Needed heat.

Needed something simple.

Cooking helped.

The steady chop of garlics.

The crack of eggs.

The dredge through seasoned flour.

Oil heating in a deep iron pan.

The first piece of chicken dropped in.

Sizzle.

Violent.

Alive.

The sound filled the air.

Rico showed up at once.

“FRIED CHICKEN?!”

Nyx appeared from nowhere, like a tiny patron spirit summoned by the smell of hot oil.

Bruno skidded around the corner so fast he nearly hit a fence post.

“You hogged the fun!” Rico accused.

“You didn’t even call us for the explosion!” Nyx added.

Bruno huffed in agreement.

Phong blinked.

“Explosion?”

“The assassins!” Rico snapped. “We heard the garlic!”

Nyx narrowed her eyes.

“Next time, we help.”

Bruno pounded the ground once like a tiny war drum.

Phong shook his head.

“You’ll get your turn.”

All three groaned in protest.

The oil bubbled harder.

A golden crust formed.

He flipped the chicken carefully, watching it brown.

Little Fireball fluttered down from a beam and landed on his shoulder.

Then she hopped to the edge of his hood.

Then climbed into it like it was her rightful throne.

She chirped once.

Demanding.

Phong tore off a piece of crisp batter, just the crunchy part, no spice.

Blew on it.

Offered it up.

She snapped it up at once.

Crunch.

Satisfied trill.

Rico stared at him in betrayal.

“She gets first bite?!”

“She’s smaller,” Phong said.

Nyx made a loud offended sound.

Bruno tried to push his face into the pan.

Phong gently nudged him back.

“Hot.”

The animals crowded close as he lifted the first batch out to drain.

He made extra.

More than needed.

Something about oil and crunch and salt helped.

It grounded him.

Anchored him.

The killing had not stayed in his chest the way he once thought it would.

No nightmare waiting to rise.

No shake in his hands.

Those men came with interceptors.

With staged monsters for cover.

With a plan to erase him before sunrise.

He had just changed the math.

The dungeon did not reward hesitation.

He had learned that long ago.

He plated the chicken on a wooden tray.

Then sat on the steps by the pond.

He handed pieces out to Rico, Nyx, and Bruno in turns.

Little Fireball stayed tucked in his hood, pecking at crumbs in content silence.

Rico chewed loudly.

Nyx hummed with pleasure.

Bruno tore through his portion with barbarian joy.

Above them, the lime-oak rustled softly.

The treants stood still.

The lizardmen kept up their patrols as if nothing had happened.

Somewhere beyond, bodies cooled near the decoy farm.

Already rewritten.

Already filed away as a dungeon hazard.

Phong leaned back against the wooden step.

The sun dipped lower.

The smell of oil still hung in the air.

He did not feel heavier.

Did not feel darker.

If anything, he felt clearer.

They made a move.

He answered.

Quietly.

Cleanly.

He had showed them he was no longer that boy without fangs to bite back.

Rico wiped grease from his mouth.

“You really hogged the fun.”

Phong looked at him from the side.

“You can handle the next batch.”

Rico froze. He knew Phong wasn’t talking about fried chickens.

“…Maybe not that kind of fun.”

Nyx giggled.

Bruno bumped Phong’s knee with his head.

Little Fireball shifted in his hood, warm against the back of his neck.

He reached up and scratched under her chin.

Crunching fried chicken.

Cooling evening air.

Camp intact.

The kills did not weigh on him.

Not because he was heartless.

Because he understood something simple.

In the dungeon, intent mattered.

They meant to kill him.

He meant to survive.

Then he chose to water strawberries after.

That choice defined him.

He had accepted his identity as a dungeon farmer.

Frying chicken at sunset.

Waiting for his people to come home.



Olen did not take the news well.

He did not rage.

Did not shout.

He stared at the report with a thin, unimpressed smile.

Three divers.

Dead in lizardman territory.

[Amateur,] he typed into the encrypted chat.

Josh read the message in silence.

Olen kept going.

[Walking into hostile biome without proper suppression?That’s sloppy.
I expected better from you.]

Josh’s jaw tightened.

His knuckles whitened around his phone.

[Bad luck,] he replied.

It was bad luck.

Lizardman mages escalated.

Olen leaned back in his chair.

[Bad luck happens to careless people.]

A pause.

Then another message.

[Next time, hire professionals. Not thugs.]

That one landed.

Josh’s breathing sharpened.

His pride had already taken hits.

First when he backed out of the collaboration.

Then when Horns of the Earth humiliated his father’s portfolio.

Now this.

A failed assassination wrapped in dungeon bad luck.

He typed back:

[Next time we’ll succeed.]

Emma sat across from Josh in the same lounge, scrolling through her own alerts.

She had stayed quiet through all of it.

She saw the rumors.

Saw Alex’s post.

Saw the French divers mocking “feudal kings.”

Saw the failed dungeon “accident.”

She could be mean.

Competitive.

Arrogant.

But murder was different.

That was a line.

And she knew they were crossing it.

She said nothing.

Did not approve.

But did not stop them either.

Making enemies of both Josh and Olen would be bad for the Tannenbaums.

Spoiled.

But not rotten.

Not yet.

Josh stood suddenly.

“We try again.”

He was already opening another channel.

Mobilizing.

Escalating.

Then the lounge door opened without a knock.

His father stepped in.

Crisp suit.

Calm face.

Eyes that measured and consumed.

“Enough,” the older man said.

Josh stiffened.

“We have bigger optics to manage.”

His father glanced once at the screen in Josh’s hand.

He did not need details.

He knew the pattern.

“You’re coming with me to the G7 conference.”

Josh blinked.

“What?”

“You will represent the family enterprise. Smile. Shake hands. Explore infrastructure contracts. Insurance expansion. Reconstruction bonds.”

“But…”

“No.”

The word was not loud.

It did not need to be.

“This is not the time to create more variables.”

Josh clenched his fists.

“But the stain…”

“Is contained,” his father cut in. “Dead divers in a dungeon are not a scandal. Assassinations tied to my son are.”

The meaning settled in.

Josh lowered his eyes.

Across the city, Olen got a similar call.

His parents.

Different tone.

Same answer.

[You’ll attend the summit.][You need visibility.]
[You need stability.]
[The Guild must not look volatile.]

Olen pressed his lips into a thin line.

He hated interruptions.

Hated unfinished business.

But international leverage and investment pipelines were not optional.

Power needed stage presence.

So he answered smoothly.

“Of course.”

Two young men.

Two second attempts stopped.

Not by morality.

By politics.

For now, Phong would not be targeted again.



Back in the dungeon, Phong was thinking about something else.

During the Bamboo Black Ant siege, he had given the trolls shelter.

Not as a strategy.

By instinct.

And that had changed something.

The Troll King had not forgotten.

The lizardmen certainly had not.

Their eggs rested safely in the pond at Camp Stymphalian.

Protected.

Warmed by mana-rich soil.

Guarded by chili lines and garlic mines.

For the lizardmen, the alliance was simple logic.

Their future lay inside his perimeter.

For the trolls, it was more complicated.

They loved caves.

Loved stone.

Loved isolation.

Loved hierarchy.

But the Troll King had felt the ants.

Seen the shiitake shields hold where rock would have cracked.

So after several long, rumbling talks, he agreed.

Death Peak, the great mountain near the gate, would become an extended outpost.

Not owned by Phong.

Not controlled by him.

More like the same honorary vassal status he once received from the Lizardman Kingdom of Lake Baratok.

His defense network would now stretch farther.

Garlic mine paths mapped along troll routes.

Chili corridors layered over approach lines.

Bonktato launch zones set to cover choke points.

The trolls did not leave their caves.

They did not need to.

But they accepted something new.

Interdependence.

When Camp Stymphalian faced danger, they would come.

The treants needed no convincing.

They already saw the plants inside Camp Stymphalian as kin.

Mutated.

Changed.

But kin.

When the bamboo shifted, the treants marched.

When the ants surged, the treants held.

Now they offered silent agreement.

Root systems slowly intertwined along the outer edge of Phong’s territory.

Information flow improved.

The early warning radius widened.

Some even allowed eavesdropping woodears to be planted on their bark.

A few treants treated them like accessories.

And just like that, without massacre, without conquest, without slaughtering whole ecosystems, Phong’s influence on Floor One grew.

A network.

Lizardman canals.

Troll mountain paths.

Treant forest edges.

Moletato tunnels below.

Woodear listening lines above.

All of it linked.

No banner declared it.

No throne named it.

But reality recognized it.

On the surface, he was a level one farmer.

A curiosity.

A meme.

A footnote in someone else’s story.

In the dungeon, he was becoming the anchor of stability in a floor growing more dangerous by the day.

The jade dragon made another mental note as he observed camp Stymphalian.

This farmer had a rare kind of strength.

He did not conquer.

He did not invade.

He stabilized, balanced, integrated. He made friends with both human and monsters, bridging the gap between dungeon and humanity.

And thus, the food chain was beginning to bend around him.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

On Floor One, there were floor bosses.

There were warlords.

There were predators.

And then there was a farmer.

Alone.

Quiet.

Building alliances with roots instead of blood.

Not feared loudly.

But respected in silence.

On the surface, he was nobody.

In the dungeon’s first floor, Phong was becoming something far more dangerous than a conqueror.

            

    
        Chapter 45: Migration

    
    
    
    
                The strawberries ripened overnight.

Not slowly.

Not gently.

One evening they were only starting to blush red.

The next morning they pulsed faintly, a hard sheen moving under their skin.

Phong crouched beside the rows and carefully pushed leaves aside.

The berries were bigger than normal.

Their skin gleamed.

The peas were worse.

Their pods twitched when he touched them.

He blinked.

“…You two are trouble, aren’t you?”

He used his basic appraisal.

The menu flickered.

Limited.

Blurry.

Incomplete.

Still, names appeared.

Berserking Strawberries

Explosive Greenpeas

No descriptions.

No numbers.

No duration.

Nothing else.

Level 1 farmer privilege.

Phong let out a slow breath.

“So that’s what you turned into.”

He did not test them right away.

He had learned caution.

A mutation you did not understand was a good way to commit accidental genocide.

Instead, he harvested carefully.

He placed the strawberries in a cloth-lined wooden basket.

He picked the peas pod by pod and stored them separately.

Whatever they did, they felt offensive.

They were not defensive variants. But he had a hunch that their buffs gonna be dangerous.

These should be treated as weapons is what Phong's instincts were screaming to him.

He could feel it in the strain of their mana.

After the alliances settled, camp felt structured.

More stable.

Less like a campsite.

More like a small state.

And like any state, it needed development.

Rico had announced he was “conducting classified research” with the treants.

Which meant Rico was climbing tree giants, sniffing bark, poking mana nodes, and calling it espionage.

Nyx had been sent to the lizardman enclave.

Spell growth.

Mana control.

The lizardman mages were disciplined.

Precise.

They would sharpen her sorcerer instincts.

Bruno...

Bruno had almost vibrated himself apart when the Troll King let him train in the mountain.

Barbarian plus troll brutality.

It was inevitable.

Watching them leave felt strange.

Not painful.

Just... parental.

Phong had stood by the pond after sending them off.

“Study well,” he had muttered.

Rico saluted like a fool.

Nyx promised to “learn forbidden secrets.”

Bruno flexed.

It felt like sending kids to boarding school.

And Rico felt like that weird uncle who thought boot camp built character.

That night he traded updates with Dominic’s team.

The signal was more stable now.

Which meant: Dominic's team had a secured foothold to place generators and signal amplifier.

Dominic sounded tired but steady.

They were clearing an abandoned fort on Floor Two.

It was infested with Nightmares, humanoid shadows with poisonous claw slashes, and Shadow Wraiths capable of mid-tier spells.

It was not easy, but it was manageable.

Especially with Arrogant Ginger shutting down the Nightmares’ nastiest trick.

Janet reported only minor injuries.

Jake’s footwork had improved.

Joanne’s timing was sharper.

Then Alex spoke.

“We have confirmation.”

“The French girls’ return is set.”

Three days after the G7 conference in Washington, DC.

Commercialized symbolism.

French divers flying back to Paris on the same plane as national leadership.

The media story preserved.

Dominic went on.

“We’re surfacing in two days. Clear this fort, then escort.”

Phong nodded even though they could not see him.

Then Dominic added,

“Olen put in a request.”

“Investigation near the decoy farm.”

“Concern for your safety near lizardman territory.”

The sarcasm dripped through the line.

Phong smiled faintly.

“I expected that.”

Then he told them about the alliance.

About Death Peak becoming an extended perimeter.

About the treant roots linking into the outer network.

Silence followed.

Then Alex.

She did not yell.

Did not scold.

She pouted.

Even through voice chat, he could see his girlfriend making that expression.

“You’re the camp leader,” she said.

“And the one calling the shots here.”

“But I’d still like a warning before major geopolitical decisions.”

Geopolitical.

He almost laughed.

But she was right.

He had fallen back into his old habit.

Alone.

Self-contained.

No consultation.

He exhaled.

“You’re right.”

“Old habit.”

“Lone farmer reflex.”

“Sorry.”

A pause.

Then softer.

“Just tell me next time.”

“I will.”

Janet cut in with approval.

“Growth.”

Dominic coughed theatrically.

“Our leader learns.”

Phong rolled his eyes.

Then he went on.

“Strawberries and peas mutated.”

“Names?”

“Berserking Strawberries. Explosive Greenpeas.”

That got everyone’s attention.

Alex’s voice sharpened at once.

“Hold them.”

“Don’t test them alone.”

“I won’t.”

Then he told them about Nyx and Bruno’s “boarding school.”

Dominic burst out laughing.

“You really sent the barbarian to troll boot camp.”

“Strategic cross-training,” Phong said.

“And Rico?”

“Classified treant research.”

“Of course it is.”

The call wound down on its own.

Plans.

Return timing.

Escort details.

Before disconnecting, Alex said quietly,

“Don’t fight alone again.”

He did not promise that.

He only said,

“Come back soon.”

Then the call ended.

Camp fell quiet.

Too quiet without Nyx’s sparks.

Without Bruno’s heavy steps.

Without Rico loudly narrating imaginary spy missions.

Little Fireball perched on his shoulder.

Phong picked up one strawberry and rolled it between his fingers.

Mana pulsed faintly through the flesh.

Berserking.

Explosive.

He set it down again.

“Not yet,” he murmured.

Outside the chili perimeter, alliances grew stronger.

His influence spread.

Having alliances he had never imagined.

And children at boarding school learning how to become monsters in their own right.

Phong leaned back under the lime-oak.

He felt tired.

The game had changed.

He was no longer only defending.

Now he had teeth.

He just needed to learn how sharp they were.

Phong woke before dawn because the ground felt... busy.

Not shaking.

Not violent like a Shifting.

Alive.

He rolled out of bed and stepped outside just as mist lifted from the pond.

The air smelled thick, like rain and warm soil.

Then he saw them.

From the direction of the Floor Two entrance, the horizon moved.

It was not a swarm like the Bamboo Black Ant.

It was a migration.

First came the herd beasts.

They looked like wildebeest, broad-shouldered and heavy with muscle, their curved horns faintly aflame as if lit from inside.

Each breath left a trail of smoke.

Their hooves struck stone with dull, steady thuds.

Behind them ran zebras striped black and white, but every stripe flickered with faint lightning.

Their hooves crackled on rock, leaving little arcs that snapped and vanished.

And then came the rabbits.

Hundreds of them.

Civilized. At least on par with the lizardmen of Lake Baratok.

Small bodies standing upright.

Fitted armor.

Tiny swords at their hips.

Earrings shaped like leaves and crescent moons.

Cloaks fastened with polished brass.

Knights in front.

Civilians in the middle.

Carpenters pushing small carts.

Builders carrying tools.

Scholars with scroll cases strapped to their backs.

Phong blinked slowly.

“…What in the world.”

The herd beasts and zebras kept moving, spreading into the new lush plains blessed by Horns of the Earth.

But some of the rabbits turned.

Toward Camp Stymphalian.

The perimeter plants did not react.

No chili missiles fired.

No garlic mines blew.

The moletatoes passed along a recognition signal.

The treants rustled but did not advance.

The rabbits stopped just outside the chili line.

One rabbit stepped forward.

Level 47.

Knight Captain.

Higher than any non-boss creature Phong had seen in person.

His armor was polished.

A crest engraved on the chest showed a carrot topped with a tiny crown.

The captain removed his helmet.

Big ears.

Golden-brown fur.

Sharp eyes.

“We seek the farmer,” he said in clear, steady Common.

Phong stepped forward.

“That’d be me.”

The captain bowed.

“We are from the Greencap Kingdom.”

Appropriate.

Very appropriate.

“We have heard you possess carrots.”

Phong glanced at the alerting carrot patch.

“…Depends which kind.”

“The alerting ones,” the captain said at once.

Phong narrowed his eyes.

“You know about those?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

The captain answered simply.

“He Who Walks told us.”

The words sent a cold ripple down Phong’s spine.

He Who Walks.

He made the link at once.

Horns of the Earth.

The mountain bull that fed biomes with every step.

Life given form.

So that was what monsters called him.

A walker.

Phong breathed out slowly.

“And what do you want the carrots for?”

“To eat.”

That truly caught him off guard.

“To... eat?”

“Yes.”

Phong scratched the back of his head.

“These carrots don’t give buffs.”

The captain blinked.

“We know.”

“…You do?”

“They taste good.”

A rabbit behind him nodded with enthusiasm.

“Crunchy.”

Another added, “Sweet.”

A scholar rabbit adjusted his glasses.

“The alarm function is irrelevant. The flavor profile is excellent.”

Phong stared at them.

Then slowly looked back at the carrot field.

A pile of extra food that also worked as an alarm system.

And now he had rabbits wanting to snack on them.

For some reason, he smiled.

“Alright,” he said. “We can trade.”

The rabbits straightened at once.

Formal.

Disciplined.

The captain nodded.

“Name your request.”

“Metalwork. Tools. Equipment. And information.”

The captain tilted his head.

“Acceptable.”

They made camp just outside the perimeter for the afternoon.

Treants watched.

Lizardman scouts observed from the pond.

Troll sentries leaned on boulders in the distance.

The first true diplomatic exchange between independent dungeon civilizations.

Phong learned fast.

The Greencap Kingdom was not warlike.

They were mainly nomadic and artisanal.

Dungeon rules prevented them from growing carrots themselves.

So they herded local fauna as mounts and extra food, alongside gathering wild carrots.

Floor One’s sudden ecological surge, caused by Horns of the Earth, had changed food density across whole regions.

More grass.

More roots.

More wild growth.

Life moved, and migration followed.

“He Who Walks is life,” one scholar rabbit explained while nibbling a carrot with care.

“He vitalizes the world with every step.”

“And we migrate after him.”

That matched Selena’s model disturbingly well.

Bull, life.

Emperor, order.

Phoenix, death and rebirth.

Phong set up cooking fires.

He made vegetable curry.

Not spicy enough to kill a rabbit.

Rich enough to impress.

Potatoes.

Ginger.

Onion.

A bit of mushroom stock.

Normal carrots in the base.

Alerting carrots roasted on the side.

The rabbits ate with astonishing manners.

Knights removed their gauntlets first.

Civilians waited until the elders began.

They were surprisingly discipline despite having food to die for in front of them.

And in return, they offered gifts.

A fitted ringmail shirt.

Light.

Flexible.

Balanced.

An axe, compact and practical, could take a beating, clearly made to be used.

And several rings.

Mana-channeling bands with low to mid-tier enchantments.

Subtle.

Stable.

Phong turned one over in his fingers.

He thought of Nyx at once.

Then Bruno.

Their training.

For a moment he felt like a father packing gear for children leaving home.

He cleared his throat.

“You can trade here again.”

The captain nodded.

“On one condition,” Phong added.

“Don’t speak of this place to humans.”

The captain’s eyes sharpened.

“Our oath binds us to the Green Cap.”

He placed a paw over the carrot crest.

“We do not betray allies.”

The civilians followed.

Scholars bowed.

Carpenters lowered their tools in respect.

Phong inclined his head.

“Then we’re good.”

As they prepared to leave, a small civilian rabbit stopped and tugged lightly at his sleeve.

“Farmer?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have strawberries?”

Phong froze for half a second.

He had strawberries.

Berserking ones.

The name alone made handing them to random high-level rabbits sound like a terrible idea.

“…Maybe.”

The rabbit’s eyes lit up.

“Next time?”

Phong let out a slow breath through his nose.

“Next time.”

After that, the Greencap Kingdom turned east.

A peaceful line of civilization moving through a dangerous world.

As they vanished over a hill, Phong stood still.

Life was spreading.

Not just chaos.

Not just war.

Not just assassins and schemers.

Real societies.

Real migration.

Real economies growing under human ignorance.

But nevertheless, having Horns of the Earth himself whispered his name to a kingdom of armored rabbits was still an absurd thing to say.

Phong looked at the carrot field.

Then at the bamboo forest in the distance.

Then toward the Floor Two entrance.

He felt reassured to continue down the path he had chosen.

            

    
        Chapter 46: An angered Greencap Army means the charge of rabbit cavalries 

    
    
    
    
                Camp had grown quieter in ways Phong hadn’t expected.

Not dangerous quiet.

Not the tense hush before a siege.

Just… empty.

Nyx was with the lizardmen, refining her mana control.

Bruno was up on Death Peak, getting thrown around by trolls twice his size and probably loving every second of it.

Rico was off doing “classified research” with the treants, which likely meant hanging upside down from branches and asking ancient tree spirits deeply inappropriate questions.

Even Dominic’s team was on Floor Two.

For the first time in months, Camp Stymphalian felt spacious.

Too spacious.

So Phong dragged a chair under the lime-oak tree and stretched out with his hands behind his head. The hybrid tree’s broad canopy broke the sunlight into soft shifting patterns across his face. The wooden sign still hung from one branch:

Camp Stymphalian.

Little Fireball perched on the edge of the table nearby.

On the table sat a tablet.

Streaming.

K-drama.

At first, the red-gold chick had only glanced at it.

One eye.

Briefly.

Dismissive.

Now?

Now she was completely hooked.

Her tiny head tilted in perfect sync with every dramatic camera angle. She chirped softly during romantic tension scenes. Whenever the male lead did something stupid, she puffed up in outrage.

Phong had even caught her rewinding scenes with her beak.

It was absurd.

It was adorable.

It was deeply concerning.

“You’re not even human,” he muttered lazily, eyes half shut. “Why are you so invested?”

Little Fireball chirped sharply at him, as if to say: You would not understand love triangles.

Phong smiled faintly and closed his eyes.

Last year, being alone like this would have felt normal.

Natural.

The default.

He had drifted through life like a ghost.

Now?

Now the lack of noise felt loud.

The lack of footsteps felt hollow.

He didn’t like it.

Not anymore.

The red-gold chick hopped closer, then finally settled on his chest while still watching her drama.

He drifted into a nap.



He woke to his phone buzzing hard against the table.

Little Fireball was still there, glaring at the screen as if it had personally offended her by interrupting the episode.

Phong rubbed his eyes and unlocked the phone.

Dominic group chat.

Several notifications.

[Janet: Emergency update.]

[Dominic: You need to see this.]

[Jake: Rabbit problem.]

[Alex: Phong, answer.]

His stomach tightened.

A video followed.

He pressed play.

The footage shook, taken from somewhere near the gate town.

And there they were.

Rabbit cavalry.

Armored in full formation.

Green-cap crests flashing in the sun.

They rode flame-horn wildebeests like war chargers. Lightning-striped zebras tore across the field, their hooves spitting sparks.

Arrows flew.

Small.

Fast.

Disciplined volleys.

Rabbit lancers hit in tight waves.

The camera jerked as humans screamed.

The Greencap knights were charging the gate town.

Phong leaned forward slowly.

“…No.”

Dominic’s next message popped up.

[They’re calling them “killer rabbits.”]

Divers were under attack.

A-class reinforcements had already been sent.

Another clip showed high-level divers fighting back.

Even A-class were struggling.

The rabbit knights moved in units, not like chaotic mobs.

They pulled back and struck again like trained cavalry.

Casualties on both sides.

But human losses were higher than expected.

Selena joined the chat.

[These aren’t random mobs.Formation tactics.
Nomadic movement.
Mounted units.]

Then another message came right after.

[They look like Mongol cavalry analogues.Flame wildebeest and lightning zebra are livestock-mount hybrids.
This is a mobile kingdom.]

Phong let out a slow breath.

He had a theory.

And he hated it.

Production-class divers.

Farmers leveling through escorted slaughter.

Civilian rabbits.

Level 27.

High exp.

Easy prey.

One greedy ambush.

One bad choice.

To the Greencap Kingdom, that would not be a skirmish.

That would be war.

He typed:

[Divers probably hunted their civilians for exp.]

Silence.

Then Janet answered.

[That would do it.]

Selena’s tone changed.

[If they’re following Horns of the Earth’s ecological surge, they’re migrating for resources, not conquest.
If humans attacked first, retaliation makes sense.]

Something twisted in his chest.

He had eaten with them.

Traded with them.

Watched them nibble carrots politely.

Now they were being called killer rabbits.

He typed:

[I’ll handle it.]

Alex answered at once.

[Don’t do anything reckless.]

He stood.

Little Fireball chirped in protest as the drama froze in the middle of a confession scene.

“Sorry,” he murmured, scooping her up.

He moved fast through camp.

Gathered supplies.

Moletatoes.

Bonktatoes.

Sympathy Enoki.

Relaxing Shiitake.

Alerting carrots.

He hesitated at the carrot basket.

Then added more.

He printed photos.

Clear ones.

Dominic.

Janet.

Alex.

Jake.

Joanne.

He labeled them carefully.

Then asked the lizardmen to write beneath them in a script dungeon civilizations would understand:

[These are my allies.They have not and will not harm your civilians.
They are under my protection.]

Then he added one last line.

[Please do not attack them.]

The crate was heavy.

He sealed it.

Then summoned moletatoes to carry it through underground paths to the Greencap scouts still shadowing the migration routes.

Little Fireball sat silently on his shoulder.

He looked toward the far plains.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he muttered.

The bull brings life.

Humans bring greed.

And life answers.

Selena pinged again.

[Did Horns of the Earth trigger their migration directly?]

Phong answered:

[They said “He Who Walks” told them.]

A pause.

Then:

[A floor boss influencing migration behavior…
That’s ecosystem-level governance.]

He did not reply.

Because governance implied order.

And humans had just broken that order.

He sent the crate.

Moletatoes tunneled away with it.

The message was simple.

These are my people.

I can make sure they will not be hostile to you.

Please do not kill them.

He sat back down under the lime-oak.

Camp felt even quieter now.

Far away, faint echoes of battle still hung in the air.

Little Fireball climbed back to her perch and pecked angrily at the paused K-drama scene.

Phong leaned his head back.

He was a level 1 farmer.

Trying to mediate between cavalry rabbits and modern militarized divers.

Trying to stop a war sparked by greed.

Trying to protect friends on both sides.

Above ground, politicians smiled at conferences.

Below, kingdoms moved because a mountain walked.

And somewhere between all that, a farmer sent a box of vegetables with a peace letter attached.

He closed his eyes for a moment.

“Please let them listen.”

Little Fireball chirped softly.

Whether in agreement, or just because the male lead had finally confessed on screen, even Phong couldn’t tell.

Dominic’s team returned at first light.

Phong heard them before he saw them.

Boots on gravel.

Metal brushing leather.

The low rumble of Dominic’s laugh crossing the perimeter.

He stepped out just in time to get swallowed by a bear hug.

“YOU,” Dominic boomed, squeezing him like a stress ball.

Phong wheezed.

“Please… oxygen…”

Dominic finally let him go, grinning so wide it looked painful.

“You saved her.”

Phong blinked.

Janet stepped forward under her own power.

A little pale, but upright.

Alive.

Sympathy Enoki.

Relaxing Shiitake.

Dominic’s voice dropped.

“There was a Wraith commander. Nasty curse spell.”

Janet folded her arms like they were talking about the weather.

“If not for the enoki purging the blood infection and that shiitake resetting my exhaustion in the middle of the fight, I’d be down.”

Down.

In dungeon terms, that word carried weight.

Permanent weight.

Phong’s shoulders slowly loosened.

“No casualties?”

“None,” Jake said.

“A Nightmare almost got Joanne,” Jack added, nudging her lightly.

Joanne rolled her eyes.

“Almost doesn’t count.”

Camille and Séline stood nearby, clearly relieved to find camp intact.

Dominic clapped once.

“Alright. Plan.”

He slipped into commander mode with no effort.

“We escort Séline and Camille to the surface. Washington. The G7 conference is wrapping up. The media circus will be at full power.”

Séline groaned softly.

“We must smile, yes?”

“Yes,” Dominic said without mercy. “Smile. Wave. Be symbols.”

Camille sighed and nodded.

“At least it is business class.”

“Probably,” Janet said dryly.

Alex stood beside Phong with her arms loosely folded.

Dominic looked at her.

“You’re not surfacing.”

It wasn’t a question.

Alex raised a brow.

“Excuse me?”

Dominic wasn’t joking now.

“Olen’s ego took a hit. Publicly. You humiliated him. He won’t forget.”

He gestured vaguely toward the surface.

“You show up now, and it becomes a spectacle. He’ll try something stupid. A provocation. A narrative trap. Or worse.”

Janet nodded.

“And Josh’s father is still licking his wounds from Horns of the Earth. They won’t mind stirring up another distraction.”

Dominic went on.

“Official cover story: Alex stays behind to take care of wounded Janet.”

Janet lifted one hand.

“I can limp if needed.”

Alex snorted.

“I would like to spend time with my boyfriend,” she said bluntly.

Dominic grinned.

“Exactly.”

Then he lowered his voice.

“And I don’t want you anywhere near that little shit while he’s this unstable.”

As if called by name, Alex’s phone buzzed in her hand.

She glanced at it.

Her nose wrinkled.

“Olen,” she said flatly.

Still.

Relentless.

She unlocked the screen and tilted it so Phong could see.

Long paragraphs.

Polished wording.

Artificially humble tone.

[You deserve someone who understands your ambition.]

[A generous, intelligent, and funny woman like you shouldn’t settle.]

[You shouldn’t compromise your standards.]

Phong raised a brow.

The translation was obvious.

Leave your ordinary boyfriend for me.

Alex locked the screen without replying.

“He really thinks persistence is romance,” she muttered.

Janet smirked.

“No. He thinks narrative pressure is romance.”

Dominic rolled his shoulders.

“Doesn’t matter. He’s not your problem. He’s mine if he steps wrong.”

Jake chuckled.

“Judgenaut diplomacy.”

Alex leaned lightly against Phong.

“He’s not even creative,” she sighed. “At least insult you properly if he’s going to try.”

Phong shrugged.

“I’m ordinary. It’s fine.”

She elbowed him gently.

“Self-esteem dip again? Want me to fix it?”

“Please have mercy. I don’t want to turn into a prune again.”

“Too late, farm boy.”

He smiled faintly.

He wasn’t jealous.

Not even a little.

He knew her.

Knew the way she looked at him when no one else noticed.

Knew the way she weaponized exhaustion on Love Day just because she could.

No media story could compete with that.

Dominic turned serious again.

“We leave in an hour.”

Séline stepped forward, her expression softer now.

She looked at Phong.

“Thank you. For the message to Greencap.”

He inclined his head.

“They listened?”

“For now.”

Camille added quietly,

“The knight captain recognized your seal.”

Relief loosened something in his chest.

Good.

One front stabilized.

Dominic slung his pack over his shoulder.

“Keep the farm alive,” he told Phong.

“Always.”

“And keep her safe,” Dominic added, nodding at Alex.

Phong met his eyes.

“I doubt she needs saving.”

Dominic grinned again.

“Doesn’t mean she doesn’t want it from time to time.”

The team headed for the exit path.

Séline and Camille waved once before following.

Soon the sound faded.

Bootsteps growing faint.

Camp quiet again.

Alex let out a slow breath.

“Finally.”

She tucked her phone away.

“Peace.”

Phong glanced at her.

“For how long?”

She smiled faintly.

“Long enough.”

The lime-oak rustled softly overhead.

Far away, herd beasts moved across the new green plains.

And on the surface, politicians gathered.

Egos simmered.

Stories spun.

But in Camp Stymphalian, it was just a farmer.

His apfeltaschen.

And a red-gold chick glaring at a paused K-drama confession like it had personally offended her.

For now, that was enough.

            

    
        Chapter 47: A powerful asset name Alexandra Vogel

    
    
    
    
                Dominic didn’t waste time.

Janet stayed behind at Camp Stymphalian, officially “recovering,” unofficially serving as second-in-command while Alex remained underground.

By sunrise the next day, Dominic, Jake, Jack, Joanne, Séline, and Camille were already moving toward the gate.

The shift from dungeon air to surface air always felt strange.

Like stepping out of myth and back into paperwork.

They didn’t take public transport.

They went straight to Hà Nội Corner.

Uncle Long was already behind the counter, like he had expected them.

“You need car,” Long said before Dominic could speak.

Dominic nodded.

“Borrowing.”

Long pointed a finger.

“Return full tank.”

Dominic raised three fingers.

“Promise.”

Long slid the keys across without another word.

“No scratch.”

“No scratch.”

Long leaned in a little and lowered his voice.

“Surface noisy. Be careful.”

Dominic gave a short nod.

Then they piled into the car.

Dominic drove.



First stop: the Vogels.

They didn’t stay long.

Just long enough to check.

Mr. Vogel was outside the bakery arguing with a supplier about flour quality.

Mrs. Vogel was inside rearranging pastries in the display case with terrifying precision.

Normal.

Safe.

That mattered.

Dominic understood the math without anyone saying it.

Alexandra Vogel was A-class.

Mindblade.

Arbiter.

Popular.

Influential.

Her parents were not expendable.

Erasing them would never be quiet.

It could even hand another country, Germany for example, a reason to make a claim on an Arbiter Mindblade’s service if something happened to her family.

Not like a level 1 farmer’s aunt and uncle.

That thought hung in the air heavier than anyone voiced.

Mrs. Vogel hugged Séline and Camille like daughters coming home.

Mr. Vogel clapped Dominic on the shoulder.

“Drive safe.”

“I will.”

Then they left.



The road stretched long and flat.

Fields.

Billboards.

Radio chatter about the G7 conference in Washington, DC.

Politicians smiling.

Flags waving.

Economic promises.

Dominic drove through the afternoon without complaint.

Jake handled directions.

Jack slept.

Joanne scrolled through social media.

Séline and Camille watched the passing landscape in silence.

At night, Dominic pulled into a gas station off a quiet highway.

Neon lights.

Flickering signs.

The air smelled of gasoline and cheap fried food.

“Food break,” Dominic said.

Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

A TV near the cashier was playing a live interview.

Olen.

High-collar sweater.

Perfect hair.

Freckles arranged like deliberate design.

He sat across from a polished interviewer with a subtle G7 banner behind them.

Dominic stopped mid-step.

“…Of course.”

The interviewer asked about “the recent shipping rumors.”

Olen smiled modestly.

A masterclass smile.

“I think it was a misunderstanding,” he said smoothly.

He didn’t deny chasing Alex.

He didn’t deny the rumors.

He reframed them.

“I believe women should never lower their standards,” he continued.

“They deserve the freedom to choose. And I respect that.”

Golden retriever energy poured off the screen.

Soft eyes.

Measured voice.

Steady, gentle tone.

“If she chooses someone else, that is her right,” he added.

“But I will always try to show that I can stand beside strong, independent women as an ally.”

Dominic made a sound somewhere between a snort and a cough.

The interviewer nodded like this was inspiring.

“So you’re saying you’ll remain patient?”

Olen laughed lightly.

“Persistence doesn’t have to be pressure. It can be respect.”

Masterful.

He had flipped the whole thing.

From media manipulation to romantic perseverance.

From entitlement to empowerment rhetoric.

The interviewer nodded again.

Comments raced under the broadcast.

Hashtags from his media machine multiplied by the hour.

#RespectfulKing#PatientLove
#LetHerChoose

Dominic stood still for a second.

Then snorted loudly.

Jake muttered, “That’s manipulation.”

Joanne scoffed.

“He just weaponized feminism.”

Jack shook his head.

“Golden retriever PR build.”

They grabbed food fast.

No one wanted to hear more.

Outside, the cool night air hit harder.

They got back in the car.

Doors shut.

Silence for three seconds.

Then Camille let out a slow breath.

“This is… dangerous.”

Dominic glanced at her in the rearview mirror.

“Explain.”

Séline leaned forward a little.

“If he is comfortable saying this in an interview tied to the G7 conference…”

She chose her words carefully.

“That means his parents approve.”

The car went quiet.

Jake frowned.

“Approve of what?”

Camille finished it.

“Of Alex being a target.”

Not a romantic target.

A strategic one.

An Arbiter Mindblade was rare.

An Arbiter Mindblade with a heroine image, vigilante aura, and real respect in diver circles was even rarer.

Maybe one of a kind.

Influence in diver space mattered.

Alex could shape conflict.

Shift outcomes.

If she wanted.

And if Olen secured someone like Alex in public, it would strengthen his brand.

Strengthen his influence.

Strengthen his family’s place in the dungeon economy.

Dominic’s jaw tightened.

“So it’s not just ego.”

“No,” Séline said softly. “It is alliance-building.”

Camille nodded.

“In politics, marriage has always meant consolidation.”

Dominic tapped the steering wheel once.

“He thinks he can push her with narrative until saying yes becomes easier than saying no.”

Joanne added, “And if she rejects too hard, he flips it into ‘I was always respectful.’”

Jake leaned back.

“He built a no-lose setup.”

Dominic exhaled slowly.

“Not entirely.”

He shifted gears.

“There’s one problem.”

“What?” Jack asked.

“He underestimated her.”

The engine hummed as they pulled back onto the highway.

“She doesn’t bend because it’s convenient.”

Dominic’s voice carried quiet certainty.

“And Phong isn’t someone you erase without consequences.”

He didn’t explain further.

He didn’t need to.

The dungeon was changing.

Alliances were forming.

Floor bosses were moving.

And Olen, for all his polish, was still playing politics on the surface.

Down below, different rules applied.

The headlights cut through the dark as they drove toward Washington.

Behind them, Olen smiled for cameras.

Ahead of them, media storms gathered.

But somewhere underground, a level 1 farmer was quietly reshaping an entire floor.

And if Olen’s parents really approved of targeting Alexandra Vogel, then they were stepping into a game they did not fully understand.

Phong lay flat on the wooden floor of the leader’s room, staring at the ceiling beams like a defeated raid boss.

Every muscle ached.

Not injured.

Not poisoned.

Just exhausted.

Alex lay beside him, propped lazily on one elbow, looking far too pleased with herself.

He turned his head slowly.

“You did that on purpose.”

She blinked with fake innocence.

“Did what?”

“Turn me into overcooked noodles.”

She laughed softly and brushed a loose strand of hair off his forehead.

“Told you it was too late.”

“That’s not the point.”

She leaned closer, voice playful.

“You complain, but you never say stop. Admit it, farm boy. You enjoyed it.”

He groaned.

It had become an inside joke between them.

Alexandra Vogel.

A-class Arbiter Mindblade.

Intelligence in the triple digits.

Lowest stat near a hundred.

And yet when they were alone, she clearly enjoyed proving that even when she was gentle, she could still wreck a level 1 farmer.

She kissed his cheek lightly.

“You’re cute when you’re tired.”

“I look like a zombie right now.”

“Not mutually exclusive.”

Before he could argue, a faint chirping cut through the room.

Little Fireball.

The red-gold chick perched on the table, tablet propped up with absurd care.

K-drama still playing.

She had missed pecking the next episode.

Autoplay took over.

The drama faded.

A familiar face filled the screen.

Olen.

Full interview mode.

Golden retriever aura at maximum.

Little Fireball froze mid-peck.

Her tiny head tilted.

Alex’s name came through the speakers.

The chick’s eyes narrowed.

Phong and Alex both turned.

“…Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Phong muttered.

On-screen, Olen was mid-sentence.

“…empowering women… freedom to choose… persistence with respect…”

Alex’s expression shifted from amused to mildly annoyed.

Phong smirked.

“The little bastard has his eyes on you now.”

He reached out and brushed the tip of her nose with one finger.

She squinted at him and fired back at once.

“His friend is coming for your head too.”

Josh.

The reminder was casual.

But real.

Phong lifted a brow.

“Then should I be scared? Maybe if I offer Olen my girl, he’ll spare me.”

Alex’s eyes sharpened instantly.

“If you even think about doing that, it’s me your ass needs to worry about.”

They held eye contact for half a second.

Then both burst out laughing.

He had come a long way.

From overthinking every word, to joking with Alex about dark things without fear.

That was trust.

They both knew the other wasn’t serious.

Neither felt hurt.

Little Fireball chirped loudly at the sudden noise, then went back to the tablet like a tiny judgmental aunt.

Phong shifted carefully, trying not to wince.

“Okay,” he said, sitting up slowly. “Work.”

Alex rolled onto her back with exaggerated sorrow.

“Romance over?”

“For now.”

He reached for the basket.

Berserking Strawberries.

Explosive Greenpeas.

He handed one strawberry to Alex.

“Miss Mindblade, would you mind appraising this for me?”

“Alright, farm boy. But that is no way for a peasant to address a noble.”

She was teasing, but her eyes sharpened as she focused.

Stats scanned.

Mana patterns opened.

The menu flickered.

Then settled.

She inhaled lightly.

“Well.”

“What?”

“These are basically cheat codes.”

She read slowly.

“Double all stats.”

Phong blinked.

“…What?”

“For one minute.”

His brain stalled.

“And after?”

She scrolled.

“One full day of extreme weakness.”

Silence.

He stared at the berry.

“That’s not a snack.”

“No,” she said calmly. “That’s an overdrive button.”

His mind immediately started running through cases.

Dominic.

Janet.

Jake.

A floor boss.

A last stand.

Double everything for sixty seconds?

It was absurd.

Terrifying.

Brilliant.

He swallowed.

“And the peas?”

Alex picked up a pod.

Focused again.

“…Oh.”

“What?”

“Explosive Greenpeas.”

A pause.

“Permanent plus 0.1 Dexterity.”

Phong frowned.

“…Like Angry Chillies?”

“Stackable up to plus one.”

His eyes widened.

Permanent.

Stackable.

Ten peas.

Plus one Dexterity.

No drawback.

“Yeah. Same logic as Red Angry Chillies,” Alex murmured. “Different stat.”

Phong leaned back slowly.

He had been right about the strawberries.

Wrong about the peas.

One was a suicide sprint.

A last-ditch button.

The other was a long-term investment.

He grabbed his phone at once.

Typed fast.

Sent it to Dominic.

[Berserking Strawberry: x2 all stats for 1 minute, then 1 day extreme weakness.
Explosive Greenpeas: +0.1 DEX permanent, stackable to +1.]

He hit send.

A few seconds later, his phone buzzed violently.

[Dominic: WHAT.]

Another message.

[Jake: He stood up so fast he almost hit the car roof.]

[Joanne: He did hit it.]

[Dominic: Farm boy, you will give people a heart attack if you keep dropping bombshells like this through a freaking chat.]

Phong smirked faintly.

[Just harvested.]

[Dominic: SAVE THEM. DO NOT TEST RANDOMLY.]

[I know.]

[Dominic: WE NEED A PLAN FOR THAT STRAWBERRY.]

[It’s emergency-only.]

[Dominic: UNDERSTATEMENT.]

Alex leaned over to read the messages.

She smiled faintly.

“He sounds excited.”

“He is.”

She lay back down and looked at the strawberry between her fingers.

“You realize this changes things.”

He nodded.

“With a Judgenaut, Valkyrie, and Mindblade at level 30…”

She finished the thought.

“…one minute of doubled stats could kill something way above our class.”

“And one day of weakness means that person needs protection afterward.”

She looked at him from the side.

“You’d use it on someone else before yourself?”

He shrugged.

“I’m level 1.”

She flicked his forehead.

“Stop saying that like it defines you.”

“Relevant for the strawberries though. Two times 9 is still just 18. That barely clears goblin level.”

He smiled faintly.

Little Fireball chirped loudly again.

On the tablet, Olen’s interview had looped into a highlight segment.

“…I’ll patiently wait for her to notice…”

The chick pecked the screen once in offense.

Alex leaned over and closed the app.

“No more.”

Silence returned.

Phong exhaled slowly.

His body still sore.

His stats still pathetic compared to hers.

But now he had overdrive fruit.

Permanent stat peas.

Underground alliances.

And a girlfriend who could crush boulders with her mind.

He lay back down carefully.

Alex curled against him again at once.

“You’re still tired,” she murmured.

“Yes.”

She smiled into his shoulder.

“Good.”

He sighed.

“I’m going to need Stoic Garlic just to survive you.”

She laughed softly.

Outside, Camp Stymphalian stood stronger than ever.

And somewhere on a highway, Dominic was probably still rubbing his head after nearly concussing himself over a strawberry.

For a level 1 farmer, Phong was starting to look dangerously equipped.

Alex’s phone started vibrating again.

Not once.

Not twice.

A steady stream.

Ping.

Ping.

Ping.

She ignored it at first.

Phong didn’t.

He was half sitting, half collapsing against the headboard, still feeling like his bones had been replaced with jelly after her earlier “pampering.”

“Popular today,” he murmured.

Alex finally picked up the phone.

Messages.

Old professors from debate club.

Former classmates.

College friends.

People who had not texted her in months.

[What do you think about Olen’s interview?]

[He has a point about standards, don’t you think?]

[You deserve someone ambitious.]

[Just curious, are you considering it?]

The wording was polite.

Too polite.

Alex’s face did not change.

She locked the screen.

“They’re counting cash,” she said flatly.

Phong raised a brow.

“They get paid?”

“One way or another. Direct money? Probably. Indirectly? Even more likely. Stand on the right side of a narrative, get invited to the right events, maybe land a consulting job, maybe pick up a useful connection. Absolutely.”

She shrugged.

“It’s not always cash in an envelope. Sometimes it’s future opportunity.”

He watched her for a moment.

“Is he bothering you too much?”

She didn’t answer right away.

So he asked again, more softly.

“Do you need me to handle this?”

The room went quiet.

Little Fireball paused the K-drama again, reacting more to the tone than the words.

Alex turned slowly.

She knew him.

Knew how his mind worked.

If she said yes, he would step in.

He would put himself between her and the media storm.

He would do interviews.

Let himself be painted as the villain.

Take the heat until the spotlight shifted.

He would protect her the same way he protected Camp Stymphalian.

By painting a huge bright target on his own back.

And she didn’t want that.

So she moved closer instead.

Cupped his face in both hands.

Her thumbs brushing lightly over his cheekbones.

“Don’t,” she said quietly.

He held her gaze.

“I can handle attention.”

“I know you can.”

“But you shouldn’t have to.”

She smiled faintly.

“I keep diving for a reason.”

He tilted his head a little.

“Because you like punching things?”

“That too.”

She rested her forehead lightly against his.

“I’m fighting my own war.”

She didn’t need to explain.

The diver world.

Corporate influence.

Narratives that shaped life and death.

She was strong enough to stand in that space.

And she wanted to.

“So that,” she finished softly, “when it matters most, I stand next to you. Not behind you. Not protected by you.”

His hand moved to her waist on instinct.

He nodded.

“And if you ever need me?”

She smirked faintly.

“You’re one sentence away.”

He echoed it.

“You’re one sentence away too.”

Little Fireball chirped loudly.

Almost judgmental.

As if to say: Where is the dramatic misunderstanding? Where is the betrayal arc? This relationship is badly written.

Phong laughed.

“Sorry,” he told the chick. “We’re boring.”

Alex leaned fully into him.

He wrapped both arms around her.

For a moment, the world shrank to two people holding each other in a wooden room underground.

Then—

Ping.

One more notification.

Different tone.

Unknown number.

Alex frowned and unlocked it.

The message was short.

Transcripted.

Professional.

It was Emma.

[You never heard this from me.Josh and Olen made an alliance.
They want Phong dead.
Be careful.]

That was all.

Phong blinked.

“…Huh.”

He had not expected that.

Not from her.

Alex, on the other hand, did not look surprised.

She typed a simple reply.

[Thank you.]

Then she locked the phone and let out a slow breath.

“He wanted a chance,” she said quietly.

Phong tightened his arms around her a little.

“You gonna give him one?”

Her smile turned sharp.

“I’m going to let the media think I gave him one.”

He raised a brow.

“And?”

“And he never had the slightest chance from the start.”

She shifted and turned to face him fully.

Her face was no longer playful.

No longer amused.

Controlled.

Measured.

“And if he doesn’t know how to take the L,” she said calmly, “he’ll come for you. To make me ‘available’ again.”

The meaning settled heavy between them.

He studied her closely.

“And if that happens?”

She did not hesitate.

“Don’t intervene.”

His jaw tightened slightly.

She held his gaze.

“His life is mine if he tries that again.”

The temperature in the room changed.

She wasn’t joking.

Not this time.

She was thinking about the assassins.

The attempt before G7.

The blood on dungeon soil.

She had not forgotten.

She had not forgiven.

Phong looked at her for a long moment.

He had seen her fierce before.

In battle.

Against trolls.

Against elite mobs.

But this was different.

Controlled fury.

Personal.

“I’ve never seen this lioness side of you,” he murmured.

Her eyes softened a little at the word.

“I don’t show it often.”

“I noticed.”

She leaned in closer.

“But I won’t let someone think you’re disposable.”

He laughed softly.

“I’m a level 1 farmer. To the higher-ups, I’m basically statistical noise.”

She flicked his forehead.

“Then I’ll just make you into a statistical sonic boom.”

He studied her face.

No hesitation.

No doubt.

Only certainty.

He exhaled.

“Okay.”

That was his answer.

Trust.

Trust that she meant it.

Trust that if a line got crossed, she would draw her own in blood.

Little Fireball chirped again.

On the tablet, the K-drama had resumed.

A jealous rival schemed under dim lighting.

The chick pecked the screen in irritation.

Alex leaned back into Phong’s chest.

He wrapped himself around her again.

Outside, Camp Stymphalian stood calm.

Inside, two people made quiet promises without ceremony.

On the surface, alliances formed.

Egos bruised.

Narratives twisted.

And somewhere in Washington, two young men were probably congratulating themselves on their strategy.

They had no idea that the woman at the center of their plans had already drawn her line.

And that the “ordinary” farmer they targeted was not alone.

Phong rested his chin lightly on Alex’s head.

“If he makes a move,” he said quietly, “we handle it together.”

She didn’t argue.

Didn’t soften it.

She just nodded once.

Together.

Little Fireball finally pecked the tablet correctly and advanced to the next episode.

At least someone in the room respected proper drama pacing.

            

    
        Chapter 48: Alliance and a raccoon... kamen rider?

    
    
    
    
                Phong texted Dominic before the giant had even crossed state lines.

[Buy basil seeds.][And dill.]
[Lots.]

Three dots popped up almost at once.

[You opening an Italian restaurant underground?]

[Strategic herb diversification.]

[Sure. I’ll grab extra.]

Phong could almost hear Dominic grinning through the phone.

He slipped it back into his pocket and looked out across the plains of Floor One.

The G7 conference had created a vacuum.

Surface elites were busy posturing.

Josh and Olen were busy networking.

Media attention was aimed upward.

Which meant the underground was quieter.

And quieter meant opportunity.

He sent a formal message through moletato couriers to the Greencap scouts.

The reply came the next day.

The Knight Captain arrived in person.

Level 47.

Green-cap crest polished.

A flame-horn wildebeest waited a short distance away.

They stood under the lime-oak tree.

Treants watched from the perimeter.

Lizardman sentries observed from the canal.

The Troll King’s emissary stood nearby in silence.

A summit.

Phong laid out his proposal without dressing it up.

“The civilian rabbits move here.”

The captain’s whiskers twitched.

“To your camp.”

“To the ordinary camp.”

Phong pointed toward the decoy farm near the treant border.

“Surface soil mixed with dungeon dirt. Near human territory.”

“The restriction stopping you from growing carrots in dungeon soil should not apply to surface dirt.”

The captain thought that over.

“You would teach us.”

“Yes.”

“And we farm only when no humans are near.”

“Yes.”

“And in return?”

“Some of your cavalry move to hidden positions between the treants.”

He pointed out the natural ambush corridors.

“Only when prompted.”

The captain’s eyes sharpened a little.

“You expect war.”

“I expect stupidity,” Phong corrected calmly.

“When my human enemies come…”

“They will meet a Greencap charge.”

The captain’s ears tilted back slightly.

Not hostile.

Just judging him.

“You play a dangerous game, farmer. Allying with us. ‘Killer rabbits,’ as your kind calls us.”

Phong snorted.

“I planted war crimes. Danger sounds like Tuesday to me.”

Silence hung there for a moment.

Then the captain gave a small nod.

“You are… not like the others.”

Phong let out a soft breath through his nose.

“I’m not that great.”

“You did not hunt civilians.”

“That’s basic decency.”

“For your kind, it is uncommon.”

He didn’t argue.

He just held out his hand.

The captain tapped it lightly with one paw.

The alliance expanded.



Civilian rabbits began relocating within two days.

Small wagons.

Carrot crests fluttering gently.

They took over the ordinary dirt plots with brisk efficiency.

Disciplined.

Organized.

Already planning irrigation.

One scholar rabbit nearly cried when Phong explained crop rotation.

The dungeon restriction did not trigger on surface soil.

They could grow carrots.

Real ones.

Without system suppression.

It felt less like strategy.

More like liberation.

At the same time, hidden Greencap cavalry units quietly settled into the treant groves.

Lightning zebras learned tree-line paths.

Flame-horn beasts practiced charging from concealment.

The treants approved.

The lizardmen stayed neutral but watchful.

The trolls found the whole thing funny.

Floor One was no longer a bunch of loose factions.

It was structure.



Alex had watched all of this in silence.

Then one afternoon she walked straight up to the Knight Captain.

“Spar with me.”

The captain tilted his head.

“You seek instruction.”

“I seek improvement.”

They cleared a space by the pond.

Janet crossed her arms and watched with interest.

Alex summoned her psychic rapier.

The blade shimmered into being.

Controlled.

Precise.

She moved beautifully.

Clean footwork.

HEMA drills carved into muscle memory.

The captain drew twin short blades.

Fast.

Compact.

The first exchange was just testing.

Alex used telekinesis to flick a small stone as a distraction.

The captain cut it out of the air.

“Predictable.”

They engaged again.

This time Alex layered pressure.

Feints.

Psychic shove.

Mental blade acceleration.

The captain flowed around it.

At one point he stepped inside her guard and tapped her shoulder with the flat of his blade.

“Dead.”

Alex lowered her rapier, breathing steady.

“Pointers.”

The captain sheathed one blade.

“You rely on singular focus.”

“I fight clean.”

“You fight narrow.”

Alex frowned slightly.

The captain went on.

“You are Mindblade.”

He gestured around them.

“Yet you use one.”

Her eyes sharpened.

“Explain.”

“On Floor Two,” the captain said carefully, “there is a human.”

Phong and Alex traded a look at once.

The captain continued.

“She controls multiple floating blades and paper talismans at the same time.”

No name spoken.

None needed.

Yue Ting.

Level 35 Taoist Master.

“She fights with distance and depth.”

The captain pointed at Alex’s rapier.

“You focus here.”

Then he gestured outward in widening circles.

“You must fight here.”

He drew quick lines in the dirt.

“Primary blade.”

“Secondary control.”

“Third defense.”

“Fourth, ranged pressure.”

Alex listened closely.

“You want me to control multiple weapons telekinetically.”

“Yes.”

“At the same time.”

“Yes.”

“And a shield.”

“Yes.”

Janet raised a brow.

The captain nodded.

“Offense from many angles.”

“Defense without commitment.”

“If you can do this,” he added calmly, “you may become nearly unbeatable in a one-on-one.”

He paused.

“Provided you do not challenge those far above your class.”

Alex smirked.

“I try not to pick fights with floor bosses.”

“Wise.”

They sparred again.

This time Alex formed a second psychic blade.

Unsteady at first.

Split focus.

Her rapier control slipped.

The captain pressed at once.

Testing.

Punishing wasted motion.

Alex adjusted.

Pulled back.

Focused harder.

A third construct flickered into existence.

Rough.

But real.

Phong watched carefully.

Her potential visibly widened.

Not just stronger.

More layered.

More dangerous.

When they finally stopped, Alex was breathing harder.

But she was smiling.

“That was helpful.”

The captain inclined his head.

“You are disciplined.”

“And?”

“You lack breadth.”

She nodded.

“I’ll fix that.”

As they walked back toward camp, Phong leaned closer.

“Multiple floating swords.”

She bumped his shoulder.

“Don’t sound so excited.”

“I’m picturing you going into battle like a one-woman weapon rack.”

She laughed softly.

“I’m picturing not needing anyone to guard my back.”

He squeezed her hand.

“You already don’t.”

She squeezed back.

“Still.”

Greencap banners fluttered near the decoy farm.

Carrot rows pushed up through surface soil.

Cavalry hid among the treants.

Basil and dill seeds were on the way.

And for the first time, Floor One wasn’t reacting.

It was preparing.

Quietly.

Systematically.

Against enemies who still believed everything important happened on the surface.



Training became routine.

Alex rotated sparring partners like a fighter camp training for a title match.

Morning with Janet.

Midday with the Lizardman Vanguard Captain.

Evening with the Troll King.

And every few days, the Bunny Captain.

Under the shade of the lime-oak, she refined her constructs.

One.

Then two.

Then three.

At first, her second construct flickered.

Unstable.

Split focus leaking into bad control.

Now three psychic constructs hovered around her almost naturally.

Primary: her rapier. Precise. Surgical.

Secondary: a compact mace head, swung by telekinesis for blunt interruption.

Tertiary: a floating shield, shifting angles to intercept.

It changed the battlefield at once.

Janet’s buff aura spread wide.

Valkyrie radiance boosting stamina, defense, and impact.

Normally that would tilt any fight.

But now Alex attacked from several angles at once.

Rapier from the front.

Mace threatening the side.

Shield cutting off counterplay.

Janet’s win rate?

Zero.

“Again,” Janet muttered after another clean disarm.

Alex lowered her constructs.

“You’re too honest.”

Janet wiped sweat from her brow.

“I buff. I dive. I hit things.”

“And you’re turning into a floating armory.”

The Troll King came next.

Massive.

Uncompromising.

Fourteen spars so far.

Alex had won twice.

The first time had surprised even her.

The second was cleaner.

The Troll King laughed like thunder after it.

“You grow sharper, Mindblade.”

“Still not enough,” she answered.

“Good,” he said. “Confidence dulls blade.”

Against the Lizardman Vanguard Captain, she had three wins so far.

Those duels were quicker.

More technical.

He adapted well.

But she was starting to own the space between them.

Then there was the Bunny Captain.

Level 47.

Precision made flesh.

Alex had not beaten him once.

Not once.

Every match ended with the flat of his blade tapping her neck or chest.

“Dead.”

He didn’t overpower her.

He didn’t outmuscle her.

He was simply efficient.

He wasted nothing.

He punished every overreach.

After one long exchange, he stepped back and lowered his blades.

“You progress.”

“And?”

“You are still predictable when tired.”

She nodded.

Then the captain’s expression shifted.

“Your kind now sees our rings and jewels as loot.”

Alex’s jaw tightened slightly.

He continued.

“They strip fallen knights. Sell our craft. Wear our honor.”

She didn’t argue.

“They hunt civilians,” he added. “Profitable target.”

His ears twitched once.

“Thanks to your farmer, Pioneer Squad Twelve’s losses have decreased.”

He inclined his head slightly.

“I lead that squad.”

Alex glanced toward Phong across the clearing.

“He didn’t do it for thanks.”

“We know.”

A pause.

“Still. We acknowledge it.”

She inclined her head back.



Phong heard part of that conversation.

He pretended not to.

He also made a point of not lingering on one fact.

If this was Pioneer Squad Twelve, then there were at least eleven more units like it.

Level 47 captains.

Mounted cavalry.

Spread across Floor One.

If humans kept hunting civilians, Floor One would erupt.

Everywhere.

He let out a slow breath and looked elsewhere.

Preparation.

He started expanding Camp Stymphalian toward the Floor Two entrance.

Shorter travel time.

Faster response.

A second perimeter.

Treants helped stabilize the roots.

Lizardmen extended irrigation lines.

Trolls moved stone slabs around like furniture.

If possible, he also wanted access to flame-horn wildebeests and lightning zebras as mounts.

If his team could ride, everything changed.

He hadn’t asked yet.

But the thought was there.



Rico returned dramatically.

As expected.

Nyx and Bruno flanked him like cadets back from academy.

Bruno was bigger.

Noticeably.

Level 12 now.

Denser muscle.

Confidence rolling off him.

He could handle goblins and wolves alone now.

No panic.

No hesitation.

Phong handed him the ringmail and axe from the bunny trade.

Bruno held them carefully, eyes wide.

“For me?”

“For you.”

The puppy, not really a puppy anymore, stood straighter.

Nyx came next.

Level 11.

Mana control much cleaner now.

Her casting no longer bled extra energy everywhere.

He handed her the rings and necklace.

They glowed faintly when she put them on.

She lifted her hands and tested her mana.

Output stabilized.

Controlled.

Her eyes sparkled.

“Thank you.”

Then Rico crossed his arms.

“What about me?”

Phong blinked.

“You’re a raccoon.”

“And?”

“And you don’t use weapons.”

Rico scoffed with full drama.

“You think I came back empty-handed?”

He turned around slowly.

Something small clung to his back.

A young treant.

Thin.

Green.

Wrapped over his shoulders like a living harness.

With a sharp hand signal, Rico barked:

“Henshin!”

The treant reacted at once.

Roots spread.

Branches unfolded.

Wooden plating snapped over Rico’s limbs and torso.

Mana pulsed.

Glowing veins lit up across the bark armor.

A helmet-like growth formed over his head, his ears sticking through neat little slits.

He struck a pose.

Full wooden armor.

Lightweight.

Alive.

Breathing mana.

Phong stared.

“…You built a tree mech.”

Rico puffed up proudly.

“I negotiated a symbiotic partnership.”

Nyx clapped.

Bruno howled in approval.

The treant armor shifted and adjusted smoothly with Rico’s movements.

“I can grow spikes,” Rico said proudly.

“And a shield.”

“And glide short distance.”

Phong folded his arms.

“…I’m jealous.”

“Good,” Rico replied smugly.

Then he struck another pose.

“Protector of Floor One!”

“Knock-off Kamen Rider,” Phong muttered.

Rico gasped.

“How dare you.”

Little Fireball chirped loudly from the tree branch, unimpressed.

Alex walked over, her constructs dissolving around her.

She took in the returning trio.

Armor.

Rings.

Levels gained.

All of them growing.

All of them evolving.

Camp Stymphalian no longer felt like a refuge.

It felt like a rising faction.

Alex looked at Phong.

“You’re building something.”

He didn’t deny it.

“Preparation.”

“For what?”

He looked toward the distant plains.

Toward the second entrance.

Toward a future clash that hadn’t happened yet.

“For when they stop playing politics and start playing war.”

Alex nodded slowly.

Her three psychic constructs flickered back into place for a moment, hovering around her shoulders like silent guards.

Nearby, a raccoon in living wood armor practiced combat rolls.

A barbarian puppy swung a bunny-forged axe with clumsy enthusiasm.

A young sorcerer cat tested mana control with her new jewelry.

And under the lime-oak tree, a level 1 farmer stood quietly at the center of it all.

He couldn’t say he wasn’t proud.

He also couldn’t say he wasn’t getting ready for the day when pride would not be enough.

            

    
        Chapter 49: Alex’s terrifying side

    
    
    
    
                Séline and Camille’s return to Lyon went exactly the way the airlines wanted.

Smiles at the gate.

Waves for the cameras.

French flags in the background.

Statements about international cooperation and “safe extraction through global unity.”

Airline executives beamed.

Governments shook hands.

The narrative machine purred.

Once the spotlight moved on, Dominic and the three Js slipped out of Washington and headed back underground.

By the time they reached Camp Stymphalian again, the air felt cleaner.

Simpler.

Real.

Phong had already prepared hot pot.

A huge iron pot at the center of camp.

Broth simmering.

Beef slices.

Mushrooms.

Carrots.

Hand-pulled noodles.

Fresh herbs Dominic had picked up, with basil and dill seeds tucked safely in his pack.

The whole camp gathered.

Lizardman emissaries nearby.

Troll representatives lounging in back.

Treants silent as ever.

It almost felt festive.

Halfway through dinner, Phong cleared his throat.

“I need to tell you something.”

Dominic narrowed his eyes at once.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing,” Phong said calmly. “Alex has a plan.”

Everyone turned to her.

Alex didn’t put on a show.

She just sat there, composed.

“I’m going to pretend to give Olen a chance.”

The broth kept bubbling.

No one spoke for two seconds.

“Excuse me?” Joanne said.

“One dinner,” Alex clarified. “One-on-one.”

She raised a finger.

“Not a date.”

Jake coughed.

“That’s… optics.”

“Yes,” Alex said. “Optics.”

She leaned back a little.

“I let him talk. I stay polite. Then I conclude we’re incompatible.”

“And?” Jack asked carefully.

“And the media gets closure. He can’t keep spinning the story if I publicly show I considered it and said no.”

Dominic slowly chewed a slice of beef.

“Pictures of you and him at dinner will flood every feed.”

Then he looked at Phong.

“You jealous?”

All eyes shifted.

Phong calmly dipped a mushroom into the broth.

“No.”

Dominic stared at him for a long moment.

“…You have surprisingly low possessiveness for a man.”

Phong shrugged.

“When you lose everything once, you stop clinging out of fear.”

He glanced at Alex.

“I know who’s going to be there.”

He didn’t explain.

He didn’t need to.

Dominic remembered.

Those early days.

When camp was just moletatoes and angry chillies.

Phong barely talking.

Alex showing up anyway.

Dominic checking in anyway.

None of them had left.

He nodded once.

“Fair.”

Across from him, Alex’s chopsticks tightened slightly.

She wasn’t calm.

Not really.

The assassination attempt had flipped something inside her.

They all knew it.

And now that Emma had confirmed Olen’s part in it, that fire burned hotter.

After dinner, Alex dragged Dominic and the three Js into the training field.

“Now?” Jake asked.

“Yes. Now.”

Janet crossed her arms with the look of someone who had been waiting for this.

“Welcome to the team,” she told the three Js.

They didn’t understand until it started.

Alex summoned her rapier.

Then the mace head.

Then the shield.

Then a fourth construct flickered into being.

Rough.

Unsteady.

But real.

Joanne blinked.

“That’s new.”

Alex didn’t answer.

She moved.

The first one-on-one was Jake.

It lasted less than a minute.

She pressured high, struck low, let the shield intercept, and used the mace to wreck his rhythm.

Tap to the throat.

“Dead.”

Next.

Jack.

He tried to flank.

She split her attention cleanly, constructs turning with him.

He went down even faster.

Joanne tried control spells.

Alex shattered the channel with a telekinetic burst.

Then Dominic stepped in.

He lasted the longest.

Judgenaut durability was no joke.

But her attacks came from too many angles.

Soon he was stuck in a full defensive shell.

Mace to the knee.

Rapier at the collar.

Shield pin.

“Dead.”

All of them ended up on the ground, staring at the sky.

Dominic wheezed.

“…You’re angry.”

Alex stood there, breathing evenly.

“Yes.”

Janet clapped slowly.

“Now you get it.”

The Bunny Captain watched in silence from the edge of camp.

Then he stepped forward.

“You fight single opponents well.”

Alex turned to him.

“And?”

“You must fight many.”

He pointed at Dominic and the three Js.

“All.”

They stared at him.

“Simultaneously?” Joanne asked.

“Yes.”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Fine.”

They surrounded her.

Four directions.

Different timing.

Different roles.

Dominic pressing the front.

Janet buffing and diving.

Jake and Jack flanking.

Joanne casting from range.

The first attempt failed.

Too much pressure.

Too many angles.

Her shield slipped out of place.

The rapier got trapped.

Tap to her shoulder.

“Dead,” Dominic said gently.

She reset.

Second attempt.

She split the constructs earlier.

Forced more space.

But her concentration lagged.

Joanne clipped her flank.

“Dead.”

Third.

Fourth.

Fifth.

Then something changed.

Alex stopped trying to end it quickly.

Stopped chasing finishing blows.

She shifted to controlling space instead.

The shield rotated on the fly.

The mace created interruptions.

The rapier only went for clean openings.

Her constructs moved like orbiting satellites.

By the end, Dominic dropped first.

Then Jack.

Then Jake.

Janet lasted the longest.

But in the end, Alex stood alone in the clearing.

Breathing hard.

Four constructs hovering around her.

Stable now.

The others lay scattered on the ground, staring up.

Dominic muttered at last,

“…I get it.”

Jack added, “One in ten million rare.”

Joanne wiped sweat from her brow.

“Worth it.”

Janet smiled faintly.

“She’s not even done growing.”

The Bunny Captain inclined his head.

“You learn.”

Alex didn’t smile.

She dismissed the constructs one by one.

The bloodlust was still there.

But now it had shape.

Control.

Direction.

She walked back to Phong.

He sat on a log, watching quietly.

She sat beside him without a word.

He nudged her shoulder.

“You okay?”

“Yes.”

She leaned into him.

He wrapped an arm around her.

He understood now.

This fight with Dominic’s group was not about ego.

Not about proving anything.

It was a pressure valve.

Because if she walked into that dinner carrying all that unspent fury, she might actually kill Olen.

And murdering a billionaire heir in cold blood would paint a target on everyone she cared about.

Under the lime-oak tree, camp felt alive.

Prepared.

Disciplined.

A level 1 farmer and an A-class Mindblade sitting side by side.

On the surface, a polished young entrepreneur thought he was courting.

Down here, a lioness was sharpening her claws.

Two days later, the surface exploded.

Not politically.

Not militarily.

Romantically.

At least that was how the media framed it.

Olen’s media team released a carefully staged article first.

Then photos.

Then “anonymous insider confirmations.”

Headlines flooded every feed.

[A-Class Mindblade Alexandra Vogel Agrees to Private Dinner With Rising Star Olen. A New Power Couple?]

[From Rejection to Reconsideration? Sources Say “Chemistry Was Obvious.”]

[Standards Recognize Standards.]

Selena saw it before Phong did.

She video-called immediately.

No greeting.

Just her face filling the screen.

“WHAT.”

Vanessa appeared beside her, equally wide-eyed.

“You didn’t tell us!”

Another ping.

Séline joined.

Then Camille.

All four women filled the screen, visibly alarmed.

Phong was sitting under the lime-oak when he answered.

He blinked at them calmly.

“Good morning.”

“GOOD MORNING?” Selena nearly shouted. “You’re trending.”

Vanessa leaned toward the camera.

“There are edits already. Slow-motion edits.”

Camille sighed softly in French.

“Mon dieu…”

Séline crossed her arms.

“We leave you for two weeks and you let media marry your girlfriend.”

Phong couldn’t help smiling a little.

“Relax.”

They did not relax.

Selena’s voice dropped.

“This is after the assassination attempt. After he targeted her. After he targeted you.”

Vanessa added, “And you told us to stay away from camp because things might get worse.”

Phong nodded.

“I did.”

Selena fell silent for a moment.

She understood why.

After the attempt, he had told her and Vanessa not to come to camp for a while.

Selena had her research.

Her dream.

Her funding.

Academic ambition was expensive.

And sometimes that funding came from people you did not like.

She had stayed on the surface.

Not because she didn’t care.

Because she refused to give up her work.

Phong had never blamed her.

He couldn’t.

She had kept his secrets.

That was already more than enough.

Séline spoke next.

“We were not informed.”

Camille nodded.

“Especially after everything.”

They had only just gotten back to Lyon.

Two months stranded in New York.

Family time.

Recovery.

But the dungeon world was never far away.

Just yesterday they had sent a message in the group chat that French divers had secured a forward base on Floor One near a visible landmark.

La Montagne des Chèvres.

The Mountain of Goat Monsters.

From there, once they resumed diving, Camp Stymphalian would be easy to reach.

Everyone was reconnecting.

Everyone was regrouping.

And now this.

Dinner-date headlines.

Phong rotated the camera.

“Hold on.”

He turned it toward the training field.

Dominic’s team was currently enduring something between a battlefield drill and divine punishment.

Alex stood at the center.

Five psychic constructs circled her.

Two shields, moving on separate angles.

A floating bow, arrows forming from compressed psychic force.

A vajra, blunt and brutal.

And her rapier, as precise as ever.

She moved like controlled chaos.

Dominic lunged.

Shield intercepted.

Jake flanked.

Arrow forced him back.

Joanne tried spell pressure.

The vajra broke her casting rhythm.

Janet buffed and dived.

The rapier slipped through her guard.

Jack tried to disrupt the formation.

The second shield pivoted.

They were getting dismantled.

Selena stared.

“…She’s turning into a Gundam with funnels.”

Vanessa gasped.

“You did not just—”

Selena nodded with full seriousness.

“I blame you.”

Vanessa, somewhere along the way, had clearly picked up a plastic addiction during her stay at camp.

Gunpla kits.

Modding.

Paint jobs.

She had once spent an entire afternoon explaining beam rifle detailing to Phong.

He still mildly regretted introducing her to it.

Now she was studying Alex’s construct spacing like a mobile suit loadout.

“She needs rear coverage,” Vanessa muttered automatically.

“She has it,” Phong said.

Alex rotated.

All five constructs shifted in perfect orbit.

Dominic went down first.

Then Jack.

Jake tried to grapple and got flattened by the vajra.

Joanne surrendered out loud before being pinned.

Janet lasted longest.

But she went down too.

Alex stood breathing steadily.

The five constructs held firm.

Not even flickering.

Phong turned the camera back.

Silence on the call.

Then Selena narrowed her eyes.

“Explain.”

So he did.

One dinner.

One controlled narrative.

Polite.

Public closure.

No date.

No romance.

Just optics.

Vanessa blinked slowly.

“So she’s weaponizing PR.”

“Yes.”

Camille nodded thoughtfully.

“Clever.”

Séline added, “Necessary.”

Selena folded her arms.

“And you’re fine with that.”

“Yes.”

All four of them stared at him.

Vanessa tilted her head.

“Are you human?”

“Last I checked.”

Selena squinted.

“You’re not jealous at all?”

“No.”

Camille traded a look with Séline.

Then Séline finally said what Dominic had said two nights earlier.

“You have… extremely low possessiveness.”

Vanessa nodded.

“Suspiciously low.”

Selena leaned closer.

“If I were dating someone and the media plastered her with another person, I would at least throw something.”

Phong shrugged.

“I know her.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It is.”

He rested his chin on one hand.

“When you lose everything once, you stop clinging out of fear.”

The call quieted.

He went on, gentler now.

“She was there when I had nothing.”

“Dominic too.”

“Janet too.”

“She doesn’t need to prove anything.”

Selena sighed.

“You’re infuriatingly stable.”

Vanessa added, “Or terrifyingly secure.”

Camille smiled faintly.

“Perhaps both.”

A loud crash sounded in the background.

Alex had just smashed Dominic into the dirt with the vajra.

She turned slightly, sensing the call.

Raised a brow.

Constructs still hovering.

Phong lifted the phone.

“She says hi.”

Alex gave one casual wave before going right back to training.

Selena let out a long breath.

“Okay. Fine.”

“But if he tries anything—”

“He won’t,” Phong said calmly.

“And if he does?”

Alex’s voice came from behind him.

“He won’t.”

There was steel in it.

The four women traded glances.

At last Selena shook her head.

“Fine. But if this gets worse, we’re flying in.”

“Noted.”

Vanessa added quietly, “And next time don’t drop dinner-date news like a nuclear test.”

“Noted.”

The call slowly wound down.

The worry didn’t disappear.

But it settled.

Because now they could see.

This was not a drifting couple.

Not insecurity.

Not misunderstanding.

It was strategy.

When the call ended, Phong sat back under the lime-oak.

Alex eventually walked over.

Five constructs dissolving into faint motes of light.

She wiped sweat from her brow.

“Did they panic?”

“Yes.”

She smirked.

“Good.”

He leaned a little closer.

“You really are turning into a Gundam.”

She laughed softly.

“And you’re still weirdly calm.”

“I trust you.”

She studied him for a moment.

Then leaned down and kissed his forehead.

“Good.”

In the distance, Dominic groaned from the ground.

Janet muttered something about revenge.

The wind carried the faint scent of basil seeds waiting to be planted.

And somewhere on the surface, Olen probably thought he was gaining ground.

He had no idea the “dinner date” was just another battlefield.

And that the woman walking into it was training with five floating weapons for fun.

            

    
        Chapter 50: Flexing affection competitively and wounded pride

    
    
    
    
                Morning of the “dinner date,” the camp group chat exploded before sunrise.

Alex posted first.

A photo.

No filter.

No angle work.

Just her arm wrapped around a sleeping Phong, his face buried against her shoulder, one hand gripping her shirt like he was afraid she’d disappear if he let go.

Caption:

[In case anyone doubts which farmer I love.]

Séline replied first.

Time zone advantage.

[Ah, romance. Très agricole.]

Camille added:

[Le véritable power couple.]

Dominic fired back within minutes.

A photo of his and Janet’s wedding rings, fingers locked over a half-finished breakfast.

Caption:

[Married > dating.]

Jake and Jack were typing...

Stopped.

Typing again...

Then sent a photo.

Two cocktails clinking on a beach.

Blue ocean.

Bright sky.

Zoom in just a little and their fingers were linked at the bottom corner.

Caption:

[Gaymouflag is the way.]

The chat exploded.

Selena refused to lose.

She dropped a photo of her and Vanessa asleep on a dorm bed, limbs tangled, Gunpla boxes stacked like trophies beside them.

Caption:

[Plastic addiction bonding.]

Vanessa added:

[True love is panel lining together.]

Joanne, half-awake, replied:

[I’m married to coffee.]

Photo attached: a mug the size of her head.

Dominic answered with fourteen laughing emojis.

For one brief moment, the outside world vanished.

Just them.

Just warmth.

Just chosen family flexing affection like it was a competitive sport.



By noon, the surface had become a different battlefield.

Alex stepped out of the dungeon gate calm and steady.

The trade town buzzed as always, but word had already spread.

Paparazzi lingered near the bakery district.

Influencer scouts.

Freelance streamers.

Gossip pages waiting to feed.

She went home first.

The bell above the Vogels’ bakery door chimed softly.

Mama Vogel had already laid the dress out.

White.

Modest cut.

Elegant without begging for attention.

Papa Vogel looked her up and down, arms crossed.

Then, without pause, said,

“Go dump that rich little piece of shit.”

Alex laughed so hard she had to sit down.

They knew her.

They trusted her.

Not one flicker of doubt in either of them.

Not about her.

Not about Phong.

Mama Vogel adjusted the hem.

“Remember, you owe him nothing.”

“I know.”

“And if he tries anything funny…”

“I know.”

Papa Vogel muttered something dark about kneecaps and ovens.

Alex kissed both their cheeks before leaving.



The restaurant had been chosen carefully.

Upscale.

But not so exclusive it looked manipulative.

Outdoor seating.

Strategic lighting.

Perfect for photos.

Cameras lined the entrance.

Microphones stretched out like curious snakes.

Alex stepped from the car.

White dress flowing lightly.

Hair simple.

No heavy jewelry.

No dramatic makeup.

She walked through the flashes without slowing.

Back straight.

Chin level.

Untouched.

Olen was already there.

Dark tailored suit.

Golden-retriever smile loaded and ready.

He stepped forward, hand out.

She shook it politely.

The cameras devoured every second.

They sat.

Wine was poured.

The cameras kept their distance.

Barely.

Olen leaned in slightly.

“Thank you for coming.”

Alex folded her hands calmly on the table.

“I believe in clarity.”

He smiled.

Media-trained.

“Clarity is good.”

He spoke first about misunderstandings.

About public perception.

About how admiration could be misread.

About empowering strong women.

About not lowering standards.

The script was polished.

He was good.

Very good.

If someone didn’t know better, they might almost believe him.

Alex listened.

Didn’t interrupt.

Didn’t react.

When he finished, she tilted her head a little.

“You’re very good at talking.”

A compliment.

Delivered flat.

He chuckled.

“I try.”

She leaned forward just slightly.

“And you’re very good at creating narratives.”

His smile faltered.

Only for a moment.

Then recovered.

“I don’t understand.”

“I think you do.”

The cameras were too far away to hear clearly.

But body language?

That they could read.

Alex wasn’t flustered.

Wasn’t shy.

Wasn’t swept away.

She was steady.

He tried charm again.

“I just think someone like you deserves someone who can match your world.”

She answered softly.

“I choose who I stand beside.”

A pause.

“And I don’t need saving.”

That line would trend within hours.

Olen adjusted his cufflinks.

Pivot.

“Of course. I respect that.”

He tried once more.

Persistence packaged as devotion.

“I’ll keep proving myself.”

She smiled.

There was no hint of warmth or sweetness in that smile of hers, unlike when she was with Phong.

“You don’t need to.”

A longer pause.

“I gave you this dinner because public pressure deserved public closure.”

That one hit.

He didn’t show it.

But it landed.

“I’m not available.”

Clear.

Direct.

“No hidden meaning.”

Another pause.

“And if the rumors continue, I won’t stay silent again.”

The cameras caught her standing.

Poised.

Graceful.

She held out her hand.

Professional.

Not romantic.

“Thank you for dinner.”

He shook it.

Smile still in place.

But thinner now.

The flashes exploded as she walked away.

White dress moving steadily through the storm of lenses.

Olen stayed seated for three seconds too long.

Smile frozen.

Then let it fall the moment the cameras turned elsewhere.



Back at Camp Stymphalian, Phong didn’t watch live.

He was tending basil seeds.

Watering peas.

Little Fireball sat inside his hood, chirping now and then at the tablet replaying the first clips.

When his phone buzzed, he glanced at it.

Saw her walking away from the table.

White dress.

Unshaken.

The caption already trending:

[I choose who I stand beside.]

He smiled softly.

Then went back to planting.

He didn’t need to ask how it went.

He already knew.

She had walked into a battlefield.

And walked out untouched.

That night she would come back to him.

And the only thing she would probably demand—

Was pampering.

Again.

The smile lasted exactly until the car door shut.

The second the cameras vanished and the driver pulled away, Olen’s jaw tightened.

By the time he got home, the mask was already cracking.

His room, minimalist, expensive, designed to look effortless, became the first casualty.

A glass shattered against the wall.

A chair tipped over.

His phone hit the carpet, not because he wanted to break it, but because he needed both hands free to clench into fists.

Twice.

Twice she had turned him down.

Twice!

Even after everything he did, even when all she needed to do was nod her head and said yes.

Alexandra Vogel.

He had gone into that dinner believing he controlled the story.

Believing charm and persistence would wear her down.

Instead, she gave him “public closure.”

Closure.

The word echoed in his skull like an insult.

At first, it had been about Josh.

Competition.

Status.

Matching power with power.

If Josh had Emma Tannenbaum, diver celebrity, Songblader, brand ambassador, then he would have Alexandra Vogel, the rare Arbiter Mindblade.

Symmetry.

Balance.

Prestige.

But somewhere between the first rejection and tonight’s calm dismissal, it changed.

Now it was personal.

He didn’t want her to raise his influence.

He wanted to crack that composure.

He wanted to see that cold, measured face break.

He wanted her to choose him after resisting.

He wanted to be the reason her pride bent.

And in every story, there was an obstacle.

The rumor.

The level 1 farmer.

Phong.

Olen walked slowly to his desk.

On the screen were paparazzi shots from outside Hà Nội Corner weeks ago.

Alex and Phong laughing.

Close.

Natural.

Unstaged.

He zoomed in on one frame where she looked at him with something unmistakable.

Warmth.

Olen’s lips curled slightly.

“Good,” he murmured.

If the world believed the farmer mattered, then the farmer had to disappear.

He opened the encrypted chat.

Contact: Josh.

No reply.

He tried again.

Nothing.

Then the news alert hit.

[Breaking: A-Class Divers Shifted Into Floor 3 During Floor 2 Expedition.]

Names listed.

Josh.

Emma.

Two other A-class.

No signal.

No contact.

Floor 3.

Olen stared at the headline.

His irritation hardened into something colder.

Josh was reckless.

Arrogant.

But useful.

Now?

Missing.

Unreachable.

He clenched his jaw.

“Fine.”

If Josh couldn’t move pieces, he would.

He leaned back in his chair and forced his breathing steady until his pulse slowed.

He was not emotional.

He was strategic.

First move:

Separate her from him.

He drafted an anonymous tip to the Divers Association.

High-reward contract.

Urgent.

Blazing Salamander blood collection.

Rare component.

Floor 2 habitat.

Dangerous enough to require an experienced team.

Tempting enough to drag Dominic’s squad deeper.

He worded it carefully.

Untraceable.

No personal markers.

The system would route it as a lucrative opportunity.

Dominic’s team would take it.

And Alexandra Vogel would be occupied.

Second move:

Information.

He opened a cold crypto wallet.

Moved funds through layered accounts.

Then contacted a private channel known in the right circles.

Black Web.

Former serial killers.

Awakened.

Too useful to execute.

Too dangerous to imprison.

Recycled by elites.

Given new names.

Pointed at targets.

He did not ask for a kill.

Not yet.

He asked for mapping.

Surveillance.

Detailed terrain data from a region near Floor 1.

Specifically around the so-called level 1 farmer.

The decoy camp.

He wanted angles.

Blind spots.

Movement patterns.

Plant density.

Possible hidden defenses.

He did not underestimate dungeon irregularities.

Third move:

Force.

He reviewed his roster.

Private divers once hired for escort work.

Experienced.

Loyal to money.

Ten selected.

Two A-class among them.

Ex-military backgrounds.

Clean records on paper.

Efficient.

He himself was no longer the sheltered production-class boy people once underestimated.

Level 14.

Thirteen skills gained.

He had farmed thirteen hundred monsters.

Not in glorious fights.

But methodically.

Optimized.

He understood stacking.

He understood synergy.

He wasn’t Dominic.

He wasn’t Yue Ting.

But against a level 1 farmer?

It would be like firing a cannon at a fly.

He liked that image.

He would not move now.

Too soon after the dinner.

Too obvious.

He would wait.

Let the headlines cool.

Let the world forget the rejection.

Let Josh’s Floor 3 disaster dominate the feeds.

Time softened suspicion.

Time created openings.

He leaned back into the shadows of his room.

Hands folded.

Breathing calm.

He pictured the sequence.

Alex in Floor 2.

Busy.

Out of reach.

The farmer isolated.

Signal jammed.

Quick execution.

Staged as a dungeon accident.

Maybe rogue fauna.

Maybe territorial monsters.

Maybe just tragic bad luck.

He would attend the funeral if needed.

Look solemn.

Offer condolences.

Play the supportive friend.

Then be there.

Persistent.

Respectful.

Patient.

He smiled faintly.

Choosing when to strike was a privilege.

And privilege was something he had never lacked.

In his mind, the board was set.

He did not know—

That on another layer of the dungeon, under roots and through soil, networks were listening.

He did not know—

That playing dirty in a world ruled by monsters was not the same as playing dirty with media.

He believed he was in the shadows.

He believed patience made him untouchable.

He believed control was his.

For now—

He waited.

And planned.

            

    
        Chapter 51: A chess game between farmers

    
    
    
    
                The moletatoes felt them long before any human eye did.

Pressure in the soil.

Foreign boots.

Measured steps.

Disciplined.

Not the careless wandering of normal divers.

Not merchants.

Not tourists.

Purpose.

Just like the assassins from last time.

The eavesdropping woodears passed fragments of speech back to camp.

Phong heard enough.

[Mapping.]

[Angles.]

[Line of sight.]

[Mark this ridge.]

[Treant boundary here.]

[Don’t cross.]

[Too risky.]

[We Black Web.]

[Deal with him…]

He did not need to see their faces to know what they were.

They moved like professionals.

Not loud.

Not reckless.

Not stupid.

Phong stood at the edge of the real camp and let out a slow breath.

So it had started.

He sent word through the alliance network at once.

The Greencap civilian farmers pulled back behind Camp Stymphalian’s inner perimeter.

Carrots uprooted.

Tools packed.

Small rabbit caravans slipping quietly under the treant canopy.

The knights vanished into their assigned hiding points.

The treants shifted subtly, limbs adjusting like silent sentries.

Then Phong walked alone to the decoy camp.

Casually.

Like nothing was wrong.

If Olen wanted a picture, he would get one.

He left the real camp sealed behind layers of living defense and relocated for the moment to the plain dirt patch near treant territory.

The decoy farm.

Normal crops.

No obvious mutations.

No bonktatoes in plain sight.

No missile chilies on display.

Just a level 1 farmer working the soil.

He could feel them from far off.

Not through magic.

Through pattern.

They watched from the tree line.

Careful spacing.

Signal dampeners active.

They were cautious.

They did not step into treant territory.

Not even by accident.

When one drifted too close, the trees groaned.

A low, angry creak.

Wood grinding against wood.

The Black Web team pulled back at once.

Good.

Professional.

Even if they were annoyed that Olen had only hired them to map the place, they still did the job properly.

Phong knelt in the dirt and kept planting basil seeds.

He didn’t look up.

Didn’t react.

Let them watch.

Let them record.

Let them map.

He even made sure to retreat visibly at dusk.

Walking back toward the treant line like that was his only shield.

Like his whole survival plan was simple:

Stay near high-level monsters and hope they ignore me.

It was believable.

Too believable.

A level 1 farmer using environmental deterrence to stay alive.

Treants hostile to intruders.

Troll mountain too dangerous.

Lizardman canal too exposed.

The simplest answer was often the most convincing.

And Olen loved simple answers.

The Black Web team spent two days circling the outer ridges.

Marking terrain.

Tracking his visible routine.

Measuring the distance between the decoy farm and the treant zone.

They did not push deeper into the forest.

They did not try to break past the safe radius.

When the treants shifted again in warning, the team fully withdrew.

Through the soil network, Phong felt the retreat like a tide pulling back.

They would report in.

He already knew the report.

[Target is level 1 farmer.][Operating near treant territory.]
[Likely relying on high-level mob deterrence.][No visible advanced defense structures.]
[Minimal threat.]

He smiled faintly as he watered a row of normal peas.

It was a fair theory.

It made sense.

And it was exactly what he had wanted people to believe when he built the decoy camp months ago.

The real Camp Stymphalian was unreachable by brute force.

To reach it, someone had to:

Cross troll mountain.

Pass through treant territory.

Navigate lizardman waterways.

Avoid the bamboo ant expansion zones.

Survive Greencap cavalry routes.

No ten-man private squad would charge into that blind.

Not without huge numbers.

Not without drawing notice.

The decoy was the only practical battlefield.

And Phong had prepared it well.

Back in his room, Olen now had what he needed.

Terrain.

Angles.

Routine.

Confidence.

All he lacked was timing.

He would wait.

He would not strike while Alexandra Vogel remained on Floor One.

He would wait for Dominic’s team to go down.

Wait until she was busy on Floor Two.

Wait until the farmer stood alone.

Phong planted the last basil seed and rose to his feet.

The wind rustled softly.

The treants murmured in approval.

Far off, a troll horn sounded once.

A signal.

Allies in position.

He returned to Camp Stymphalian under the canopy’s shadow.

Calm.

Olen believed he was hunting.

But from Phong’s point of view, the board had been shaped long before Olen ever touched a piece.

Now it was only a matter of patience.

And patience was something Phong had learned the hard way.

Alex did not calm down.

She accepted cuddles.

Accepted hair brushing.

Accepted kisses pressed to her knuckles like offerings.

But under all of that, there was steel.

When Phong told her the Black Web had mapped his routine, something inside her shifted.

The first assassination attempt had pissed her off.

This was poking a hornet nest.

He had come for Phong again.

Not with rumors.

Not emotionally.

With hired killers.

With professionals.

Twice.

Alexandra Vogel did not forget things like that.

Phong had promised not to interfere in what came next.

He kept that promise.

He saw the look in her eyes.

It was not recklessness.

Not blind rage.

It was fury sharpened into calculation.

And she was most dangerous when calm.



The media cycle kept roaring.

Clips from the dinner flooded every feed.

[She Gave Him a Chance. Still Said No.]
[Olen’s Patience Tested?]

His media team worked overtime.

Reframing.

Editing angles.

Pushing stories about maturity.

About dignified rejection.

About “continuing admiration from afar.”

But optics only bend reality for so long.

Even supporters started going quiet.

Some fan accounts slowed down.

Some turned defensive.

Papa and Mama Vogel noticed one small change.

A few regulars stopped coming to the bakery.

Papa Vogel shrugged.

“Less drama near the bread.”

Mama Vogel snorted.

“Sure. It’s not like you’re running for Congress and need public approval.”

“Only if there is baking chief deputy.”

They closed early one evening as the first cold wind of approaching winter swept through the streets.

Halloween decorations began appearing in shop windows.

Tension rose on the surface.

Below ground, a different kind of preparation had already begun.



Séline and Camille returned first.

They did not come through the gate like nervous newcomers anymore.

They cut through lizardman territory with quiet confidence.

Recognized by the vanguard.

Escorted with respect.

They had earned that during the siege.

Camp Stymphalian welcomed them like kin returning home.

When Séline stepped into the central clearing, she saw Alex waiting.

Arms crossed.

Expression steady.

“Ah,” Séline said lightly. “That look again.”

Camille leaned against a tree.

“We are about to do something dangerous, aren’t we?”

Alex nodded once.

“Yes.”

They gathered under the lime-oak.

Phong sat nearby but stayed silent.

He had promised not to interfere.

This was hers.

Alex laid it out cleanly.

“Someone posted a Salamander blood quest. They turned down every team that approached.”

Dominic nodded.

“We figured they wanted us specifically.”

“He wants us in Floor Two.”

“So he can move on Floor One,” Camille finished.

Alex’s eyes sharpened.

“Correct.”

Séline asked, “So we do not go?”

“We do,” Alex said.

Silence.

Then she continued.

“But not all of us.”

Her gaze shifted to Séline.

“You’ll take my place.”

Séline blinked once.

Then smiled slowly.

“Oh.”

Camille let out a low whistle.

“That’s clever.”

Alex explained.

Dominic would publicly accept the quest.

The team would assemble visibly at the gate.

Hoods up.

Standard formation.

She would appear to walk in the middle.

Except it would not be her.

It would be Séline.

Same height.

Close enough in build.

Anyone watching from a distance would not risk getting closer.

If they did, they might blow the whole operation.

And if Dominic’s full team suddenly turned back to Phong’s side, that would ruin Olen’s plan.

So whoever Olen used as eyes near the Floor Two entrance would likely do one thing only:

Count bodies.

Confirm numbers.

No one expected their plan to be known.

Why would they?

They knew nothing about the moletato network.

Nothing about woodears translating whispers from the soil.

They assumed secrecy.

They assumed superiority.

They assumed Phong was blind.

Which meant they would settle for numbers.

Once Dominic’s team entered Floor Two, Olen’s watchers would report back:

[Target Alexandra Vogel confirmed on Floor Two.]

And then he would move.

Alex would stay on Floor One.

Waiting.

Séline’s smile widened.

“So I get to impersonate you.”

Alex nodded.

“Yes.”

Camille crossed her arms.

“And what happens on Floor One?”

Alex’s voice dropped.

“I handle it.”

Dominic studied her for a long moment.

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

Janet sighed softly.

“He aimed at Phong twice. Nobody gets to mess with my man and walk away clean.”

The air around Alex felt different.

Compressed.

Séline stepped forward.

“You know,” she said lightly, “you are terrifying when furious.”

Alex’s eyes flicked toward her.

“Good.”

Camille added dryly, “I am eager to see the lesson.”

Dominic muttered, “Let’s hope he survives long enough to understand it.”

Alex’s face did not change.

“If he survives, he learns.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Jake asked carefully.

“Then the dungeon does.”

The chill in her voice made even the Troll King shift slightly at the perimeter.

Séline laughed softly.

“I like this side of you.”

“You shouldn’t,” Janet said.

Séline shrugged.

“Perhaps.”

Then she stepped closer to Alex.

“Very well. I will wear your hood.”

“And when he strikes,” she added, eyes gleaming a little, “perhaps he will learn that actions have consequences.”

Camille murmured,

“And maybe he can apply that lesson…”

A beat.

“…in his next life.”

The joke hung in the air like a blade.

Phong watched quietly from where he sat.

He did not interrupt.

Did not offer to stand beside her.

He knew better.

This was not only about revenge.

It was about a boundary.

A message.

Making it absolutely clear that aiming at a level 1 farmer twice had consequences.

The first wind of winter moved through the clearing.

Leaves shifted.

Treants murmured.

Somewhere under the soil, moletatoes passed signals back and forth.

Olen believed he was choosing when to strike.

He believed patience was his privilege.

He did not know that, for the first time, he was stepping into someone else’s trap.

And this time, the lioness was waiting on the same floor.

Olen had many flaws.

Arrogant.

Driven by ego.

A hypocrite.

But stupid?

No.

Never.

He trusted no single report.

So he sent three.

Three separate mapping teams.

Three routes.

Three different time windows.

Black Web data came first.

Then a second private recon group.

Then one more survey team posing as freelance divers.

He compared coordinates.

Cross-checked terrain markers.

Verified treant boundary lines.

Measured the distance from the decoy camp to troll mountain.

Consistency.

Patterns matched.

The level 1 farmer moved in a predictable range.

No advanced fortifications visible.

No rotating defense squads.

No A-class signatures.

Olen nodded slowly.

Then he positioned hired divers at the Floor Two entrance.

Their job was simple.

Count.

Observe.

Confirm.

Dominic’s team assembled in public.

Hoods up.

Standard formation.

They moved through the gate with confidence.

The watchers counted.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Enough.

One hooded figure in the middle.

Height matched.

Build matched.

The report came back:

“Alexandra Vogel confirmed entering Floor Two.”

Olen exhaled slowly.

Satisfied.

He waited another hour.

Just in case.

Then he began to move.

Signal interceptors were distributed.

High-grade.

Layered.

No outgoing distress.

No livestream.

No flare.

He selected ten men.

Two A-class among them.

Briefed them.

Simple mission.

Quick elimination.

Stage the scene as dungeon casualty.

Leave.

Clean.

Efficient.

He adjusted his jacket.

He would go himself.

He wanted to see it.

Wanted to confirm it.

Wanted to watch the obstacle disappear with his own eyes.

But as he stepped toward the private exit, his father entered the room.

“You’re not going.”

Olen stopped.

“This is necessary.”

“It’s not.”

“He’s a liability.”

His father’s gaze was colder than usual.

“You are.”

Silence.

“You are a production-class pioneer,” his father continued.

“Your image is capital.”

“You do not get blood on your own hands in person.”

Olen clenched his jaw.

“I can handle a level 1 farmer.”

“That’s not the point.”

The older man stepped closer.

“You do not take unnecessary risk.”

“You send tools.”

Olen hesitated.

Anger flashed.

Then calculation returned.

His father was right.

Optics mattered.

If something went wrong…

If someone got footage…

If he got hurt…

The cost would be bigger than his pride.

He stepped back.

“Fine.”

Then he handed command to the A-class leader.

“Do it clean.”

He did not know then that being stopped had saved him.



The ten-man squad moved efficiently toward the decoy camp.

Interceptors active.

Internal comms only.

No signal leakage.

They approached at dusk.

Low wind.

Moderate visibility.

Perfect.

They saw him.

Level 1 farmer.

Back turned.

Working the soil.

Alone.

One A-class gave a subtle hand signal.

Advance.

Then the ground trembled.

And from the treeline came cavalry.

Armored rabbits.

Helms gleaming.

Earrings flashing with mana.

Flame-horned wildebeests snorting sparks.

Lightning-hoofed zebras crackling with current.

The Greencap Kingdom did not walk.

They charged.

The Black Web squad reacted at once.

Formation shift.

Defensive spread.

Two A-class stepped forward.

But they had prepared for a farmer.

Not a level 47 cavalry captain leading nomadic war beasts.

The first impact shattered their line.

One interceptor flew into the dirt.

A diver slammed into a tree hard enough to crack bark.

Arrows of compressed mana whistled through the air.

Behind them, the treants groaned and sealed the retreat routes.

Then she stepped out.

White hood lowered.

No disguise now.

Alexandra Vogel.

Not calm.

Not composed.

Not diplomatic.

Rage compressed into something lethal.

Her psychic constructs flared into existence at once.

Five.

No.

Seven.

Two shields.

Rapier.

A vajra.

Two bows.

A dagger.

The A-class leader’s eyes widened.

“She’s supposed to be in Floor Two—”

Too late.

Alex’s voice cut across the chaos.

“Where is he?”

No one answered.

A rabbit knight impaled a diver clean through the chest.

Another got trampled under a flaming horn.

Lightning arced over armor.

Alex advanced.

Precise.

No hesitation.

No mercy.

She broke one A-class in three exchanges.

Shield deflect.

Rapier through the thigh.

Vajra to the temple.

Construct blade through the shoulder.

She moved like someone who had been waiting.

Another diver tried to run.

A rabbit cavalry unit intercepted him.

Crushed.

The Black Web squad collapsed under the combined assault.

It was not a fight.

It was eradication.

Alex seized the surviving A-class by the collar and lifted him with telekinesis.

“Where is Olen?”

The man coughed blood.

“He… he didn’t come…”

Her eyes flashed.

He wasn’t there.

Protected.

Saved by family caution.

Her jaw tightened.

For a second, it looked like she might crush his skull anyway.

Instead she let him drop, then drove a psychic blade through his abdomen in the same motion.

Clean.

Efficient.

Controlled rage.

The battlefield went quiet fast.

The rabbits formed ranks again.

Breathing steady.

Treants returned to stillness.

Signal interceptors lay crushed in the dirt.

Alex stood at the center.

Chest rising slowly.

Constructs still orbiting.

She had wanted him there.

Wanted to look him in the eye.

Wanted him to understand.

Instead she delivered the message to his tools.

No mercy.

No negotiation.

No warning.

The Greencap captain approached quietly.

“He was not among them.”

Alex nodded once.

“I know.”

The wind carried the smell of torn soil.

Far away, Olen waited for confirmation.

He would receive it soon.

Just not the version he expected.

Because what his men found was not a vulnerable farmer.

It was cavalry.

Alliance.

And a Mindblade who had decided enough was enough.

            

    
        Chapter 52: Calmness

    
    
    
    
                Alex didn’t chase the retreat.

She didn’t need to.

The battlefield already said everything she wanted it to say.

Bodies scattered.

Crushed interceptors.

Boot prints layered over with hoof marks.

And among the dead—

Several rings.

Necklaces.

Small enchanted trinkets etched with the carrot-cap sigil of the Greencap Kingdom.

She knelt beside the Bunny Captain.

“Make it clean,” she said calmly.

The captain tilted his helm.

“How?”

“Your civilians. Level 27. Hunted for loot.”

A pause.

“Greedy human divers.”

The captain’s whiskers twitched.

“Retaliation.”

Alex nodded once.

“Revenge of the cavalry.”

It was believable.

Human divers had already started hunting civilian rabbits.

Magic rings and earrings looked like loot to greedy eyes.

Black Web members carrying enchanted rabbit jewelry?

Perfect story.

Clean.

Easy to understand.

No mysterious farmer.

No hidden alliance.

No reveal of Camp Stymphalian.

Just greed meeting consequences.

The captain gave a short bow.

“It will be told that way.”

The treants shifted to help.

Bodies dragged.

Tracks changed.

Signs of battle thickened around civilian rabbit zones.

The story would spread through the gate within hours.

Alex watched only long enough to make sure it was thorough.

Then she turned.

And walked back toward camp.



By the time she returned, the fury had condensed.

Not gone.

Never gone.

But folded tight into something controlled.

She stepped into the clearing.

Phong looked up from tending peas.

He saw the faint flecks of dried blood on her sleeve.

He said nothing.

Just held her gaze.

She walked straight to him.

Didn’t speak at first.

Then she leaned down and pressed her forehead to his.

He could feel it in her breathing.

Heat still there.

Rage still there.

“You didn’t intervene,” she said quietly.

“I promised.”

She pulled back slightly.

“They were his.”

“I know.”

She exhaled slowly.

Then her voice changed.

Softer.

“But tonight…”

Her fingers slid into his collar.

“I’m being treated like a princess.”

He smiled faintly.

“Of course.”

She had just dismantled a ten-man kill squad.

Ordered a false narrative into place.

Killed without hesitation.

And now—

She wanted pampering.

She could turn like that.

Steel to silk in a heartbeat.

Merciless to those who threatened what she loved.

Ridiculously sweet to the one she chose.

Blade and sugar.

Yin and yang.

Alexandra Vogel was not a contradiction.

She was the whole thing at once.



Far away—

Olen was shaking.

Not from cold.

From realization.

The report came first.

Dead.

All of them.

Intercepted.

Ambushed.

Carrot-cap insignias found among their possessions.

Witness stories were already spreading.

[Divers attacked killer rabbits for loot.][Greencap cavalry retaliated.]
[Black Web wiped.]

Olen slammed his fist into the desk.

“Idiots.”

He replayed the data.

The jewelry.

The sigils.

The witness sketches.

It all made sense.

Greed.

Overreach.

Private divers trying to profit from civilian rabbits.

Punished by cavalry.

Clean explanation.

He should have expected more risk.

Should have assumed the rabbits were more aggressive now.

Should have—

He stopped.

His throat went dry.

Because under the anger, something else sat waiting.

If his father hadn’t stopped him…

If he had insisted on going…

He would have been there.

In that field.

Under those hooves.

Under those blades.

He clenched his fists harder.

He pictured himself surrounded by level 47 cavalry captains on a battlefield he did not understand.

For the first time, death felt real.

He swallowed that feeling.

Turned it into rage.

“Lucky farmer,” he muttered.

He believed it was luck.

He believed he had almost isolated the level 1 obstacle.

He believed the only bad variable had been greedy mercenaries.

He did not know—

His mapping had been heard.

His timing had been read.

Alexandra Vogel had never left Floor One.

He walked to the window and stared out over the city lights.

Across town, the Farmer Guild building glowed faintly.

He needed stability.

He needed control.

He needed momentum.

So he went there that night.

But instead of confidence, he found cracks.

The Farmer Guild hall was quieter than usual.

Boards once full of escort sign-ups were half empty.

Some names crossed out.

Some members inactive.

Some…

Dead.

The Bamboo Black Ant crisis had crushed morale.

The Greencap cavalry retaliation had finished the job.

Escort missions now carried too much risk.

Production-class divers were dying faster than investors could spin the story.

No new recruits.

Old members leaving.

The dream of “fixing” the exp bar now looked like bait.

Olen stood in the middle of the guild hall.

And felt something new.

Isolation.

His empire wasn’t growing.

It was shrinking.

He clenched his fists again.

Then—

He laughed.

Not lightly.

Not pleasantly.

It had a cracked edge to it.

If the guild collapsed—

If the model failed—

Then he would pivot.

He didn’t need a guild.

Didn’t need followers.

He would become the proof himself.

He would grind.

Farm.

Stack skills.

Level.

He was already level 14.

Thirteen skills.

He had optimized slaughter before.

He could optimize survival too.

He would reach 30.

He would evolve.

And when he did—

He would stand above every other production-class.

Above Dominic.

Above all of them.

Then he would look Alexandra Vogel in the eye.

Not as a suitor.

Not as a patient admirer.

But as the only farmer who made it.

He would make her regret choosing a level 1 nobody.

He would make her regret dismissing him.

He told himself that.

Repeated it.

Fed on it.

Outside, the wind grew colder.

In the dungeon, alliances grew stronger.

And Olen—

Still believed he was playing chess.

He had no idea the board under his feet belonged to someone else.



Phong had made a mistake.

A romantic one.

He had promised “princess treatment” without explaining which fairy tale.

More importantly—

Without explaining when it ended.

He had pictured something simple.

Carrying her bridal-style to bed.

Soft laughter.

Slow kisses.

A sweet, storybook kind of night.

He did carry her like a princess.

That part went exactly as imagined.

She even looped her arms around his neck and smiled at him like the heroine of a wholesome romance novel.

Then the novel changed genres.

Because what followed was not the beginning of a fairy tale.

It was three years into the marriage.

Confident.

Passionate.

Completely unfair to a level 1 farmer.

Alexandra Vogel, Arbiter Mindblade, A-class diver, battlefield horror—

Was very enthusiastic.

Phong learned that when Alex had fury earlier in the day, it did not vanish.

It redirected.

Into energy.

A lot of it.

He tried to keep up.

He really did.

At first it was manageable.

Then athletic.

Then borderline Olympic.

By the time the final stretch came, he was checking his status window in his head like a man staring at the last one percent battery on his phone.

Stoic Garlic.

Consumed.

Defense up.

Mental fortitude steady.

Still not enough.

Berserking Strawberry.

He hesitated for half a second.

Then bit.

Overdrive activated.

Double all stats for one minute.

He felt it at once.

Strength.

Stamina.

Coordination.

Everything surged.

He made it through the final burst of momentum.

And then—

Collapsed beside her, panting.

Waiting.

For the crash.

One full day of extreme weakness.

That was the price.

He braced for it.

Five seconds.

Ten.

Thirty.

A full minute passed.

Nothing.

He blinked.

Checked again.

Still the same.

He stared at the ceiling.

Then weakly facepalmed.

“Oh.”

Alex rolled onto her side and propped herself on one elbow.

“What?”

He groaned.

“My default state already counts as extreme weakness to the system.”

She stared at him.

Then burst into laughter.

Not cruel.

Just completely helpless with it.

She leaned over and poked his ribs.

“I never thought you’d use an overdrive button like that.”

He turned his head slowly and looked at her with full deadpan.

“I was fighting for my life.”

She bit her lip to stop another laugh.

Then leaned down and lightly bit his ear instead.

Soft.

Teasing.

“I know you enjoyed it too.”

He didn’t deny it.

Couldn’t.

Didn’t want to.

Outside, Rico was whispering way too loudly.

“Operation Eardrop commencing.”

Nyx and Bruno crouched near the tent flap like the worst spies alive.

Bruno’s tail wagged uncontrollably.

Nyx kept shushing him with increasing anger.

Rico squinted with fake drama.

“I sense… stamina depletion.”

A vine snapped out of nowhere.

Bonktato.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

All three yelped at once.

“Retreat! Retreat!”

They scattered like guilty children.

Inside the tent, Alex smirked faintly.

“Your camp security is efficient.”

“Very,” Phong muttered.

A few minutes later, the animals came back to protest loudly.

“Unfair!”

“You didn’t bring us to the fight!”

“You hog all the action!”

“Camp leader and lady both same!”

“Two peas in a pod!”

Phong ignored them completely.

He was too busy staring at the canvas ceiling and thinking about logistics instead of romance.

If things went bad—

If Olen escalated again—

He might need Séline and Camille to handle resource runs for a while.

They were mobile.

Trusted.

Able to move between floors without suspicion.

And Halloween was coming.

Surface distractions were useful.

A public vacation in Lyon?

Not the worst idea.

Séline and Camille were already back.

The French divers had a foothold near La Montagne des Chèvres.

If the whole camp traveled by dungeon route instead of commercial flight, the media would never know.

He pictured it for a moment.

Dominic confused by French pastries.

Janet judging European coffee.

Rico trying to negotiate cheese trades.

Nyx trying to duel decorative gargoyles.

Bruno barking at cathedral bells.

Alex walking beside him under autumn trees, pretending for once that none of this involved murder plots.

It was almost absurdly normal.

Almost.

Beside him, Alex shifted closer.

Rested her head on his chest.

Her breathing had finally steadied.

The fury from earlier was gone.

Replaced with warmth.

“You’re thinking again,” she murmured.

“Always.”

“About?”

“Logistics.”

She snorted softly.

“You just survived me and you’re thinking about logistics?”

“Yes.”

She traced a lazy circle on his collarbone.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Efficient.”

She lifted her head and looked at him.

Softer now.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For trusting me.”

He brushed a loose strand of hair from her face.

“You don’t need permission to defend what’s yours.”

Her expression shifted slightly.

“What’s mine?”

He met her eyes.

“Me.”

She stared at him for a second.

Then leaned down and kissed him slowly.

Outside, Rico yelled,

“I demand compensation for emotional trauma!”

Another bonktato vine slapped him.

Bruno laughed.

Nyx declared it deserved.

Phong closed his eyes.

Exhausted.

Content.

Aware that somewhere out there, Olen was plotting.

Grinding.

Convincing himself he would win in the end.

But here—

Under a lime-oak tree that had grown into something impossible—

He held the woman who had crushed a kill squad without hesitation.

Steel and rose.

Blade and sugar.

And for tonight—

Princess.

He just hoped she didn’t ask for another fairy tale tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 53: Viagra strawberry and shifting in floor 2 

    
    
    
    
                The group chat blew up the moment Alex dropped the confession.

Alex:
[He used a Berserking Strawberry like Viagra.]

Three seconds of silence.

Then chaos.

Dominic sent fifteen crying-laughing emojis in a row.

Jake typed [NO WAY], deleted it twice, then sent it anyway.

Jack added:
[Bro. You start min-maxing romance now?]

Janet replied:
[I knew those berries were dangerous... But god.]

Séline:
[Mon dieu. Tactical enhancement.]

Camille:
[I respect the commitment.]

Then someone asked about the weakness debuff.

Alex answered with fake innocence.

[The system considers his default state already “extreme weakness.”]

That did it.

The chat dissolved into wheezing messages.

Dominic sent a voice note of himself laughing.

Jake posted a meme of a half-dead stick figure labeled [Lv1 Farmer].

Jack added:
[Bro really living in the Nightmare difficulty.]

Phong stared at the screen, deadpan.

Then sent a lazy weasel emoji.

Phong:
[Imagine being me for a full day. Unacceptable.]

Dominic fired back at once.

[Being you WITHOUT your plants! Be honest with us, brother. Where did you rip those from, PvZ concept art?]

Phong replied:
[Got robbed by PopCap. Off doing boring couple stuff. You all keep grinding adventures.]

Janet answered:
[Define boring.]

He did not reply to that.



Meanwhile, Floor Two was anything but boring.

Dominic’s team, reinforced by Alexei and Séline, moved through the ruined structure they had marked days earlier.

The Wraith Fort.

Black stone walls.

Torches burning with unnatural violet flame.

Nightmares, humanoid shadows with toxic claws, prowled the halls.

Shadowwraiths hovered near the ceiling, chanting curse spells that bent the air around them.

It was a hostile place.

It was a force to be reckon with across floor 2.

But Dominic was no longer level 29.

He was level 31.

The elite Wraith in the central tower fell under coordinated assault.

Janet’s buffs widened openings.

Jake flanked the boss whenever he saw an opportunity.

Jack stone structures provided the team with covers and footholds to jump into the air when needed.

Séline’s fist strikes blocked escape routes.

Camille hid between stone pillars and attacked if the boss forgot to check its back.

Alexei, newest addition to the team, anchored the front with radiant force that made shadow creatures recoil. His aura surged outward, buffing everyone’s stats exponentially.

He really showed everyone why a Paladin was welcomed in any team comp despite being a common class.

Dominic delivered the final blow.

The elite dissolved into a vortex of dark motes.

A notification flashed.

Level up.


	 



He froze for a second, then opened his status window.

He had heard the rumors.

Seeing them confirmed was different.

From level 1 to 10, growth had been modest.

One stat per level.

Usually the class’s strongest stat.

From 10 to 20, three stats per level.

Usually including the main one.

From 21 to 29, three stats per level, chosen manually.

Control.

Optimization.

Min-maxing.

But level 30?

Explosion.

All stats rose.

Not selective.

Not partial.

Everything.

Now at 31, every new level gave plus one to every stat.

Strength.

Dexterity.

Constitution.

Intelligence.

Wisdom.

Charisma.

All of it.

The rumor was true.

Level 30 was the wall.

Past it, every step mattered on another scale.

Alexei hit 30 not long after.

His paladin class evolved.

Radiant aura brighter.

Defenses sharper.

He felt... complete.

Not finished.

But anchored.

Dominic grinned.

“I want my rematch.”

Janet sheathed her blade.

“With whom? Alex? She would hand you your ass again.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea either.”

Séline wiped black goo off her gloves, and everyone nod in agreement to her remarks.

Dominic snorted, pretend to be offended:

“Why is everyone lowering my morale? You do that on purpose so I lose to Alex, huh?”

That earned him a laugh of the whole squad.

They secured the fort as a foothold.

Cleared the lower chambers.

Fortified the entrances.

Set temporary defensive barricade.

From there, they pushed outward carefully.

The land beyond shifted from ruin into forested riverbank.

And that was where they saw it.

A river that did not belong on Floor Two.

The water shimmered with dense mana.

Wrong.

Unfamiliar.

Shifting residue.

A fish broke the surface.

Large.

Sleek.

Then it leapt.

A three-headed bull grazing near the bank barely had time to turn.

A jet of pressurized water cut clean through its torso.

All three heads came off in one sweep.

The body fell in halves.

The fish dragged the remains underwater.

Silence returned.

Dominic slowly checked the creature’s projected level.

56.

He exhaled.

“That river isn’t native to this floor.”

Janet nodded.

“Shifted upward.”

Alexei stepped back slightly.

“We do not test that.”

No one argued.

Survival beat curiosity.

From there, their path curved toward a familiar landmark.

The other half of Lake Baratok.

But not the section tied to Camp Stymphalian.

This part was deeper.

More hostile.

Already at war.

Lizardmen.

Dozens of them.

Holding formation along muddy banks.

Scaled shields locked together.

Mages bending water into counter currents.

Archers firing barbed bolts.

Opposing them—

Kamohai.

Shark-humanoid warriors.

Huge dorsal fins.

Saw-like teeth.

Dark, wet skin.

They surged from the lake in organized waves, staffs inset with shark teeths like elongated Leiomano held high.

Dominic saw the pattern right away.

This was not random violence.

This was border pressure.

This was war between two factions over control of lake Baratok.

Janet glanced at him.

“Alliance.”

He nodded.

Camp Stymphalian stood with the Scaled Throne.

Which meant they did too.

He raised his weapon.

“Surprise reinforcement.”

They charged.

Jake and Jack hit the left flank.

Séline pierced through a Kamohai trying to break the shield line. Her mana infused punch sent the creature into the air, knocking out several teeth.

Alexei’s radiant burst drove two shark-warriors back into the water. Camille slashed both with her mana claws, making sure they wouldn’t resurface ever again.

Dominic slammed into a clustered group, his evolved Judgenaut form taking blows that would have broken his old self.

Janet hovered over the lake, morale buffs from a War Valkyrie fell onto the lizardmen rank like a rain of gold dust.

Some Kamohai tried jumping to take Janet down, but Joanne sniped them with deadly precision.

The lizardman vanguard captain recognized them in mid-battle.

A guttural roar of recognition went up.

Morale shifted.

The Kamohai faltered under pressure from two sides.

Lizardman mages redirected currents.

Dominic smashed through another shark-warrior with a brutal downward strike.

Water churned red.

For a moment, the field stabilized.

Scaled Throne forces regained footing.

Kamohai momentum slowed.

Dominic wiped blood from his gauntlet and looked toward the lake’s dark center.

Something larger moved below.

Floor Two was clearly no longer stable.

Between shifted rivers, level 56 aquatic predators, and faction war heating up, their decision could alter the fate of an entire eco-system.

Dominic grinned grimly despite it all.

“Tell Phong he’s not the only one expanding alliances.”

Janet corrected him.

“Strengthening. Without our farm boy the lizardmen would see us as foes as well.”

Séline said, still catching her breath:

“Might need to ask him to stockpile those Relaxing Shiitake as well. I’m exhausted.”

Far above, on Floor One, a level 1 farmer checked basil growth.

Unaware that his web of diplomacy was already rippling much deeper than he meant it to.

---

Phong discovered the real value of Berserking Strawberries by accident.

Not during farming.

Not during a crisis.

During sparring.

Alex had been driving herself hard.

Three psychic constructs became four.

Four became five.

Then six.

Her split focus sharpened every day.

She could now hold a rapier, 2 shields, a vajra, and a secondary blade at once without obvious strain.

The sixth – a bow – still flickered sometimes.

But it stayed.

The Greencap Captain remained her benchmark.

Level 47.

Battle-hardened.

Disciplined.

Then that afternoon changed things.

Alex bit into a Berserking Strawberry just before the spar began.

For one minute, her stats doubled.

Not by a little.

Violently.

The air around her warped.

Her telekinetic constructs moved fast enough to bend expectation.

The captain’s spear met two shields instead of one.

Her rapier moved faster than the eye could follow.

The vajra struck with bone-cracking force.

For the first time, she broke his defense cleanly.

Pinned him.

Blade to throat.

Silence.

The Bunny Captain blinked.

Then laughed.

“Unfair.”

Alex smirked.

“Temporary.”

The minute ended.

Her body swayed as the debuff hit.

Extreme weakness.

Her constructs vanished at once.

The captain caught her before she hit the ground.

“Dangerous fruit.”

“Yes.”

She grinned weakly.

“Worth it.”

She didn’t gain levels from sparring.

None of her fights with the Troll King or the Greencap Captain gave experience.

But her control improved at a frightening pace.

Her mind learned faster than the system gave stats.

Which meant she was becoming deadlier even without leveling.

That night, when the debuff fully settled in, Phong realized something.

For once, they were on even ground.

Alex lay in bed dramatically weak.

Her stats suppressed.

Reflexes dulled.

Stamina limited.

Phong looked at her carefully.

She looked back.

A slow smile spread across her face.

“Fair fight?” she asked softly.

He grinned.

“Finally.”

For the first time ever, he did not feel like he was wrestling a polar bear.

He did not feel like he was sprinting uphill.

He didn’t need Stoic Garlic.

Didn’t need overdrive.

He could move at his own pace.

Meet her naturally.

Answer without panic.

And when it ended, he wasn’t gasping like a man who had just survived a boss fight.

He was... steady.

Alex blinked at him, mildly offended.

“You look too fine.”

He shrugged with fake innocence.

“The system says I live in extreme weakness. Welcome to my world.”

Later she sent a cute, dramatic pouting emoji to the group chat.

No explanation needed.

The replies came instantly.

Dominic:
[Balance patch applied.]

Janet:
[Nature is healing.]

Jake:
[Justice for lv1 farmers.]



Selena, meanwhile, had other problems.

She dropped a video into the chat.

Vanessa.

Cackling.

Holding a massive Metal Build kit like she had just found forbidden treasure.

Selena typed:

[WHY did you introduce her to Gunpla?]

Phong stared at the screen.

[She was curious.]

[She hasn’t slept properly in two days.]

Vanessa’s laughter echoed through the video.

Nyx immediately asked if she could get a robot too.

Phong muted the chat for a while.



Back in Camp Stymphalian, the basil and dill grew steadily in dungeon soil.

Unlike the combat plants, these herbs did not mutate in obvious ways.

Their mana absorption was subtle.

Richer leaves.

Stronger smell.

The lime-oak seemed to steady their growth instead of twisting it.

At the decoy camp, now officially renamed Camp Harpy by the Greencap civilians, agriculture expanded quickly.

Rabbit carpenters reinforced the irrigation channels.

Carrot rows spread neatly across the ordinary dirt.

Strawberries grew in organized patches.

Phong traded Alerting Carrots for normal strawberries.

He made one rule very clear.

“Berserking Strawberries are not casual snacks.”

The rabbits agreed with solemn seriousness.

Overdrive fruit was for war.

Not dessert.

Camp Harpy ran smoothly.

Civilian bunnies worked the fields when humans were not around.

Knights rotated through perimeter watch.

The alliance deepened quietly.



With tensions stable for the moment, Phong finally brought it up.

A break.

On the surface.

In Lyon.

During Halloween.

Séline replied at once from Floor Two.

[Oui.]

Camille, already at camp, practically bounced.

[Yes. We will host properly.]

It was sound strategy.

Public Halloween crowds meant anonymity.

Costumes meant cover.

Media attention was currently fixed on:

The collapse of the Farmer Guild.

Josh’s disappearance into Floor Three.

The Greencap conflict.

Production-class deaths.

Olen’s optics were unstable.

It was the perfect time to step sideways.

Dominic took over planning at once.

“Couple costumes,” he declared.

He already had ideas.

Phong and Alex.

Him and Janet.

Jake and Jack.

Matching themes.

Ridiculous themes.

Coordinated themes.

Séline promised to scout local events in Lyon.

Camille offered family contacts for safe housing.

Vanessa and Selena had to decline.

Too visible.

Too tied to dungeon research.

Too likely to attract the wrong eyes.

They sent exaggerated envy into the chat.

Selena:
[Enjoy croissants and freedom.]

Vanessa:
[Bring me limited-edition French kits.]

Nyx demanded a witch costume.

Bruno wanted to be a knight.

Rico insisted on something “mysterious and tactical.”

That evening, Phong lay under the lime-oak and looked up through autumn-tinted leaves.

He had not expected any of this.

Alliances.

International travel plans.

Couple costumes.

Level 30 mechanics.

Dungeon diplomacy.

He had started as a level 1 farmer with moletatoes and angry chillies.

Now he was coordinating cross-floor politics and Halloween logistics.

Alex walked over and sat beside him.

“You look thoughtful.”

“Just thinking.”

“About?”

“How strange this all is.”

She rested her head on his shoulder.

“Strange is good.”

He smiled faintly.

For now, they would take the break.

Strengthen bonds.

Laugh.

Disappear into Halloween crowds in Lyon.

Let Olen stew in the mess he made.

Because sometimes the best move was stepping away just long enough to come back stronger.

            

    
        Chapter 54: A gift to a half-disciple

    
    
    
    
                On the surface, far from the damp soil and living roots of the dungeon, Olen’s father did not shout.

Unlike his son...

He did not rage.

He did not throw things.

He reviewed.

Calmly.

Two assassination attempts.

Two failures.

Both tied to his son.

Both tied to the same level 1 farmer.

Both ending with dead hired hands.

He read the reports in silence.

First attempt: illegal divers. Dead. Framed as lizardman hostility.

Second attempt: Black Web operatives. Dead. Framed as Greencap cavalry retaliation.

Common factor?

Phong.

He steepled his fingers.

“Olen.”

His son stood stiff across the office, jaw tight.

“Yes.”

“You will not make another move against this Phong. Not until I say so.”

Olen’s lips thinned.

“He’s a level 1 farmer.”

“And twice now,” his father cut in evenly, “high-level dungeon fauna have intervened in his favor.”

“Coincidence,” Olen snapped.

“Maybe.”

The older man leaned back in his chair.

“If it is coincidence, then there is nothing to fear.”

He paused.

“But if it is not…”

The silence thickened.

“…then this Phong may be a far more valuable asset than Alexandra Vogel.”

Olen blinked.

His father went on.

“A level 1 production-class with influence over treants, lizardmen, and Greencap cavalry.”

He tapped the report once.

“Do you understand how rare that is?”

Olen’s irritation cooled into something sharper.

“You think he controls them?”

“I think,” his father said carefully, “that we do not know yet.”

He stood and walked to the window overlooking the city.

“Observe him.”

“Measure him.”

“Do not attack him.”

“If he is lucky, he is irrelevant.”

“If he is not…”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“…then he may be worth more alive than dead.”

Olen clenched his fists but nodded.

“And in the meantime?”

“In the meantime,” his father said without turning, “you use Josh’s absence.”

Josh was still missing on Floor Three.

Media quiet.

Influence reduced.

“You reach level 20 as fast as possible.”

Olen straightened.

“Level 20?”

“If the ‘one hundred monsters of the same species’ clause keeps scaling,” his father said thoughtfully, “then production-class may have the easiest road to 30.”

At last he looked back.

“What does an evolved farmer look like?”

“What does a level 30 production-class become?”

“How much leverage does that give us?”

Those were the questions that mattered to him.

Not romance.

Not pride.

Influence.

Control.

Power.

Olen’s breathing steadied.

Yes.

That language he understood.

He would grind.

He would optimize.

He would prove his value.

And if Phong turned out to be something rare…

Then he would acquire him.

One way or another.



Meanwhile, in Camp Stymphalian, Phong was losing to something far more dangerous than assassins.

Guilt.

He sat under the lime-oak, staring at nothing.

Alex had stopped visiting Papa and Mama Vogel for now.

Safer that way.

Less time on the surface.

Less visibility.

Less chance for opportunists.

It made sense.

She had told him so.

More than once.

“It’s not because of you.”

But logic did not shut up the voice in his head.

If he were not a target…

If she were not tied to him…

If he had not dragged the world sideways by building a camp inside a dungeon…

Then she could go home whenever she wanted.

He clasped his hands lightly.

He did not say it aloud.

He did not need to.

Alex noticed anyway.

She always did.

That evening she called a “meeting.”

Bruno trotted in with full serious-face determination.

Nyx hovered in the air with her arms crossed.

Little Fireball perched on Alex’s shoulder like a tiny burning adviser.

Rico was very noticeably absent.

Alex cleared her throat with drama.

“Operation Cheer Up Farmboy.”

Phong blinked.

“You didn’t need to—”

“Shh,” Nyx said.

Bruno barked once in support.

Little Fireball chirped with theatrical force.

Alex crossed her arms.

“You think I’m not visiting my parents because of you.”

He hesitated.

“That’s not—”

“It is.”

She knelt in front of him.

“Listen carefully.”

Then she poked his chest.

“I choose where I go.”

“I choose who I date.”

“I choose who I fight.”

“And I choose you.”

Bruno barked again.

Nyx nodded with solemn approval.

Little Fireball puffed up.

Alex went on.

“If I’m not visiting the bakery right now, it’s because I don’t want to.”

“Not because you’re a burden.”

Her voice softened.

“You are not something that limits me.”

“You are someone I stand beside.”

That landed.

He let out a slow breath.

The guilt did not vanish.

But it loosened.

Bruno tried climbing into his lap.

Nyx acted like she wasn’t joining, but drifted closer anyway.

Little Fireball jumped into his hood like she always did.

Alex leaned against him.

That was the whole plan.

Not clever.

Not complicated.

Just presence.



Rico had his own way of helping.

He had slipped out earlier.

To the gate town.

Disguised.

Listening.

Blending.

Rico was annoyingly good at blending.

That was how he heard it.

A quiet quest posting.

High reward.

Search and reconnaissance.

Target: Josh.

Missing since the Floor Three incident.

Rumors were spreading.

Some said he was alive.

Some said he was being held.

Some whispered about floor bosses.

The Association wanted information.

Not rescue.

Not yet.

Rico’s whiskers twitched.

That was interesting.

Very interesting.

He didn’t run back right away.

He listened longer.

Caught fragments.

Speculation.

High-level teams forming.

Politicians interested.

Investors getting nervous.

Then he turned and sprinted back toward the dungeon entrance.

He needed to bring this home.

Because missing billionaire heirs had a habit of destabilizing everything.

And Camp Stymphalian preferred warning before instability showed up at the door.

Rico did not exaggerate when he delivered the news.

He burst into camp like a furry intelligence officer coming back from enemy land, panting lightly, eyes sharp.

“Big fish missing,” he declared.

Phong was still half inside Alex’s pep talk.

“Define big fish.”

“Billionaire fish.”

That got everyone’s attention.

Rico repeated everything he had heard.

A quest.

High reward.

Search and reconnaissance for Josh.

No confirmed death.

No confirmed survival.

Just… missing.

Floor Three.

Mana interference.

Association nervous.

Investors worse.

Phong felt his stomach tighten.

Missing heirs from powerful families were never neutral events.

They created pressure.

Pressure created movement.

Movement created collateral damage.

He turned to Alex.

“Can you reach Emma? Ask what’s really happening? We owe her one.”

Alex hesitated.

“Floor Three is deep. Signals don’t travel cleanly through mana-dense zones.”

Then she sat beside him and explained more patiently.

“The deeper the floor, the thicker the ambient mana. It scrambles signal frequencies.”

“That’s why divers spend so much time taking footholds instead of just farming mobs.”

Phong tilted his head.

“What do you mean?”

“They clear territory. Secure it. Fortify it. Build staging areas.”

She gestured around the camp.

“Then they install signal amplifiers. Later, proper cable lines if the foothold holds.”

“That’s how communication gets pushed deeper.”

He blinked.

Looked around.

The lime-oak.

The layered perimeter.

The alliances.

The defensive plants.

The infrastructure.

Then he slowly pointed at himself.

“Am I…”

He paused.

“…doing what divers do?”

Alex stared at him.

Then burst out laughing.

She grabbed him by the collar and pulled him into a selfie before he could protest.

Click.

She sent it to the group chat at once.

Alex:
[Look who finally realized he’s one of the best divers alive if he ever decides to publicize his achievements.]

Messages poured in within seconds.

Dominic:
[Took him long enough.]

Janet:
[Welcome to awareness.]

Jake:
[Bro built a kingdom and thought he was gardening.]

Jack:
[He’s accidentally speedrunning territorial control.]

Phong snorted.

“I secured a patch of Floor One.”

He shook his head.

“Yue Ting’s team, the Russians, the reckless Vietnamese, they’re scratching Floor Three.”

Selena chimed in almost instantly.

[Depth isn’t the only metric.]

Then another message.

[You don’t just occupy territory.][You control it.]
[That’s different.]

Her academic tone took over fully after that.

[Most footholds are fragile. Temporary. Manpower dependent.]
[Yours? If someone wants to uproot you, it would take a floor boss.]

She wasn’t exaggerating.

Treants.

Troll mountain extension.

Lizardman alliance.

Greencap cavalry.

Plant defenses.

Bamboo ant deterrence.

Camp Stymphalian was not just a farm.

It was a stabilized ecosystem.

Phong leaned back slowly.

For the first time in a long time, he let himself see it that way.

Not a survivor.

Not a little rat who couldn't bite back.

He was the center of a network of influence.

Even so, he shook his head.

“Publicizing any of that would paint a target.”

Alex nodded.

“Which is why you don’t.”

They understood each other perfectly.



Dominic’s team updated the group chat from Floor Two.

The Kamohai conflict with the lizardmen had worsened.

Border clashes.

Territory disputes.

Water mobility making the sharks hard to pin down.

But with Dominic reinforcing the line and Alexei bursting radiant pressure into the field, the Scaled Throne was holding.

Dominic wrote:

[We’re not pushing too far into the lake.]
[There’s something big under there.]

No one questioned that.

Phong shared Rico’s intel about Josh and Emma.

Dominic answered almost at once.

[Association already contacted us.][Search quest.]
[We refused.]

Then he sent a voice message.

“It’s Floor Three.”

“Unstable.”

“Mana interference.”

“No confirmed signal.”

“Too many unknowns.”

Janet added dryly:

[And we’re not volunteering as rescue mascots for billionaire drama.]

The chat went quiet for a moment.

Then Alex typed:

[Emma?]

Dominic answered:

[No contact.]
[That’s what scares people.]

If Josh was missing alone, that was one thing.

If Emma was missing too—

A diver celebrity.

A Songblader.

A public figure—

Then the optics changed completely.

Phong felt a small knot of unease.

Olen’s father had probably already pivoted.

Production-class repositioning.

Influence recalculation.

And now a vacuum was opening around Josh’s absence.

He exhaled slowly.

“This is going to destabilize the surface.”

Selena replied:

[It already is.]

Another message came right after.

[Funding shifts.][Security contracts being renegotiated.]
[Insurance recalculations.]
[Political noise.]

Then, quieter:

[And if Josh survives Floor Three, he won’t come back the same.]

No one argued.

Floor Three was not a playground.

It was escalation.



Night settled over Camp Stymphalian.

The lime-oak leaves rustled softly.

Treants murmured.

In the pond, the lizardman eggs sat undisturbed.

At Camp Harpy, rabbits rotated the night watch.

Phong looked up at the dark ceiling far above.

He had started as a level 1 farmer.

Now he was discussing macro-instability in diver politics.

Alex rested her head on his shoulder.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Thinking again?”

“Always.”

He looked at her.

“You know… if none of this dungeon stuff existed, we’d probably just be arguing about grocery brands.”

She smiled.

“And you’d still overthink.”

“Probably.”

Somewhere far below, Floor Three stayed silent.

And whatever was happening there would ripple upward soon enough.

For now, Camp Stymphalian held steady.

And Phong finally understood something important.

He wasn’t hiding.

He was building.

And whether he liked it or not, that made him part of the larger game.

Camp Harpy looked different in daylight.

Rows of carrots stretched through the surface soil.

Civilian bunnies moved in coordinated lines, watering, trimming, harvesting.

Small wooden watchtowers stood near the perimeter, carved with subtle Greencap motifs.

When Phong and Alex approached with Bruno, Nyx, and Rico trailing behind, they were met formally.

The Knight Captain stood in the center of the clearing.

Helmet tucked under one arm.

Twelve earrings glinting faintly.

The civilian rabbits were already assembled.

That alone told Phong this was not casual.

The captain cleared his throat.

“I intended to present this later.”

His sharp eyes flicked toward Alex.

“But your… strawberry tactic accelerated matters.”

Bruno tilted his head.

Nyx crossed her arms.

Rico whispered loudly, “Promotion ceremony.”

Phong elbowed him lightly.

The captain gestured.

Two rabbit squires stepped forward carrying a polished wooden chest.

When it opened, steel caught the light.

A full half-plate set.

Elegant.

Practical.

Lightweight.

The metal shimmered faintly with mana.

The captain spoke steadily.

“You have defeated me once.”

“You train under my guidance.”

“You are… half my disciple.”

Alex blinked.

He continued.

“A warrior like you should not remain unarmored.”

Alex stepped closer.

The armor had been made for a humanoid body, but the edges curved with subtle rabbit motifs.

The chestplate had also been changed.

Instead of the Greencap carrot emblem, it bore a bird skull entwined with a lime tree.

Camp Stymphalian’s symbol.

Rico gasped in outrage.

“Where is the raccoon representation?”

The captain ignored him.

“This set adjusts to your form.”

“Enchanted for flexibility and mobility.”

“And…”

He paused.

“It may render the wearer unseen.”

Alex looked up.

“For how long?”

“One minute per day.”

Nyx’s tail flicked with approval.

Bruno’s eyes shone.

Phong exhaled slowly.

That was not a casual gift.

That was trust.

Alex accepted the armor with a respectful bow.

She didn’t speak right away.

Which, for her, meant she understood exactly how much it meant.



They didn’t waste time.

She put it on.

The half-plate shifted and resized smoothly around her.

Light.

Balanced.

Her movements stayed fluid.

She raised her rapier.

Tested a shield construct.

The mana harmonized cleanly.

The captain nodded.

“Now.”

He planted two spears behind him.

War banners unfurled.

One carried the Greencap insignia.

The other bore a rabbit head adorned with twelve earrings.

Pioneer Squad Twelve.

The air around him thickened.

His presence changed.

Until then, he had been holding back.

Not today.

He gripped the spear shafts. Spearheads forward. The banners swirled.

Mana surged.

The cloth burned with intent.

Alex moved first.

Rapier forward.

Vajra floating at her flank.

Shield angled.

She used the invisibility enchant at once.

Her shape blurred.

Vanished.

Rico yelped.

Nyx leaned in.

Bruno’s claws dug into the soil.

A flicker.

A flash of steel.

The captain pivoted on instinct.

One spearhead caught her rapier.

The second knocked aside the vajra.

He didn’t need sight.

He tracked the shift in mana.

Air pressure.

Footwork.

Then the invisibility ended.

Alex reappeared in mid-lunge.

He rotated both banners in a wide sweep.

The cloth cracked like thunder.

The blow was not meant to pierce.

It was meant to overwhelm.

She lasted fifty-two seconds.

Eight seconds longer than before.

Then—

Tap.

The flat of a banner touched her back.

“Dead.”

He stepped back.

Alex exhaled sharply, breathing hard.

Bruno’s eyes glowed with competitive frustration.

Nyx clicked her tongue, but gave a small nod.

“Still superior.”

Rico had already activated his treant armor.

Wooden plates spread over his body in full dramatic sequence.

Mana lines pulsed.

He struck a pose.

“Hensh—”

Then froze.

Everyone looked at him.

He blinked.

Phong grinned.

“You forgot to yell ‘henshin.’”

Rico gasped in horror.

“I would never forget something that important.”

“Pretty sure you did.”

“I did not.”

“You panicked.”

“It was tactical activation!”

Alex laughed.

Actually laughed.

Not polite amusement.

Not controlled.

Bright.

Clear.

Her lover and a raccoon arguing about transformation callouts in the middle of a knightly training field.

The captain watched in silence.

Then let the smallest twitch of amusement cross his face.

Alex removed her helmet.

Sweat darkened the line of her hair.

She bowed again.

“Again.”

The captain nodded.

But this time, he smiled openly.

She was no longer just a human ally.

No longer just Camp Stymphalian’s strongest fighter.

She was becoming something else.

A bridge.

Between kingdoms.

Between styles.

Between systems.

And the fact that her level 1 farmer boyfriend stood nearby laughing about superhero poses somehow made it more dangerous.

Because while others built power through conquest, Camp Stymphalian built it through bonds.

And bonds were harder to break.

            

    
        Chapter 55: A fourth floor boss and an offer you can’t refuse

    
    
    
    
                Dominic’s team returned to Camp Stymphalian a few days later.

News of the Halloween break in Lyon had spread through the group chat fast, and Dominic had wasted no time wrapping up Floor Two operations.

They came back dusty, tired, and satisfied.

Alexei did not come with them.

The half-Russian, half-Cuban paladin stayed behind.

Still in the “testing phase,” as Phong liked to call it.

Dominic trusted him more now, but Camp Stymphalian had rules.

You earned the right to know where it was.

You did not get invited just because you were useful.

Alexei understood that.

Or at least pretended to.



Séline spoke first once everyone settled in.

“I saw something strange.”

Camille looked up at once.

“What?”

Séline glanced toward the tree line.

“Horns of the Earth.”

Silence dropped over the camp.

Even the animals quieted.

“Where?” Phong asked.

“Near the Floor Three entrance,” she said.

“That thing walked right past us like we didn’t exist.”

Dominic nodded.

“Like a mountain taking a stroll.”

No one liked the idea of a floor boss casually moving near deeper floors.

But that was tomorrow’s problem.

Tonight was reunion night.

Hotpot night.

And Dominic was already halfway into storytelling mode.

They gathered around the big iron pot simmering over the fire.

Meat.

Vegetables.

Bamboo ant slices.

Dungeon mushrooms.

Carrots.

Everything went into the broth.

Dominic leaned back proudly.

“You should’ve seen it. The Wraith Fortress is basically ours.”

Jake nodded hard.

Jack raised his drink.

“We were this close to making it a permanent foothold.”

Dominic spread his arms.

“Strategic location, reinforced walls, cleared chambers—”

Janet smacked him lightly with her chopsticks.

“The only reason we secured that foothold so fast,” she said flatly, “is because the lizardmen helped.”

Dominic froze mid-gesture.

She kept going.

“They diverted Lake Baratok.”

The others turned to her.

“You mean—”

“Yes,” Janet said.

“They built a canal.”

Dominic rubbed the back of his neck.

“…Minor logistical assistance.”

Janet snorted.

“Minor? They literally connected the lake to the fortress.”

The meaning was obvious.

With a canal flowing through the structure, the Wraith Fortress had effectively become a lizardman outpost.

That meant most Floor Two monsters stayed away from it.

Territorial instinct.

Predator politics.

Whatever the reason, the result was the same.

The fortress was no longer contested ground.

It had become neutral ground.

A safe foothold.

Dominic raised his drink again.

“…Team effort.”

Everyone laughed.



Then Alex stood to show off her new armor.

The Greencap half-plate gleamed softly in the firelight.

Bird skull.

Lime tree emblem.

Perfect fit.

Dominic whistled.

“That’s clean.”

Jake circled her once.

“Invisibility enchant too, right?”

“One minute per day,” Alex said.

Jack shook his head.

“Ridiculous.”

Rico sprang up dramatically.

“My turn. Hennnn… shin!”

Wood creaked.

The young treant strapped to his back expanded at once.

Branches unfolded.

Armor plates locked into place.

Mana veins lit up.

Rico struck a pose.

Then paused.

Everyone stared.

Phong folded his arms.

“You remembered this time.”

Rico glared.

“Obviously.”

Bruno barked excitedly.

Nyx rolled her eyes, but secretly approved.

Dominic wiped tears of laughter from his eyes.

“This camp gets weirder every time I come back.”



Eventually Dominic challenged Alex to a spar.

Now that he was level 31.

Stats up.

Judgenaut fully evolved.

He felt confident.

Very confident.

The result was educational.

Three minutes later, he was flat on his back.

A shield construct pinned one arm.

A rapier hovered at his throat.

Dominic groaned.

“…Yeah.”

He raised a hand.

“I surrender.”

Alex dismissed her constructs.

“That class is insane,” Dominic muttered as he sat up.

“The Greencap captain already told you,” Alex said.

“In a one-on-one,” Dominic muttered, “an evolved Mindblade is a nightmare.”

Everyone drifted back to the hotpot after that.

Night had fully fallen.

Lanterns hung from the lime-oak tree.

Steam rose from the broth.

Talk shifted between jokes, dungeon updates, and Halloween plans for Lyon.

It was peaceful.

Almost too peaceful.

Then Nyx’s ears twitched.

Bruno’s growl started low.

Phong lifted his head.

Something stood beyond the chili perimeter.

At the edge of the garden.

Just outside the invisible line.

A silhouette.

A woman.

Dominic squinted.

“…Emma?”

She stepped into the lantern light.

Emma Tannenbaum.

Perfect posture.

Perfect hair.

Perfect smile.

Except—

She was supposed to be missing.

Floor Three.

No signal.

No contact.

The group froze.

Before anyone could speak, Phong moved.

“Plants.”

His voice dropped.

“All out.”

The garden answered at once.

Angry chilies rose.

Bonktatoes trembled below the soil.

Sunflowers slowly turned toward the intruder.

Strawberry vines tightened.

Even the newly planted basil and dill, only days old, began vibrating hard.

Like tuning forks hit by an unseen hand.

Mutation pressure.

Every plant was reacting.

Not to a diver.

Not to a monster.

To something worse.

The ground hummed.

Dominic felt it.

Janet felt it.

Even the animals sensed it.

The air thickened.

Emma tilted her head.

Then laughed.

A soft sound.

Pleasant.

Wrong.

A warning flashed across their status screens.

BOSS MANIFESTATION DETECTED!
Threat classification unknown.

Red question marks flickered above her head.

Level: ?????Name: ?????
Type: ?????

Dominic’s pulse kicked.

“…That’s not Emma.”

The woman smiled wider.

“Oh, of course it isn’t.”

Then reality tore.

Only for a heartbeat.

The illusion slipped.

And they saw it.

A mountain of swollen purple flesh.

Eyes.

Hundreds of them.

Blinking on their own.

Mouths opening and closing across its body.

Rows of teeth grinding.

Tentacle-like growths writhing.

Something ancient.

Something alien.

Something dragged out of a nightmare.

Vast.

Wrong.

Then the shape folded in on itself.

Collapsed.

Shrank.

The monstrous bulk compressed back into the human outline.

Emma stood there again.

Perfect.

Poised.

Smiling pleasantly.

“It’s easier to talk like this.”

She folded her hands politely.

Still just outside the chili perimeter.

And waited.

Camp Stymphalian stared.

The thing wearing Emma Tannenbaum’s face tilted its head when they asked its name.

Its mouth opened.

And sound came out.

Except it wasn’t sound the way humans knew it.

It was layered vibration.

Like metal scraping glass while a whale sang underneath it.

The syllables bent in on themselves, twisting pitch and tone into something no human ear could hold.

Dominic flinched.

Janet covered one ear on instinct.

Even the animals reacted.

Bruno’s hackles rose.

Nyx’s tail went stiff.

Rico’s treant armor creaked as mana pulsed through it.

Phong raised one hand.

“Stop.”

The creature blinked.

Then smiled apologetically.

“Yes. Your language cannot hold it.”

It tapped its chest lightly.

“You may call me… Em.”

The name sounded harmless.

Simple.

Almost friendly.

Which somehow made it worse.

Phong stood slowly from the hotpot table, careful not to cross the chili perimeter.

“Em,” he said evenly. “How do you know where this place is? And what do you want?”

Em clasped its hands behind its back and rocked on its heels like someone enjoying a casual chat.

“Oh, that’s easy.”

It gestured vaguely toward the deeper dungeon.

“A certain dragon recently told the other Pillars not to interfere with Floor One whenever we feel like it.”

The group froze.

“Pillars?” Janet repeated quietly.

Em kept talking as if discussing the weather.

“So the green one pulled back.”

“Green one?” Dominic asked.

“The walking mountain,” Em said cheerfully. “Your friend.”

Horns of the Earth.

That meant—

A roar tore across the entire floor.

Deep.

Ancient.

The sound shook leaves loose from the lime-oak and sent ripples racing across the pond like stones thrown into still water.

Everyone in camp recognized it.

The Sky Emperor.

Even without knowing what it truly was.

Even without seeing it.

The roar carried authority.

Warning.

Rule.

Em wrinkled Emma’s nose slightly.

“Yes, yes,” it said dismissively. “He’s very loud.”

But something in the tone gave it away.

Em might dislike the dragon.

But it clearly was not stupid enough to push too far.

Even so, it smiled again.

“I wanted to stir things up a little.”

Dominic crossed his arms.

“That usually ends badly for humans.”

“Oh, probably,” Em said pleasantly.

Then it clapped once.

“Which brings us to the deal.”

The word deal landed hard in the quiet camp.

“I will help Camp Stymphalian expand.”

Em pointed downward.

“Vertically.”

“Across floors.”

Everyone stared.

Before anyone could answer, Em added casually,

“Oh, and I will help Josh and Olen as well.”

The temperature in the clearing seemed to drop.

“For balance,” Em said with a cheerful shrug. “Your conflict will be more interesting that way.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

Dominic’s hand drifted toward his weapon.

Phong, however, understood at once.

There was no real choice.

The dungeon itself was neutral.

Impersonal.

But this thing?

This thing was playing a game.

It was not offering help.

It was laying down new rules.

And refusing would not stop it from helping the other side.

Refusing would only weaken his own side.

Phong exhaled slowly.

“I see.”

Em’s smile widened.

“You’re clever.”

“I don’t like being forced,” Phong said calmly.

“Few do.”

Silence stretched.

Then Phong nodded once.

“Fine.”

“I accept.”

Dominic looked sharply at him, but Phong gave the smallest shake of his head.

He had already run through the alternatives.

None were better.

“But,” Phong added, “you give something too.”

Em tilted its head.

“Negotiation. Interesting.”

“You mentioned Pillars,” Phong said. “Explain.”

The creature looked amused.

“That’s fair.”

It raised one finger.

“There are thirteen.”

“Thirteen Pillars.”

“One for each floor of the dungeon.”

It drew a circle in the air with Emma’s finger.

“You may think of us as constants in a very complicated equation.”

“Billions of variables.”

“Ecosystems shifting.”

“Mana flows changing.”

“Civilizations rising and collapsing.”

“But the Pillars remain.”

Nyx frowned.

“You mean you can go anywhere?”

“Anywhere in the dungeon,” Em said. “Though we usually avoid the higher floors.”

It gestured upward.

“Too much interference would destabilize the ecosystem.”

Dominic muttered under his breath,

“Good to know they care about the environment.”

Em ignored him.

“So.”

It turned toward the lime-oak tree.

“Your turn.”

The great tree shuddered.

Its roots pulsed.

Mana surged through the soil like underground lightning.

Everyone felt it.

Something fundamental was changing.

The bark split.

A single, tiny sprout pushed itself out along the root.

Em explained.

“This tree can now clone itself.”

Phong blinked.

“Like the Pando tree,” Em said cheerfully.

Understanding hit him at once.

A root colony.

Not separate trees.

One organism.

“You will plant the sprouts on lower floors,” Em continued.

“By hand.”

“Otherwise expansion would be too fast.”

It paused.

Then added,

“And monsters will try to eat them.”

“To evolve.”

Dominic groaned.

“So we’ll have to defend them.”

“Correct.”

Phong saw the real point immediately.

It was not a gift.

It was bait.

If they planted the clones, they would have to protect them.

That meant Dominic’s team would keep pushing deeper.

That meant Phong would one day have to leave the safety of Floor One.

Camp Stymphalian would become a network.

Multiple camps.

Multiple defenses.

Vertical expansion.

Exactly the kind of chaos Em wanted.

“Once connected,” Em went on, “the root system will link the trees.”

Phong’s eyes narrowed.

“You mean—”

“Elevators,” Em said happily.

“You and whoever you allow may travel between floors through the trees.”

The whole camp went silent.

That was…

Strategically absurd.

A private dungeon transit system.

Something even the diver associations did not have yet.

Em clasped its hands together again.

“There.”

“My contribution.”

The Emma-shaped body began stepping backward.

The edge of the chili perimeter crackled faintly as it reached the line.

“I look forward to watching what happens next.”

Alex’s voice cut across the clearing.

“You’re enjoying this too much.”

Em laughed softly.

“Oh, absolutely.”

Then the illusion flickered.

For a heartbeat, the mountain of eyes and mouths returned.

Then it vanished.

The clearing was empty again.

Only the lime-oak remained.

Its roots were already beginning to push deeper into the dungeon soil.

            

    
        Chapter 56: A royal decree

    
    
    
    
                Camp Stymphalian stayed quiet for a long time after Em vanished.

No one moved at first.

The lime-oak creaked softly in the wind, its huge branches swaying over the clearing. Steam from the hotpot slowly thinned into the cold night air, and the broth had long since stopped bubbling.

Dominic broke the silence first.

“…Well.”

He scratched the back of his head.

“That was new.”

Janet shot him a look.

“That’s what you got from this?”

Dominic shrugged helplessly.

“I mean, what else am I supposed to say? We just negotiated with… whatever the hell that was.”

No one argued.

Phong stayed near the chili perimeter, staring into the forest where Em had disappeared.

After a while, he finally exhaled.

“Alright.”

Everyone turned toward him.

“The Halloween plan stays.”

Jake blinked.

“You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

Phong nodded firmly.

“We’re not changing our lives because that thing showed up.”

The others exchanged looks.

Alex crossed her arms.

“You’re saying we just… ignore it?”

“As much as possible,” Phong said.

Dominic grinned a little.

“Spite strategy.”

“Exactly.”

That drew a few quiet laughs.

Even in the face of cosmic horror, stubbornness was still a valid human response.



Alex wasn’t fully convinced.

“What happens if it tells Josh and Olen the truth?” she asked.

That settled over the clearing like weight.

Everyone knew what she meant.

If their enemies learned the truth about this place—

The plants.

The defenses.

The alliances.

The monster network protecting this territory—

Then armies would march into Floor One.

Governments.

Corporations.

Private militaries.

Every major power on Earth would want a farmer who could weaponize dungeon ecosystems.

Phong rubbed his chin.

Then shook his head.

“It won’t.”

Dominic frowned.

“You sound pretty sure.”

Phong looked back toward the forest.

“That thing understands humans.”

“Too well.”

Then he turned back to the group.

“And that’s exactly why it won’t leak anything.”

Janet raised a brow.

“Explain.”

Phong gestured around camp.

“If the truth about this place gets out, what happens?”

Dominic answered right away.

“Every superpower on Earth storms Floor One.”

“Exactly.”

“And that would wreck the dungeon ecosystem,” Phong said.

“The Sky Emperor wouldn’t allow that.”

They all remembered the roar.

The authority in it.

Even Em had backed off at once.

Phong nodded slowly.

“That thing acts like it doesn’t care.”

“But I saw it.”

“It still fears the dragon.”

Alex’s eyes softened a little.

“You’re saying it won’t risk being punished.”

“Right.”

“It wants entertainment,” Phong said.

“And getting its face smashed by the Emperor probably wouldn’t be entertaining.”

Dominic snorted.

“Fair.”

Phong finished calmly.

“So it won’t leak anything.”

“And Josh underestimating me stays my biggest advantage.”

That, everyone agreed with.

Josh saw Phong as weak.

A harmless farmer.

A disposable nobody.

And that mistake had already saved Phong more than once.



Séline stretched her arms with a satisfied smile.

“Well.”

“Then Halloween in Lyon it is.”

Camille nodded fast.

“You all come.”

“Our city will love you.”

Dominic grinned.

“I already have costumes planned.”

Janet sighed.

“Please tell me you’re not forcing couple costumes again.”

“Too late.”

Laughter slowly returned to camp.

The tension loosened.

Bowls were refilled.

Jokes came back.

One by one, people drifted toward bed.



Late that night, camp grew quiet.

Most of them slept soundly.

Alex didn’t.

She could feel it.

Phong had held himself together during the talk.

Kept everyone calm.

Acted like this was manageable.

Now that they were alone…

The mask cracked.

He was trembling a little.

Not enough to see.

But enough to feel.

Cold sweat.

Uneven breathing.

Alex wrapped her arms around him tighter.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” she whispered.

Phong didn’t answer.

He just pulled her closer.

His heartbeat slowly steadied against her chest.

That thing—

Em.

For the first time since the Phoenix incident…

Phong had felt truly powerless again.

Alex gently ran her fingers through his hair.

“You’re not alone,” she murmured.

Eventually his breathing evened out.

He fell asleep.

Still holding her.



No one noticed when Little Fireball slipped out of camp.

The tiny chick hopped quietly through the grass, wings fluttering a little as she left the safety of the chili perimeter.

She followed a trail only she could sense.

Mana residue.

Ancient.

Alien.

It led deep into the dungeon.

All the way to the edge of Floor Three.

Where Em was waiting.

The chick chirped sharply.

Clear.

Annoyed.

Em turned.

Still wearing Emma’s face.

“Oh?”

“You came all the way here just to complain?”

The chick chirped again, louder.

More offended this time.

Em burst out laughing.

“Oh, Suzaku.”

“I didn’t expect you to get sentimental.”

The chick’s feathers bristled.

Em leaned casually against a broken stone pillar.

“You used to hate the test subjects.”

“And now you’re protecting them?”

That did it.

Flames burst outward.

The tiny chick vanished.

In her place rose a colossal figure of burning red and gold.

Six wings spread wide across the cavern.

Nine peacock-like tail feathers blazed with divine fire.

The Monstrous Phoenix.

Suzaku.

Her eyes burned with fury.

The dungeon floor shook.

Em’s illusion shattered.

Emma’s shape dissolved.

Its true form spilled out.

A grotesque mountain of pulsing purple flesh.

Countless eyes opened.

Mouths split across its body.

A living nightmare.

And the two Pillars attacked.

The battle was catastrophic.

Floor Three shook under every impact.

Flames turned whole forests to ash.

Reality warped where Em’s monstrous flesh slammed against Suzaku’s fire.

Stone melted.

Mountains cracked.

Whole stretches of terrain were erased.

Neither held back.

The fight escalated too fast.

Then—

A roar thundered across the dungeon.

Everything froze.

The Azure Dragon arrived.

The Sky Emperor.

Its immense jade-scaled body coiled across the sky like a living storm.

Golden eyes glowed with pure irritation.

Without a word, it ended the battle.

Reality bent.

The Emperor raised one claw.

And the dungeon answered.

A massive Shifting hit instantly.

The scorched battlefield of Floor Three—

Charred earth.

Molten rock.

Burning ruins—

Was ripped from where it stood.

And dropped half a mile from Camp Stymphalian.

On Floor One.

The Azure Dragon looked down once.

Then vanished.



Back at camp, Phong’s menu flashed.

A new request appeared.

Simple.

Polite.

Almost absurdly polite.

Request ReceivedPlease fix this land.
— Sincerely, the entity you call the Sky Emperor

Morning light filtered through the branches of the lime-oak, scattering pale gold over Camp Stymphalian.

The camp gathered under it slowly, one by one, pulled by the same message that had appeared on Phong’s menu.

Dominic arrived first, still half asleep and carrying a mug of coffee.

Janet followed with her usual calm face, though the slight crease between her brows gave away her curiosity.

Jake and Jack whispered theories to each other.

Séline and Camille stood together, visibly excited in the way divers always got when the dungeon did something completely insane.

At the center stood Phong.

His menu window hovered in the air for everyone to see.

The message was still there.

Request ReceivedPlease fix this land.
— Sincerely, the entity you call the Sky Emperor

No one spoke for a few seconds.

The silence felt heavy with disbelief.

Finally Dominic scratched his head.

“…That’s not a quest.”

“No,” Janet said quietly. “It isn’t.”

They all knew what system quests looked like.

Formal.

Structured.

Numbered.

Rewards listed.

Requirements defined.

This was different.

This was a request.

From a floor boss.

And not just any floor boss.

From the Sky Emperor.

Jake let out a long whistle.

“I don’t think the Divers Association has anything like this on record.”

Jack nodded.

“Floor bosses usually don’t send polite messages.”

Alex leaned lightly against Phong’s shoulder, studying the floating text with narrowed eyes.

Then she poked him in the ribs.

“Told you.”

Phong looked down.

“Told me what?”

“That you’re way more special than the rest of us.”

He groaned softly.

“At this point I’ve given up arguing.”

He waved one hand.

“Call me an anomaly. Call me a glitch. Whatever.”

That broke the tension.

The camp burst into laughter.

Even Dominic nearly spilled his coffee.



Once the laughter faded, Phong crossed his arms and thought out loud.

“There’s something else.”

Everyone turned toward him.

“You remember the first quest I ever got?”

Janet nodded.

“Plant potatoes in the dungeon.”

Phong looked back at the message.

“…I’m starting to think that quest also came from the Sky Emperor.”

The group blinked.

Dominic slowly lowered his mug.

“That… actually makes sense.”

The Sky Emperor represented order.

Balance.

Ecosystem control.

Encouraging a farmer to cultivate sustainable growth instead of reckless slaughter…

That sounded exactly like something an entity of order would do.

Jake exhaled.

“So the Emperor has been nudging you since the start.”

Phong shrugged helplessly.

“Looks like it.”

Séline suddenly snapped her fingers.

“We need Selena.”

Everyone nodded at once.

If anyone could process this properly, it was their resident dungeon theorist.



The call connected a few minutes later.

Selena appeared on screen.

Hair messy.

Glasses crooked.

Vanessa’s shoulder visible behind her, clearly listening.

Phong began explaining.

Halfway through, Selena stopped breathing.

By the time he finished describing Em disguised as Emma…

Selena nearly fainted.

Vanessa grabbed the chair before she slid out of it.

“Thirteen…?” Selena whispered weakly.

“Did you say thirteen catastrophe-level entities?”

“Apparently,” Dominic said.

Selena stared into the camera like someone whose entire academic framework had just been run over by a truck.

“My whole model…”

“My trinity…”

She rubbed her forehead.

Before this, Selena had been building a theory.

Three fundamental dungeon forces.

Life.

Order.

Death and rebirth.

Represented by:

Horns of the Earth.

Sky Emperor.

Monstrous Phoenix.

Now?

A fourth entity had appeared.

And it was something else entirely.

Selena’s eyes slowly lit up.

“Wait.”

She sat up so suddenly her glasses slipped.

“What was its personality like?”

Phong thought for a moment.

“Playful.”

“Manipulative.”

“Enjoying chaos.”

Selena’s eyes widened even more.

“That’s it.”

She grabbed a notebook at once.

“Chaos.”

“Order versus chaos.”

She started writing like her hand might catch fire.

“If the Sky Emperor represents Order…”

“Then Em may represent Chaos itself. That would explain why it seems to hate the Emperor. They’re fundamental opposites.”

Vanessa leaned into frame.

“Please do not encourage the cosmic horror.”

Selena ignored her completely.

“Thirteen Pillars… thirteen floors…”

“Oh my god…”

“This changes everything.”



While Selena spiraled into theory mode, Little Fireball slept peacefully inside Phong’s hood.

Her tiny body rose and fell with soft breaths.

No one suspected anything.

No one knew that only hours earlier she had stood before the Azure Dragon in her true form.

The Monstrous Phoenix Suzaku.

And had been thoroughly scolded.

The Sky Emperor had not been amused.

Fifty square miles of dungeon terrain had been flattened during her fight with Em.

Whole herds erased.

Ecosystems wrecked.

The punishment had been swift.

Most of Suzaku’s power had been sealed.

For now.

Em had received a much less subtle punishment.

The Azure Dragon had personally beaten the chaos entity into submission before forcing it to retreat.

At the moment, Em was licking its wounds somewhere deep on the Eighth Floor.

Recovering.

Quietly.



Back at camp, Phong decided it was time to inspect the damage.

He walked to the edge of the newly shifted territory.

The land was a ruin.

Blackened earth stretched across the horizon.

Charred stone.

Cracked ground.

Pockets of molten rock still glowed faintly.

Heat rolled off the soil like an open furnace.

Phong stared at it for a long moment.

Then sighed.

“This is impossible.”

Everyone behind him silently agreed.

Nothing could grow here.

Not yet.

So Phong did something no one had ever tried before.

He opened the menu again.

And typed directly under the request.

With his finger.

Reply:Land is too hot to do anything right now.
I need to wait for it to cool down first.

He closed the menu.

The camp stared at him.

“You can do that?” Dominic asked.

“No idea,” Phong admitted.

Five seconds later, the menu blinked again.

A reply appeared.

Response:
Understandable.

Everyone froze.

Then very slowly turned toward Phong.

The Sky Emperor…

Had replied.

Casually.

Politely.

Janet rubbed her temples.

“I think I preferred it when floor bosses just tried to kill us.”

Dominic laughed helplessly.

“Same.”

None of them realized something important.

The Sky Emperor seemed calm.

Reasonable.

Even polite.

But it had been shaping events long before they understood it existed.

The bamboo ant siege.

The ecosystem balance.

The silent enforcement of dungeon order.

All of it had moved under its gaze.

And now—

It had personally asked the farmer of Camp Stymphalian to repair a battlefield created by two fighting Pillars.

            

    
        Chapter 57: To Lyon we go

    
    
    
    
                The camp was still digesting the Sky Emperor’s polite reply when Selena’s voice suddenly came back through the phone.

She hadn’t hung up.

She had only gone quiet.

Now she sounded different.

Not excited.

Not curious.

Afraid.

“Wait,” she said sharply. “Wait, wait, wait—”

Everyone under the lime-oak turned back toward the phone.

“What?” Dominic asked.

Selena drew in a slow breath.

“You’re all focused on the lore drop from Em,” she said. “The Pillars. The thirteen floors. The cosmic ecosystem.”

She paused.

“But none of you thought about the most important part.”

Phong frowned slightly.

“Which is?”

Selena’s voice dropped.

“Em can shapeshift.”

The camp fell silent again.

Selena kept going.

“And it can choose when the system warns people about its presence.”

Janet slowly straightened.

“…Oh.”

Selena’s breathing quickened.

“That means it doesn’t need to appear as a monster.”

“It doesn’t need to trigger alerts.”

“It doesn’t even need to reveal itself.”

She said the next words very slowly.

“Em could just… walk into human society.”

The realization hit like a hydraulic press.

Jake blinked.

Jack swore softly.

Dominic muttered under his breath.

“Jesus.”

Selena almost whispered now.

“That explains everything.”

“How it understands humans so well.”

“How it understands our politics.”

“Our pride.”

“Our rivalries.”

“It’s been watching us.”

“Up close.”

Vanessa leaned into the camera.

“You’re saying that thing could literally be… anywhere?”

Selena nodded slowly.

“In theory? Yes.”

“In theory it could sit in a café and listen to conversations.”

“Attend a university lecture.”

“Watch TV.”

“Scroll social media.”

“And no one would know.”

The thought was so ugly that no one spoke for several seconds.

Even Rico stopped moving.

Then Phong sighed.

“Well.”

Selena blinked.

“Well?”

Phong held up the menu window.

“Since we’re sharing terrifying discoveries…”

He turned the camera toward the Sky Emperor’s request.

Selena read it.

Then she saw Phong’s reply.

Then the Emperor’s answer.

Her brain stalled.

Completely.

For several seconds, she said nothing.

She just stared.

Vanessa leaned closer.

“…Selena?”

Still nothing.

Then Selena’s mouth twitched.

Just slightly.

Right at the corner.

Like a scientist who had just watched an entire field of study catch fire.

The call ended abruptly.

Dominic stared at the phone.

“…Did we break her?”

Vanessa’s voice came back for a split second before the line died.

“She’s about to write a thesis the size of a truck.”

Then the call cut out.



With the academic crisis set aside for the moment, camp shifted to the more immediate future.

Halloween.

Lyon.

Vacation.

For once, something normal.

Before leaving, Phong took a few precautions.

He walked to Camp Harpy and spoke with the Greencap rabbits.

“We’ll be gone for a few days,” he said.

The Rabbit Captain nodded.

“We understand.”

Phong gestured toward Camp Stymphalian.

“You and your civilians can move there while we’re away.”

The rabbits traded surprised looks.

“That is a great honor,” one civilian said.

Phong waved it off.

“It’s also practical.”

With Dominic’s team gone, extra eyes around camp would help.

Before leaving, Phong carefully dug up one sprout from the lime-oak’s new cloning ability.

The tiny shoot glowed faintly with mana.

He wrapped it in protective cloth and placed it in a reinforced container.

Rico tried to reach it out of curiosity and was snitched on by Bruno.

Nyx took a sniff, decided it was beneath her, then floated toward Joanne backpack.

Dominic raised a brow.

“We’re taking that with us?”

Phong nodded.

“That thing can evolve monsters.”

“Leaving it unattended would be irresponsible.”

Janet nodded in approval.

“Good call.”

Their alliance with the Greencap Kingdom was strong.

But even honorable people could be tempted by life-changing power.

Better to remove the temptation entirely than breaking an alliance.



Then it was finally time to go.

The group gathered near the path to the gate.

Séline and Camille took the lead.

Lyon was their city, after all.

Behind them came the rest of the strange little procession.

Phong ended up at the center without meaning to.

Dominic on one side.

Janet on the other.

Jake and Jack just behind.

Joanne trailing with a travel mug of coffee already in hand.

Alex walked beside Phong, their fingers linked with easy comfort.

The animals followed with full enthusiasm.

Bruno trotted proudly in his little armor.

Nyx flicked her tail with quiet dignity.

Little Fireball slept inside Phong’s hood. Phong tried to give the chick a little head scratch, but she remained asleep.

“She seemed tired.”

Joanne glanced into his hood, commented.

“Maybe that just her growing up.”

They chalked that down to growth hormone making Little Fireball tired.

They didn’t know that the so called “hormone” had the form of a moutain of flesh with eyes and mouths all over it.

Rico had claimed the best seat.

He rode on Séline’s shoulder like a tiny navigator, the treant sprout strapped to his back like an oversized backpack.

He pointed dramatically toward the horizon.

“Forward!”

Séline laughed.

“Relax, captain.”

The dungeon path slowly opened toward the gate.

The great structure shimmered with dimensional energy.

Beyond it—

France.

Lyon.

Cobblestone streets.

Autumn air.

Halloween decorations.

A few days without monsters.

Without sieges.

Without cosmic things showing up disguised as celebrities.

For once, Camp Stymphalian was just going on vacation.

And together, the strange little caravan stepped through the gate toward France.

By the time they came out through the Lyon gate, the autumn air already smelled of roasted chestnuts and burnt sugar. Halloween decorations hung from balconies. Orange lights crossed narrow streets. Kids in costumes were already racing through the squares with plastic pumpkins.

Dominic stretched like a man released from prison.

“Fresh air that isn’t trying to kill me,” he declared. “I missed this.”

Janet replied, unimpressed.

“You say that every time you surface.”

Joanne pointed down the old street.

“And you still run back into the dungeon two days later.”

“That’s beside the point.”

Before anyone could wander off, Dominic clapped loudly.

“Alright.”

“Costume time.”

Everyone groaned on cue.

Dominic had been waiting weeks for this.

With Alex’s public mess with Olen still circulating online, disguises were the smart move.

Halloween gave them the perfect excuse.

Dominic, of course, had planned everything.

Phong looked down at his outfit and shook his head.

“I still think this is ridiculous.”

“Your nickname is literally farm boy,” Dominic said. “Clark Kent is perfect.”

Phong wore a simple suit, glasses, and a loosened tie. Mild-mannered reporter on the outside. Superman underneath.

Alex stood beside him dressed as Lois Lane.

Red jacket.

Pencil skirt.

Confident posture.

She crossed her arms smugly.

“Honestly, this fits too well.”

Phong shrugged.

“You look like someone who’d interview Superman and bully him at the same time.”

Alex smirked.

“Accurate.”

Dominic himself had committed fully.

Black Panther armor.

Full costume.

He had even practiced the Wakandan salute back in the dungeon.

Janet stood beside him dressed as Storm.

White wig.

Cape.

Elegant and deadly.

Dominic pointed proudly between them.

“King and Queen.”

Janet rolled her eyes.

“You just wanted to shout ‘Wakanda Forever’ at strangers.”

“…I regret nothing.”

Jake and Jack had gone more theatrical.

Aziraphale and Crowley from Good Omens.

Jake wore the white coat and soft expression of the angel.

Jack leaned all the way into Crowley’s chaos with dark glasses, a sharp grin, and a black suit that screamed I make problems for fun.

They walked side by side perfectly in character.

Jack whispered dramatically,

“If anyone asks, we’re just ineffable.”

Jake nodded solemnly.

“Very ineffable.”



The women handled their own costumes.

Séline, Camille, and Joanne disappeared into a nearby costume shop.

Twenty minutes later they came back with a theme.

The Lyoko Warriors from Code: Lyoko.

Joanne wore Yumi’s sleek dark outfit.

Camille took Aelita’s pink aesthetic.

Séline proudly wore Ulrich’s black-and-orange look.

Dominic blinked.

“…I feel old.”

Phong nodded.

“Same.”

Rico popped his head out of Séline’s jacket.

“Kids these days.”

Nyx smacked him with her tail.



Once the costumes were settled, Séline and Camille took charge.

“Alright,” Camille announced.

“You are now tourists.”

“And we are your guides.”

Dominic looked suspicious.

“Are we going somewhere expensive?”

Séline waved him off.

“We use our euros.”

“You pay us back later.”

Phong nodded at once.

“That actually helps.”

They all understood why.

With media still obsessed with Alex and Olen, using the French girls’ money avoided card trails and curious reporters.

Sometimes the smartest move was just being hard to track.



Lyon in autumn was beautiful.

Old stone streets wound through the city like veins.

Cafés spilled warm light onto the sidewalks.

Market stalls sold roasted chestnuts, pastries, and cider.

The group wandered through the old districts while Séline and Camille explained everything with the energy of overqualified tour guides.

“That street leads to the traboules,” Camille said.

“Secret passages used by silk workers.”

Dominic perked up at once.

“Hidden tunnels?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent.”

Janet sighed.

“We are not starting a dungeon expedition in France.”



Eventually they stopped for lunch.

A small restaurant with outdoor seating.

Fresh bread.

Wine.

Hot soup.

Dominic ate like a man who hadn’t seen civilization in months.

Joanne judged the coffee with the cold focus of a professional inspector.

Then Alex glanced around the restaurant and grinned.

“You know,” she said casually, “German bakery culture is superior.”

Séline froze.

Camille blinked slowly.

“You… did not just say that.”

Alex leaned back smugly.

“I absolutely did.”

Camille set down her fork.

“This is Lyon.”

“The capital of French gastronomy.”

“And you say German bakeries are better?”

Dominic leaned toward Phong.

“…We should leave.”

Phong raised both hands.

“I said nothing.”

Alex smiled sweetly.

“Prove me wrong.”

Ten minutes later they were marching through the city in a full food-war duel between German and French bakery culture.



Meanwhile, Phong drifted slightly off route.

Then suddenly stopped in front of a small shop window.

His eyes lit up.

“…Bánh mì.”

Authentic.

Vietnamese bread.

In Lyon.

He walked in.

A few minutes later he came out with a sandwich and the most peaceful expression anyone had seen on his face in weeks.

“Found happiness,” he announced.

Dominic stared.

“You abandoned the French food war for that?”

Phong nodded calmly.

“Happiness.”



Elsewhere, chaos had already begun.

Rico had slipped away.

The raccoon walked up to a couple sitting by a park bench.

Then he activated his strongest skill.

Puppy eyes.

The couple melted instantly.

“Oh my god, he’s adorable.”

One of them handed him an energy drink without even thinking.

Rico grabbed it in triumph and sprinted away.

Moments later he was bouncing through the park like a caffeinated missile.

Then he saw them.

Ducks.

Dozens of them in the pond.

Rico froze.

A deep vendetta lit up in his tiny raccoon heart.

He launched himself forward with the fury of someone avenging ancient raccoon honor.

The ducks scattered in complete confusion.

Children screamed with laughter.

Tourists pulled out phones.

Dominic arrived moments later.

“RICO!”

The raccoon tried to dodge.

Too late.

Dominic grabbed him mid-leap.

“You are not declaring war on French wildlife.”

Rico clutched his energy drink with dignity.

“I regret nothing.”

The ducks quacked furiously from the pond.

Phong sighed.

“Our vacation lasted… two hours.”

Alex laughed and leaned against him.

“Still better than the dungeon.”

For the moment, Camp Stymphalian was just a group of friends enjoying Halloween in Lyon.

            

    
        Chapter 58: Night at Lyon

    
    
    
    
                They spent the rest of the afternoon wandering through Lyon like a group of tourists who had absolutely no business knowing how to kill monsters.Séline and Camille took their jobs as guides very seriously.
They led the group through narrow cobblestone streets, across old bridges over the Rhône and Saône, and through lively squares where musicians were already playing Halloween jazz.Dominic stopped every so often to take photos.
“Proof we actually leave the dungeon sometimes,” he said.Janet rolled her eyes.
“You’re documenting it like a rare wildlife sighting.”“It is rare,” Dominic said.
Meanwhile, Phong and Alex walked a little behind the others.Phong unwrapped the bánh mì he had bought earlier and broke it in half.
He handed the bigger piece to Alex.“Try it.”
She eyed it carefully.“Vietnamese bread propaganda again?”
“Just eat.”Alex took a bite.
Her expression changed at once.“…Okay.”
She chewed slowly.“That’s actually really good.”
Phong smirked.“Told you.”
Alex wiped a crumb from her lip.“Still doesn’t beat a proper German bakery.”
Phong shrugged in peace.“Not arguing.”
The rare ceasefire lasted maybe thirty seconds before Dominic started another debate about pastries and colonial trade routes.________________________________________
Eventually Camille led them into a quieter part of Lyon.The streets here were calmer.
Less tourist traffic.More neighborhood warmth.
She stopped in front of a modest but charming building with a wooden sign above the entrance.Maison Delacroix – Chambres d’Hôtes
“My family’s place,” Camille said proudly.It was a small family-run motel.
Flower boxes in the windows.Soft yellow light inside.
Séline pointed to the building next door.“And that one is ours.”
Its sign read:Restaurant Lambert – Cuisine Lyonnaise
The two families had been neighbors for decades.Business partners too.
Guests staying at the Delacroix motel almost always ate at the Lambert restaurant.It had become a local habit.
“Customers sleep there,” Séline said, pointing at Camille’s family motel.“Then they eat here.”
Camille grinned.“We keep each other alive.”
________________________________________The restaurant was warm and lively inside.
Wooden tables.Soft candlelight.
Butter, wine, and herbs in the air.Séline’s parents welcomed them warmly.
They were used to divers passing through from time to time. Lyon had become a minor hub thanks to the dungeon gate.Still, the sight of this many costumed foreigners at once clearly amused them.
Dinner came quickly.The table filled with traditional French dishes.
Pot-au-feu.Beef bourguignon.
Coq au vin.Duck confit.
Ratatouille.Onion soup under thick melted cheese.
The smell alone could make a person forget dungeon monsters existed.Phong studied his plate thoughtfully.
He had ordered pot-au-feu.He tasted it carefully.
Rich broth.Slow-cooked beef.
Root vegetables.A deep warmth spreading through his chest.
He nodded.“Very good.”
Alex leaned closer.“Pho comparison?”
Phong shook his head.“Not even close.”
Dominic raised a brow.“I thought some historians say pho came from pot-au-feu.”
Phong snorted.“That theory is nonsense.”
Everyone looked at him.He kept eating calmly.
“Pot-au-feu is delicious.”“But pho is a different dish.”
He tapped the bowl lightly.“Different spices.”
“Different cooking logic.”“Different cultural roots.”
Then he shrugged.“Some Europeans claiming pho came from pot-au-feu is just historical bias wearing a food hat.”
Jake grinned.“You just called colonial culinary theory racist.”
Phong lifted his glass.“I called it lazy scholarship.”
Dominic laughed.“Fair.”
________________________________________Then the escargot arrived.
Small plates of snails in garlic butter.Everyone stared at them with caution.
Except Phong.He picked one up and ate it without hesitation.
Joanne blinked.“You’re just… eating that?”
Phong nodded.“We have snail dishes in Vietnam too.”
Alex tilted her head.“Really?”
“Yeah.”He explained between bites.
“Usually boiled.”“Then eaten with dipping sauce.”
“Fish sauce. Ginger. Lemongrass. Chili.”Jack grimaced a little.
“Snails in fish sauce.”“Sounds intense.”
Phong shrugged.“Tastes great.”
No one else touched them.Dominic slid the plate toward him.
“You can have them.”“Gladly.”
________________________________________The others stayed with more familiar dishes.
Dominic destroyed a plate of beef bourguignon.Janet slowly enjoyed duck confit.
Jake and Jack shared onion soup and argued over whether angels or demons would prefer French wine.Alex developed an instant fondness for the coq au vin.
“This is dangerously good.”Camille smiled with pride.
“Family recipe.”Ratatouille went around the table like comfort food.
Simple.Perfectly done vegetables.
Then Phong noticed something missing.“No foie gras?”
Séline shook her head.“My parents stopped serving it.”
“Too cruel?”Camille answered quietly.
“Yeah. They think the production method is too cruel.”Force-feeding ducks and geese for enlarged livers had always been controversial.
Séline’s family had decided years ago it was not worth it.Phong nodded with quiet respect.
“Makes sense.”________________________________________
Dinner stretched long into the evening.Wine.
Dessert.Stories.
Séline’s parents listened with fascination as the group shared just enough dungeon adventure to be entertaining without revealing too much.Rico sat proudly on the table.
He had somehow found another energy drink.Camille’s mother stared at the raccoon.
“…Is that normal?”Dominic sighed.
“Not even slightly.”Outside, Lyon glowed with Halloween lights.
Inside the little family restaurant, Camp Stymphalian finally relaxed.For one night, they were just travelers sharing food on a shared vacation.
No dungeon.No floor bosses.
No cosmic things watching from the dark.Just warmth, laughter, and a table full of good food.
Camille had already prepared everything by the time dinner ended.Before anyone could protest or insist on paying their part, she handed out room keys with a grin.
“Too late,” she said. “Already booked.”Dominic stared at the keys.
“…You planned this.”Camille shrugged with fake innocence.
“We knew you were coming.”Séline leaned in the doorway.
“And Lyon during Halloween is too good to waste by sleeping early.”She pointed down the street where music was already drifting through the cool autumn air.
“There’s a party nearby.”Live music.
Street-festival style.Food stalls.
Wine.A lot of costumes.
Dominic stood up immediately.“Say no more.”
Janet sighed."Whenever you say that, troubles seem to follow shortly after."
"Hey, we're still alive, aren't we?""That's a low bar."
________________________________________The party filled a small square not far from the restaurant.
Orange lights hung across the street.A small band played lively jazz mixed with folk music.
People danced over the cobblestones.Snacks and wine passed freely from hand to hand.
It was loud.Warm.
Chaotic in the fun way.Which meant Phong had already found the quietest corner possible.
He stood near the back wall with a cup in hand, watching the scene like a careful wildlife researcher studying an unfamiliar species.Alex noticed right away.
She slipped away from the others and walked over.“You’re hiding.”
“I’m observing.”“You’re hiding.”
Phong gestured toward the dance floor.“Those people clearly know what they’re doing.”
Alex grabbed his hand.“Come on.”
Before he could protest, she dragged him into the crowd.________________________________________
Phong had many strengths.Farming.
Strategy.Monster diplomacy.
Dancing was not one of them.He moved like a man trying to disarm a bomb with his feet.
Careful.Overthinking every step.
Trying very hard not to step on Alex’s shoes.Which somehow made him even clumsier.
At one point he nearly lost balance and looked like a flopping manatee trying to swim through air.Alex burst out laughing.
“You’re overthinking.”“I’m trying not to step on you.”
She leaned close and whispered teasingly,“You can step on my foot if it helps.”
“With my current stats, it probably wouldn’t even hurt.”Phong looked horrified.
“That does not make it better.”Still, little by little, awkwardly, he loosened up.
The music helped.Alex guiding him helped more.
Eventually his movements started to resemble something vaguely dance-like.Nearby, Dominic and Janet were dancing with much more confidence.
Jake and Jack had somehow turned their Aziraphale-and-Crowley act into a dramatic ballroom routine that drew cheers from half the square.Séline, Camille, and Joanne stayed near the edge of the floor, laughing as they talked.
________________________________________Not everyone at the party was charming.
A small group of men had been watching the women for a while.They had clearly noticed the costumes.
The attention.The fact that the girls were foreigners.
And they made the mistake of thinking that meant easy targets.They walked over with sloppy confidence.
Séline noticed first.Camille’s smile vanished at once.
Joanne sighed.One of the men started in broken English.
Heavy accent.Crude tone.
Catcalls.Cheap comments thrown at Alex, Séline, Camille, and Joanne.
They carefully avoided Janet.Dominic’s presence alone made that choice easy.
Phong got judged differently.Slimmer.
Calmer.Less obviously dangerous.
A mistake.Alex’s expression hardened.
Séline rolled her shoulders.Camille stepped forward slightly.
Joanne cracked her knuckles.They were about to answer.
But someone else moved first.A tiny blur shot through the crowd.
Rico.Caffeinated Rico.
Powered by a stolen energy drink.He moved like a furry missile.
Before anyone could react—Zip.
Zip.Zip.
Three belts loosened in rapid succession.Three pairs of pants dropped in the middle of the dance floor.
For one perfect moment—Silence.
Then the whole square exploded with laughter.The men froze in humiliation.
Rico skidded to a stop like a professional menace.Then bowed.
The men, now furious, scrambled to yank their pants back up.“You little—!”
They lunged at the raccoon.Huge mistake.
Wood creaked.Branches snapped outward.
The treantling on Rico’s back expanded at once.Living wooden armor formed around him.
Mana glowed across its surface.The raccoon straightened dramatically.
Even puffed out his chest.One of the men swung.
Rico sidestepped.Another grabbed for him.
The treant armor shoved him back with surprising force.Within seconds the whole group was stumbling away in shame while the crowd cheered and laughed.
Dominic crossed his arms proudly.“That’s my raccoon.”
Janet shook her head.“I refuse to claim him.”
Alex wiped tears from laughing too hard.Even Séline and Camille were clapping.
Joanne raised her glass.“To chaos.”
Phong stood near the dance floor watching Rico strut proudly in his wooden armor.He shook his head slowly, smiling.
“Well.”“That settles it.”
Dominic glanced over.“What?”
Phong pointed at the raccoon.“I’m officially more vulnerable than Rico.”
The raccoon raised both arms like a tiny superhero.In the background, the band never even stopped playing.
And the party in Lyon carried on like nothing unusual had happened.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Super Josh

    
    
    
    
                The morning after the party came quietly.

Lyon felt calmer in the early autumn light. Streets that had been full of music and laughter the night before were now slow and peaceful, cafés opening their doors while the smell of fresh bread drifted through the air again.

Phong gathered everyone in the motel lobby.

Dominic was still stretching sleep out of his shoulders.

Janet had already finished one cup of coffee.

Jake and Jack looked suspiciously well-rested for people who had stayed out dancing.

Alex leaned comfortably against Phong’s shoulder.

Séline and Camille waited patiently, curious why he had called everyone together.

Phong looked at the two French girls.

“Can you take us somewhere first?” he asked.

“Before we go sightseeing again.”

Camille tilted her head.

“Where?”

Phong answered simply.

“The graveyard.”

Séline froze for a beat.

Camille’s smile faded.

They understood at once.



The cemetery sat on a quiet hill overlooking the city.

Old stone markers.

Iron gates.

Rows of autumn leaves scattered along the paths.

Lyon had many old cemeteries, but this one held a few newer graves.

Divers.

Friends of Séline and Camille.

Members of their old team.

The walk through the cemetery was quiet.

No jokes.

No rushing.

They stopped in front of several simple headstones set side by side.

Séline stood still for a moment.

She had not expected this.

Camille looked at Phong.

“You didn’t have to do this.”

He shrugged.

“They were your friends.”

“They were divers.”

“That’s enough.”

The honesty of it landed harder than any dramatic speech could have.

Alex stood beside him with her hands in her coat pockets.

She tried very hard to look solemn.

Then after a few seconds she leaned toward Séline and stage-whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Considerate.”

“That’s the guy I fell for.”

Dominic snorted quietly.

Séline shook her head, amused despite herself.

“You know, Alex…”

“If you ever dump him…”

She pointed at Phong.

“We might steal him.”

Camille nodded.

“Absolutely.”

Alex crossed her arms with full drama.

“You can try.”

Then she smirked.

“But you’ll have to fight me first.”

That broke the heaviness at once.

Even in a cemetery, laughter came back.

The dead were remembered not only with sadness, but with the warmth that meant they had not been forgotten.



Back at the motel, one member of the group had been left behind on purpose.

Rico.

The raccoon had crashed magnificently after the previous night’s caffeine rampage.

He was sprawled on one of the motel beds like a tiny furry corpse, the wooden treant armor still partly wrapped around him.

Which was good.

Because overnight, he had become famous.

French social media had exploded with videos from the party.

The raccoon yanking down three pairs of pants.

The tiny warrior raccoon suddenly turning into a walking wooden armor suit.

The clips were already trending.

Theories had started.

Was it a trained animal?

A dungeon familiar?

A new awakened ability?

Was the armor real?

Was it an illusion?

Dominic had made the executive decision.

“Rico stays inside today.”

No one argued.



As they walked back through Lyon, Phong’s system menu flickered again.

He opened it casually.

A message.

From Em.

He already knew this would not improve his day.

The text blinked playfully.

[Guess what I gave Josh.][Guess it.]
[Guess it.]

Phong sighed.

“You’re insufferable.”

Another message appeared.

[A second class.][The first… how do humans call it…]
[Right.]
[Multiclass.]

Then a video file appeared in the menu.

Phong played it.

The group gathered around.

The footage showed chaos deep in the dungeon.

Floor Three.

Dark caverns.

Broken stone.

Josh fighting.

Emma beside him.

Josh moved like a living teleport.

Blinking through space in sharp bursts.

Each movement left a faint distortion behind.

Like Azazel from X-Men.

His fists hit with brutal force.

Monsters folded under blows carrying terrifying kinetic power.

The diver records listed his class as Martial Artist, evolved into Pugilist at level 30.

Front-line hybrid.

Tank and close-range damage.

But now—

This second class gave him something else.

Mobility.

Extreme mobility.

Even Vanessa’s assassin movement probably would not match it.

Dominic frowned.

“…That’s bad.”

Janet nodded.

“If Alex fought him now…”

Jack finished the thought.

“Draw.”

Alex crossed her arms.

“I’d still win eventually.”

Phong closed the menu calmly.

He refused to let Em ruin their day.

He wrote a reply.

[So how did Emma react to you wearing her face?]

Em answered at once.

[Who said I went as her?]

Another message followed.

[This is Halloween, human cub.]
[We wear costumes.]

Phong frowned.

Then the next message appeared.

[I used your appearance to greet Josh and Emma.]

Everyone stopped walking.

Phong blinked.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Another message popped up.

[Emma shot me between the eyebrows.][Fun time, right?]
[Sometimes it feels like I understand human culture more than you do.]

For a moment, Phong’s brain refused to process the image.

Then it did.

The mental picture hit him like Truck-kun launching some poor bastard into an isekai.

Josh and Emma walking through the dungeon.

Suddenly meeting…

Phong.

Except not Phong.

A Lovecraftian chaos thing wearing his face.

Greeting them casually.

And Emma answering by shooting it in the forehead.

Phong stared at the screen.

Then slowly rubbed his face.

“You win.”

Alex leaned over.

“What?”

Phong sighed deeply.

“You win, you Lovecraftian asshole.”

He closed the menu.

Internally, he kept score.

Floor Boss: 1
Phong: 0

The vacation in Lyon continued.

But somewhere deep in the dungeon, chaos had just handed Josh a terrifying new edge.

When the group returned to Maison Delacroix – Chambres d’Hôtes, the late afternoon light painted the motel in warm gold. The place looked peaceful, the same small family place they had left earlier.

Camille pushed open the gate first.

“Welcome back to—”

She stopped.

Everyone behind her took two more steps, then froze too.

In the backyard…

…stood a tree.

A very large tree.

Not a sapling.

Not even a young tree.

A thirty-foot lime-oak towered in the middle of the yard, its pale bark glowing faintly with mana, its wide crown throwing long shadows across the grass.

Dominic blinked slowly.

“…We were only gone for four hours.”

Janet rubbed her temple.

“Please tell me this is not what I think it is.”

Phong already knew.

He sighed.

“That’s the sprout.”



Camille’s parents rushed outside the moment they heard the commotion.

Mrs. Delacroix looked horrified.

She started apologizing at once in hurried, broken English.

“I am so sorry. I am so sorry.”

Camille stepped forward.

“Maman?”

Her mother pointed helplessly at the tree.

“We find the raccoon!”

Everyone turned toward the motel.

Rico was currently sitting on the roof railing, pretending he did not exist.

Mrs. Delacroix kept going.

“He was… how you say… sleepwalking?”

Dominic snorted.

“Sounds about right.”

She gestured wildly.

“He digging bags like… dumpster!”

Rico quietly slid behind a chimney.

Mrs. Delacroix continued the story with rising stress.

“When I clean room, I see small plant on floor.”

She mimed holding something tiny.

“I think, okay, little tree. Need pot.”

She had only tried to save it.

That was all.

But the moment the sprout touched soil—

Everything went wrong.

“Tree grow!”

She threw both hands upward.

“Fast! Very fast!”

Camille’s father had ended up having to wrap it up in several trash bag just to stop the roots from destroying the room.

In the end they had hauled the rapidly growing tree outside.

Now it stood in the backyard like a monument to terrible choices.

“If we leave inside,” Mr. Delacroix said with a weary shrug, “your tree destroy motel.”

Camille buried her face in her hands.

“Maman… I’m so sorry…”

Mrs. Delacroix shook her head quickly.

“No, no. My fault.”

“I should know diver friends bring… strange things.”

Dominic crossed his arms.

“We had one rule.”

“Don’t plant dungeon trees in European motels.”

Jake added helpfully,

“When did we have that one oddly specific rule?”

Janet pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Since we brought a chaotic gremlin in the body of a raccoon to Europe.”

All eyes turned slowly toward the raccoon.

Rico raised both paws.

“It was an accident.”

They believed him.

A new rule was also declared immediately.

Rico would not be allowed in the same room as important items.

Or magical plants.

Or luggage.

Or basically anything.

The raccoon loudly protested, but they all knew it was only an act to get caffeine.



Phong stepped closer to the tree.

Despite the absurdity, his farmer instincts were already working.

He examined the bark.

The leaves.

The faint frost-like shimmer on the branches.

He picked one fruit, cut it open, and looked inside.

The flesh still held the same cool sweetness as the Snow Lime from the original lime-oak.

He tasted it carefully.

Still good.

Still refreshing.

But…

“No buff.”

Dominic raised a brow.

“What?”

“No mana effect,” Phong said.

“And no seeds.”

He turned the fruit slowly in his hand.

“This one only makes normal fruit.”

That meant the special dungeon properties needed dungeon soil.

The group relaxed a little.

Janet crossed her arms.

“Well.”

“At least we didn’t accidentally create a monster-evolving orchard in France.”

Phong looked up at the tree again.

Then smiled slightly.

“You know what?”

“What?” Alex asked.

“This is actually perfect.”

Everyone stared at him.

Phong gestured toward the tree.

“The first lime-oak clone…”

“…is not in the dungeon.”

Dominic blinked.

“…You’re trolling Em.”

Phong shrugged.

“Absolutely.”

Alex laughed.

“That is the most passive-aggressive rebellion I’ve ever seen.”



Even so, the Delacroix family still felt bad about the whole mess.

Mrs. Delacroix insisted on making it up to them.

That night, the motel backyard turned into an impromptu feast.

The Lambert family from the restaurant next door came over.

Long tables were set up under the newly grown lime-oak.

Lanterns hung from the branches.

And the food…

The food looked like a celebration of everything French cooking could offer.

Roasted meats.

Cheese boards.

Fresh bread.

Wine.

More dishes than Dominic could name.

Mr. Delacroix even brought out a very expensive bottle of champagne.

Séline whistled at the label.

“You kept that since when?”

Mr. Lambert looked even more shocked.

“Jean-Luc.”

“You were saving that for Camille’s wedding.”

Mr. Delacroix shrugged.

“Well.”

“I might die before she starts dating anyone.”

The whole table burst into laughter.

Camille shot her father a murderous glare.

“Papa.”

He raised both hands at once.

“Just saying.”

Mr. Lambert nearly choked laughing.

Mrs. Lambert wiped tears from her eyes.

Alex leaned toward Phong and whispered,

“Your raccoon caused international agriculture chaos.”

Phong looked at the huge lime-oak glowing under the lanterns.

Then at the families laughing around the table.

Then at Rico trying to sneak another energy drink.

He sighed in peace.

“…Worth it.”

            

    
        Chapter 60: A lost saved by... Olen’s ego?

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Lyon was already buzzing again.

Mr. Lambert was the one who brought the news.

He stepped into the breakfast room wearing the exact face of a man who had overheard something juicy and could not keep it to himself.

“Divers from Paris ate at the restaurant this morning,” he said.

Dominic looked up from his plate.

“Yeah?”

“They were talking about an auction.”

Camille leaned forward.

“What kind of auction?”

Mr. Lambert shrugged.

“Dungeon things.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“Armor,” he continued. “Weapons. Artifacts.”

“Apparently it’s being held tonight at the Amphitheater of the Three Gauls.”

Dominic and Janet traded a look.

Dominic leaned back slowly.

“…We should go.”

Jake nodded at once.

“Absolutely.”

Janet crossed her arms, thinking.

“Actually… he’s right.”

Now that Dominic’s team was not only diving but also preparing to defend future lime-oak clones across several floors, their current gear would not be enough forever.

Dominic looked around the table.

“We’re expanding territory.”

“That means stronger enemies.”

“And more camps to defend.”

He tapped the table once.

“Upgrades make sense.”

Alex nodded.

“We could also ask the Greencap Kingdom.”

Dominic shook his head.

“The captain respects us.”

“But he’s not adopting us.”

“And those rabbits don’t exactly mass-produce gear.”

Janet added calmly,

“And even if they did, I doubt they could make something as advanced as Alex’s half-plate again.”

Everyone nodded.

Decision made.

They were going to the auction.



That evening, the event turned out to be far more extravagant than expected.

The Amphitheater of the Three Gauls, a historic Roman site overlooking Lyon, had been turned into something halfway between a high-society gala and a black-market trade hub.

Torches lit the stone terraces.

Elegant tables lined the outer rings.

Wine flowed freely.

But the real rule of the night was anonymity.

It was a masquerade auction.

Every guest wore formal clothes and a mask covering the upper half of the face.

Divers.

Collectors.

Corporate reps.

Black-market dealers.

Everyone moved together under elaborate disguises.

Dominic looked delighted.

“This is the coolest thing I’ve done outside the dungeon.”

Janet adjusted her mask.

“Try not to start a fight with an arms dealer.”

“No promises.”

Jake and Jack were already reading the crowd like professional infiltrators.

Alex walked beside Phong in a dark elegant dress and silver mask.

“You look excited,” she said.

Phong nodded.

“I want to see what dungeon artifacts look like outside the dungeon.”

He meant it.

But the excitement didn’t last.

His system menu blinked.

Again.

Phong sighed.

“…Of course.”

A message appeared.

From Em.

He opened it reluctantly.

The thing didn’t even bother greeting him.

[Guess what I did this time.]

Phong already hated where this was going.

The next line appeared.

[I met Olen.]

Then another.

[I wore Alexandra’s face.]

Phong stopped walking.

Alex noticed at once.

“What happened?”

He did not answer yet.

He kept reading.

[I offered to simply give her to him.]

Then the next message hit him cold.

[I could have altered her memories.][Made her fall in love with him.]
[Easy.]

For a moment, Phong forgot how to breathe.

The idea alone locked his chest.

His hands shook a little.

Alex put a hand on his arm.

“What is it?”

He finally spoke.

“That… thing…”

“…offered to rewrite your memories.”

Alex froze.

Dominic turned immediately.

“What?”

Phong kept reading.

[But your boy refused.][He said he wanted the real Alexandra.]
[Not a puppet.]

Phong exhaled slowly.

Even he had to admit it.

Olen’s ego had accidentally saved them.

Em continued.

[So I gave him something else.]

Another line appeared.

[If he eats monster flesh raw…][He can become that monster for one minute.]
[Only monsters he gained skills from.]

He agreed immediately.

Dominic swore under his breath.

“Of course he did.”

Phong’s anger did not fade.

It deepened.

Something had changed.

Em had crossed a line.

Manipulating ecosystems was one thing.

Playing with human lives was another.

Trying to tamper with Alex’s mind?

That was unforgivable.

Phong opened the system menu again.

This time he didn’t write to Em.

He searched for the other contact.

The one who had once politely asked him to fix scorched land.

The Sky Emperor.

He typed calmly.

[The entity Em threatened to alter Alexandra’s memories.]
[To make her love someone else.]

Then he sent it.

After that, he reopened Em’s message.

And replied.

[You know…][This whole “violating people’s agency” thing…]
[The dragon probably hates that.]

He paused.

Then added one last line.

[I just told the dragon what you tried to do.]

Then he closed the menu.



Deep in the dungeon, Em was already moving.

The chaos thing had realized its mistake.

It was heading toward another Pillar’s territory, hoping to hide.

Too late.

Thunder split the dungeon sky.

The Azure Dragon appeared.

The Jade Dragon.

The Sky Emperor.

Both mouths roared at once.

The sound shook entire floors.

Its voice carried absolute authority.

A law older than the dungeon itself.

Pillars do not impose their will on the test subjects.

Em was already on the ground when the dragon finished speaking.

The beating that followed was fast.

Final.

Em eventually snapped back, bruised but still defiant.

“You act like they have a chance.”

It laughed bitterly.

“They’ve failed this test so many times I’ve lost count.”

The Azure Dragon said nothing.

Em kept going.

“If the cycle keeps resetting anyway…”

“Why not guide them?”

“Why not push them to the finish line?”

“Or at least have some fun before the next reset?”

The dragon’s eyes glowed like distant stars.

Still no answer.

Some rules did not need explaining.

And some questions were better left unanswered.

Alex noticed the change in Phong the moment he closed the menu.

The anger was still there.

But beneath it was something deeper.

Fear.

She gently took his hand.

“Hey.”

Phong looked at her but said nothing.

“It didn’t happen,” she said softly. “Whatever that thing said it could do, it didn’t.”

She squeezed his fingers.

“And even if it somehow did…”

A faint smile tugged at her mouth.

“I’d fall for you again.”

Dominic snorted loudly from behind them.

“Oh, absolutely.”

Everyone turned.

He shrugged.

“Unless that thing rewrites her whole personality from the ground up, she’d dump Olen in about a week.”

Alex gave him an amused look.

“That generous?”

Dominic crossed his arms.

“I’m being charitable.”

Janet smirked a little.

The logic wasn’t wrong.

But Phong didn’t laugh.

He stared ahead, jaw tight.

Then he said quietly,

“I need a moment.”

Alex opened her mouth to follow.

But Dominic lightly touched her shoulder.

“Let him.”

She looked at him.

Dominic nodded toward Phong’s back as he walked toward the darker edge of the amphitheater.

“What Em did tonight,” Dominic said quietly, “opened something.”

Alex frowned.

“What do you mean?”

Dominic folded his arms and leaned against the stone rail.

“A wound.”

“A deep one.”

Alex slowly got it.

Phong had lost his aunt and uncle.

His only family.

Killed by powerful people who treated other human lives like disposable tools.

That loss had started him down this road.

And now a cosmic thing had casually suggested it could take Alex away from him by rewriting her mind.

Dominic continued, voice low.

“It reminded him that even with the garden… even with the plants… even with everything he built…”

“There are still things he might not be able to stop.”

Alex looked toward where Phong had disappeared into the crowd.

“…Losing someone again.”

Dominic nodded.

“That kind of fear doesn’t leave easy.”

She glanced at him again.

“You can be surprisingly deep sometimes.”

Dominic grinned.

“That’s my secret.”

“When I’m not busy being a himbo.”

Janet snorted.

“That exact duality is why I married him.”

Dominic pointed at her proudly.

“See?”

Janet shrugged.

“Unfortunately accurate.”



They gave Phong some space and turned back to the auction floor.

The amphitheater was getting louder as more items were brought out.

Rare dungeon equipment.

Monster materials.

Artifacts from deeper floors.

Dominic spotted something at once.

A pair of heavy leather combat gloves inside a reinforced glass case.

The auctioneer announced their properties with full drama.

“Forged from the hide of a Basalt Gorger.”

“Enhances physical strength by twenty percent for one minute.”

“Cooldown: once per day.”

Dominic’s eyes lit up.

“That’s mine.”

Janet sighed.

“Of course it is.”

The bidding lasted less than thirty seconds.

Dominic won.

He slipped the gloves on right away and flexed his fingers.

“Oh yeah.”

“These are nice.”



Joanne drifted toward another stall where a craftsman displayed strange arcane accessories.

One ring caught her eye.

Mounted on it was a tiny metallic device that looked like a miniature telescope.

The vendor demonstrated by channeling a simple spell.

The device projected a narrow targeting line through the air.

Joanne’s eyes widened.

“…Is that an aimscope for spellcasting?”

The vendor nodded proudly.

“Precision enhancement.”

“Useful for long-range casting.”

Joanne reached for her wallet immediately.

But Jake and Jack appeared behind her like synchronized criminals.

They grabbed her shoulders and pulled her back.

“Don’t.”

Joanne blinked.

“What?”

Jack leaned in and whispered,

“We can make that ourselves.”

Jake nodded hard.

“Way cheaper.”

Joanne paused.

Then smiled slowly.

“Deal.”



Jake did not need a new weapon.

He was still using the dagger carved from a soldier ant mandible during the Bamboo Ant siege.

The blade had a natural serrated edge and still carried faint mana traces.

But he did buy something else.

A pair of reinforced boots.

The vendor explained proudly,

“Acid-resistant leather.”

“Built for corrosive environments.”

Jake nodded in approval.

“Good investment.”

Considering how many dungeon monsters liked to spit acid, that was not an exaggeration.



Meanwhile, Alex wandered through the upper ring of the amphitheater.

Most stalls sold weapons or armor.

But one vendor caught her eye.

The man wore a mask like everyone else, but his accent gave him away at once.

Heavy German.

His stall held something unusual.

Seeds.

Dozens of small wooden boxes filled with different kinds of seeds.

Most buyers ignored him.

The vendor kept loudly explaining to passersby,

“These come from a tree that grew behind Les Cornes de la Terre.”

The French name for Horns of the Earth.

People laughed.

“Sure it did.”

“Next you’ll say you climbed its back.”

The vendor didn’t seem bothered.

Alex stepped up quietly.

Then switched languages without warning.

“Woher bekommst du sie wirklich?” she asked in German.

Where did you really get them?

The vendor blinked.

Then answered in German too.

“A forest that appeared after it passed near a gate.”

Alex studied the seeds carefully.

They looked strange.

Not normal tree seeds.

But not obviously dungeon-mutated either.

Interesting.

She bought them without hesitation.

The vendor bowed politely.

“Someone finally took them seriously.”



Nearby, Séline and Camille were shopping too.

Both of their classes leaned heavily melee.

That had already been a problem more than once.

Then they found something perfect.

A pair of compact mana-enhanced crossbows.

Lightweight.

Fast reload.

Bolts infused with weak mana pulses for better penetration.

Séline tested the balance.

“Good.”

Camille nodded.

“Finally something for range.”

They bought them immediately.



As the group kept moving through the auction floor, night deepened over Lyon.

Music echoed across the old amphitheater.

Masked figures traded weapons built to kill monsters.

Wine flowed.

Gold changed hands.

But somewhere beyond the crowd, Phong stood alone for a while under the cold night sky.

Thinking.

Trying to steady the fear Em had woken up inside him.

Because the dungeon was no longer the only thing he was fighting.

Now he knew something worse existed.

Something that could twist reality itself.

And it had already started playing games with his life.

            

    
        Chapter 61: Vorpal Sword and a nightmare

    
    
    
    
                Phong had drifted to the far edge of the amphitheater, away from the lanterns and noise of the auction floor. The stone wall there overlooked the dark river below Lyon, the city lights flickering softly against the night sky.

He stood quietly with a paper cup of coffee in his hands.

For a while, he just stared into the dark.

His thoughts were still tangled around what Em had said.

The idea that someone, something, could casually rewrite Alex’s memories had hit a place in his mind he tried very hard not to touch.

Loss.

Helplessness.

That old fear that no matter how much he built, how many plants he grew, how many allies he gathered—

Someone stronger could still take everything away.

He didn’t even notice when a small shadow crept up beside him.

Rico.

The raccoon slowly reached for the coffee.

Carefully.

Delicately.

Normally, Phong would have reacted right away.

This time he didn’t move.

Rico paused mid-theft.

Then slowly looked up.

Even Rico could tell something was wrong.

He lowered the cup slightly.

“…You okay?”

Phong blinked.

The question sounded faintly absurd coming from a raccoon.

He exhaled quietly.

“Thinking.”

Rico crossed his arms with full drama.

“That bad?”

Phong didn’t answer.

The raccoon thought for a moment.

Then tried again.

“You know… you could just expand.”

Phong glanced down.

“Expand what?”

“Your allies.”

Rico gestured wildly with both paws.

“If one camp can get overpowered by a floor boss…”

“…then make friends with another.”

“Then you have backups.”

The logic was… annoyingly straightforward.

Phong stared at him for a few seconds.

Then chuckled quietly.

“Well.”

“I must have hit rock bottom if I’m taking strategic advice from you.”

Rico ignored the insult completely.

He grabbed the coffee.

“Tribute accepted.”

Phong shook his head and reached down to pat him once on the head.

“Still…”

“…thanks.”

Rico took a victorious sip.



Later that night, the group regrouped near the entrance of the amphitheater.

Everyone compared what they had managed to buy.

Dominic flexed his new gloves again.

“These are still the best purchase.”

Janet gave him a look.

“You say that about every new toy.”

Joanne was still talking excitedly about the ring-scope idea she planned to recreate later.

Jake showed off his acid-resistant boots.

Séline and Camille proudly displayed their new mana crossbows.

Alex held the small pouch of strange seeds she had bought.

Even Rico had something now.

Phong had quietly bought him a tiny mana-powered stun baton.

Small enough for a raccoon to use.

Strong enough to knock someone out if needed.

“Self-defense only,” Phong warned.

“I don’t trust you with lethal weapons.”

Rico spun the baton dramatically.

“Justice tool.”

Dominic laughed.

“That raccoon now has more gear than half the diver association.”



After a moment, Dominic sighed.

“Still annoyed about the shield, though.”

Phong raised a brow.

“You lost?”

“Yeah.”

Dominic rubbed the back of his neck.

“Cash-only auction.”

“And we didn’t bring enough.”

Janet shrugged.

“Next time.”

They were about to leave when the auctioneer suddenly raised his voice.

“Ladies and gentlemen!”

“Before the night ends…”

“We present the final item.”

The crowd quieted at once.

A velvet cloth was whisked away.

The weapon beneath it glowed faintly under the lantern light.

A long sword.

Elegant.

Sharp.

Its edge shimmered with mana.

The auctioneer spoke with theatrical delight.

“This blade once belonged to a level 47 Killer Rabbit.”

Séline and Camille froze.

Dominic’s expression hardened.

The auctioneer went on.

“The captain of a rabbit cavalry squad encountered on Floor One.”

“A coalition raid by four of Paris’s strongest guilds managed to lure the creature into an ambush.”

He paused for effect.

“Casualties numbered in the dozens.”

“The creature was eventually slain.”

Phong felt something cold settle in his stomach.

The auctioneer lifted the sword slightly.

“This weapon carries a rare property.”

“A Vorpal Sword.”

“Any wound made by this blade…”

“…cannot stop bleeding.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd.

It was a horrible effect.

Even a shallow cut could turn fatal.

Alex stepped forward at once.

“I’m buying it.”

Dominic glanced at her.

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

Her voice was firm.

“That sword belongs to the Greencap Kingdom.”

The bidding started.

Within minutes, the problem was obvious.

They did not have enough cash.

Not even close.

This auction did not take cards.

No transfers.

No favors.

No crypto.

Only hard money.

The price climbed.

Higher.

Then higher.

Dominic clenched his fists.

“Damn it.”

Janet calculated in silence.

Still not enough.

At last the hammer came down.

“Sold.”

The group watched in silence as an assistant carried the sword away.

Alex’s jaw tightened.

Then she overheard two staff members whispering behind the stage.

One spoke quietly to the other.

“Prepare the shipping crate.”

“Destination confirmed.”

“Private delivery.”

“To Mr. Olen.”

The words landed like a stone.

Dominic cursed under his breath.

Jake shook his head.

“That bastard again.”

Alex stared at the empty pedestal.

The sword of a Greencap captain…

Now belonged to the man who had already tried to kill Phong twice.

And suddenly, the night in Lyon felt much less peaceful.

Phong woke with a sharp breath.

For a second, he didn’t know where he was.

The room was dark except for the faint orange streetlight leaking through the curtains of Maison Delacroix. Somewhere outside, distant traffic murmured through the quiet Lyon night.

His chest rose too fast.

His heart pounded.

The dream was still vivid.

Too vivid.

In it, Em had done exactly what it threatened.

Alex had looked straight at him with strange eyes.

No recognition.

No warmth.

No memory of him at all.

But that wasn’t even the worst part.

Phong rubbed his face slowly.

The nightmare had kept going.

Dominic.

Janet.

Jake and Jack.

Séline.

Camille.

Joanne.

Even the animals.

One by one, they had turned against him.

Not from hatred.

Because their minds had been twisted.

Controlled.

And they had marched straight into the garden he built.

Into Camp Stymphalian.

Into the plants.

He could still see it.

The garden reacting to overwhelming pressure.

The lime-oak.

The bonktatoes.

The chili launchers.

The mushrooms.

All mutating under raw survival instinct.

Becoming something monstrous.

A living war machine.

And in the dream, the plants had slaughtered everyone.

The people he loved.

The friends who trusted him.

All dying in the garden he had made to protect them.

Phong shivered.

He remembered what Mr. Vogel had said the day he ate lunch at Alex’s place.

Emotions don’t obey logic.

He understood that now.

Even with the dragon.

Even with the others trying to reassure him.

The fear had still found its way into his sleep.

Beside him, Alex stirred.

She was only half awake, voice soft with sleep.

“You’re shaking.”

Phong hadn’t realized.

She rolled onto her side and looked at him.

Even in the dim light, she read him easily.

“Bad dream.”

He nodded.

Alex sighed softly and rested her head against his shoulder.

“Everything’s fine,” she murmured.

“If Em actually tried something like that…”

“…the dragon would step in.”

She traced one finger lightly down his arm.

“I’d be back in my right mind in minutes.”

Phong stared at the ceiling.

“It wasn’t just you.”

She blinked sleepily.

“What do you mean?”

“In the dream… it didn’t stop with you.”

He swallowed slowly.

“It changed Dominic.”

“The others.”

“The animals.”

“They all turned.”

His voice dropped lower.

“You… and the others… ran into the garden.”

“And the plants…”

He stopped.

Alex understood the rest without needing to hear it.

Silence hung for a moment.

Then Alex pouted slightly.

“Come here.”

Before he could react, she pushed him gently back onto the mattress and pinned him down with a determined look.

The conversation ended there.



Some time later, the room had gone quiet again.

Phong lay on the bed staring at the ceiling like a man who had just wrestled a bear.

Or several bears.

Or maybe an entire dungeon floor.

Alex rested beside him looking extremely pleased with herself.

“That,” she said smugly, “should stop the overthinking.”

Phong turned his head weakly.

“You weaponized exhaustion.”

“Correct.”

She smiled sweetly.

“If you’re too tired to think, you won’t spiral into stupid worst-case scenarios.”

He groaned softly.

“You’re terrifying.”

“I know.”

They lay there in silence for a while, just enjoying the calm.

Eventually, Alex’s phone buzzed.

She glanced at the screen.

Her expression went flat immediately.

“Olen.”

Phong sighed.

“What now?”

She opened the message.

It was long.

Predictably self-righteous.

Olen proudly explaining how he had encountered the mysterious entity called Em.

How it had offered him Alexandra.

How he had refused, out of respect for her autonomy.

How that proved he truly cared about her.

Alex stared at the message for a few seconds.

Then locked the phone.

She tossed it aside without replying.

Phong raised a brow.

“No response?”

“None.”

She turned back toward him and ran her fingers gently through his hair.

“That idiot does not deserve my time.”

She shifted closer and rested her head on his chest.

Her voice softened again.

“Right now I’m busy.”

“With what?”

She smiled faintly.

“Taking care of my boyfriend.”

And just like that, Olen’s message became completely meaningless.

Exhaustion eventually pulled Phong back under.

Alex stayed still beside him for a while, listening to his breathing slowly settle. His hand rested loosely against her arm. The tension had finally left his shoulders.

She brushed a strand of hair from his face.

“Sleep,” she whispered.

For him, the warmth of the bed and the steadiness of her presence were enough. His body finally let go of the fear that had poisoned his dream.

But Alex…

Alexandra Vogel was not calm.

Under the quiet face she had shown him earlier, anger had been simmering the whole time.

Now that Phong was asleep, it came rushing back.

Her jaw tightened.

Her fists curled.

She did not enjoy being used like that.

Not by Olen.

And definitely not by something like Em.

Being treated as a bargaining chip.

A prize.

A damsel.

And worst of all—

Watching the man she loved spiral into fear because of it.

Her eyes flashed.

“Not happening,” she muttered.

Carefully, she slipped out of bed.

Moved quietly, making sure not to wake Phong.

Then she crossed to the window.

Opened it.

And stepped out.



The backyard of Maison Delacroix was quiet under the moonlight.

The huge lime-oak tree cast long shadows across the grass.

Alex landed lightly.

Barely took two steps before stopping.

The yard was not empty.

Dominic.

The four Js.

Séline and Camille.

The animals.

All of them were there.

Dominic was doing exaggerated push-ups.

Jake and Jack were fake sparring.

Joanne was stretching like she had suddenly taken up midnight fitness.

It was so obviously staged that Alex just stared.

“…Really?”

Everyone froze.

Dominic slowly stood up and coughed awkwardly.

“Well.”

He pointed at the raccoon.

“Rico woke us up.”

All eyes shifted to the culprit.

Rico raised both paws.

“I heard screaming.”

Phong’s nightmare.

The raccoon scratched the back of his head.

“So I gathered everyone.”

Dominic nodded.

“We came to check.”

Jake rubbed his neck.

“But when we got here…”

Jack finished for him.

“…we realized we were late.”

Alex’s face reddened slightly.

They had arrived just in time to hear her weaponizing exhaustion.

Unfortunately for them, that had not been a good time to interrupt.

Dominic raised both hands.

“We made the executive decision to retreat.”

Alex sighed.

“…Good call.”

Then she cracked her knuckles.

Her eyes sharpened.

“I’m furious.”

The group didn’t even pretend to misunderstand.

Em.

Olen.

All of it.

Alex looked at them evenly.

“I need to vent.”

Dominic stepped back at once.

“Oh no.”

“Not me.”

Janet crossed her arms.

“You’re not using us as punching bags again.”

Alex glanced toward the city lights of Lyon.

“Not here.”

Then she looked back at Séline and Camille.

“City patrol?”

Both French girls grinned immediately.

“Oh, absolutely.”

Camille adjusted her jacket.

“I know the good neighborhoods.”

Rico raised his tiny stun baton dramatically.

“I am ready.”

Bruno’s tail started wagging.

Nyx flicked hers in quiet approval.

Dominic raised a brow.

“You’re going vigilante?”

Alex shrugged.

“Just a little.”

“Nothing serious.”

Dominic pointed at himself and the others.

“We can’t go.”

Jake nodded.

“Too recognizable.”

Jack added dryly,

“And we’d cause a diplomatic incident.”

Janet stepped forward and placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder.

“One rule.”

Alex tilted her head.

Janet’s face turned serious.

“No psychic constructs.”

Alex sighed with great suffering.

“But those are the fun part.”

“Telekinesis only,” Janet said firmly.

“No floating weapons.”

“No glowing rapier.”

“No anime boss fights.”

Alex thought about it.

Then nodded.

“Fine.”

Janet stepped back.

“Good.”

Alex rolled her shoulders once.

Séline cracked her knuckles.

Camille checked her crossbow.

Rico hopped onto Alex’s shoulder like a tiny masked sidekick.

“Justice patrol.”

Dominic shook his head as they started toward the street.

“Lyon is about to have a very weird night.”

Janet watched them disappear into the dark.

Then sighed.

“At least they’re not in the dungeon.”

Dominic folded his arms.

“Give them twenty minutes.”

“Someone’s getting arrested.”

The lime-oak rustled softly over them.

And somewhere in the quiet streets of Lyon…

A very angry Mindblade and her very strange companions began their midnight vigilante patrol.

            

    
        Chapter 62: Late night patrol

    
    
    
    
                The streets of Lyon were quieter the deeper they moved into the night.

The festive squares and music faded behind them, replaced by narrower streets and dimmer lights. Old stone walls, shuttered storefronts, and the occasional flicker of a streetlamp cast long shadows across the pavement.

Alex walked in front.

Her auction mask still covered the upper half of her face.

Séline and Camille flanked her, both alert now in the way divers naturally became when moving through unfamiliar territory. Behind them padded Bruno and Nyx, while Rico sat proudly on Alex’s shoulder holding his tiny stun baton like a miniature knight preparing for war.

They didn’t have to walk long before trouble found them.

A harsh voice echoed down an alley.

“…worthless production trash.”

Another voice laughed.

“Look at him. Probably cleaning toilets two days ago.”

Alex slowed immediately.

At the end of the alley stood three men wearing partial diver gear—arm guards, reinforced boots, dungeon knives clipped to their belts. Clearly awakened divers.

In front of them, backed against a wall, was a thin man in worn clothes.

His backpack lay on the ground.

One of the divers had already kicked it open, spilling its contents.

Cleaning supplies.

A small toolkit.

A few folded clothes.

Nothing valuable.

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

The man spoke nervously.

“I told you, I don’t have anything—”

One of the divers shoved him against the wall.

“You have a class, don’t you?”

“Cleaner, right?”

The man froze.

“That means you can farm service contracts.”

“People like you always hide money.”

The diver grabbed his collar.

“Where is it?”

The homeless man shook his head.

“I’m saving it for—”

A punch cut him off.

He collapsed to his knees.

Séline’s voice dropped quietly.

“…I know him.”

Alex didn’t look away from the scene.

“What?”

“Two days ago.”

Séline pointed slightly.

“He was cleaning tables at that café we visited.”

Camille nodded slowly.

“And he was at the auction last night.”

Alex’s jaw tightened.

Cleaner.

A production class.

Someone who had probably gotten unlucky after awakening.

Trying to rebuild his life.

Saving money.

Working small jobs.

And now…

He was being treated like garbage by a group of entitled divers who believed combat classes made them superior.

For a moment Alex just stood there.

Then something inside her snapped.

The scene was too familiar.

Too close.

Two years earlier…

Josh.

His gang.

Bullying a quiet Vietnamese farmer who had done nothing to deserve it.

Séline and Camille both saw the shift in her posture.

They stepped back immediately.

Camille whispered quietly.

“…oh.”

Séline nodded.

“…they’re dead.”

It was like pouring gasoline onto a wildfire.

Alex pulled the masquerade mask fully into place over her face.

Then she walked forward.

Fast.

The divers barely had time to react.

“What the—”

The first one lifted his hand.

The air twisted.

Telekinesis slammed into his chest like a truck.

He flew backward into a trash bin.

The second diver tried to draw a knife.

Alex’s hand flicked.

The knife ripped from his grip and embedded itself in the wall.

A second later he was lifted off the ground by invisible force and slammed face-first onto the pavement.

The third diver tried to retreat.

Too slow.

Alex had spent weeks training with the Greencap Captain.

Her movements were precise now.

Efficient.

Deadly.

Invisible force grabbed his ankle and flipped him upside down before smashing him into a parked motorcycle.

All three men collapsed within seconds.

Alex advanced slowly.

They tried to crawl away.

Telekinesis pinned them flat against the asphalt.

She didn’t summon psychic constructs.

She didn’t use her rapier.

Just raw telekinetic control.

And pure, boiling anger.

Every strike was controlled.

But brutal.

Séline calmly pulled out her phone.

“Calling police.”

Camille nodded.

“Good idea.”

Because if Alex kept going…

Those men might not survive the night.

Behind them the animals cheered enthusiastically.

Bruno barked triumphantly.

Nyx flicked her tail approvingly.

Rico pumped his tiny baton in the air like a stadium fan.

“Justice!”



The police arrived quickly.

Dungeon-related violence had made authorities extremely responsive to reports like this.

Séline and Camille explained the situation clearly.

Three divers.

Assaulting a civilian.

The victim confirmed everything.

The officers recognized the situation immediately.

Production classes had become common targets for exploitation.

Cleaner.

Cook.

Repairer.

Farmer.

Non-combat awakeners often suffered harassment from divers who believed themselves superior.

The attackers were arrested on the spot.

Charges included assault and felony harassment.

One officer glanced briefly at Alex.

“You the one who stopped them?”

Alex shrugged.

“Something like that.”

The officer nodded.

A few years earlier, vigilante action would have caused legal trouble.

But after the dungeon appeared…

Reality had changed.

Sometimes someone stepping in immediately saved the police from dealing with much worse outcomes.

The officer simply said:

“Next time try not to break too many bones.”

Alex gave a polite nod.



The homeless man sat on the curb, still shaken.

Alex handed him back his scattered belongings.

“You alright?”

He nodded slowly.

“Thank you.”

His voice was quiet but sincere.

“I thought… I thought they were going to take everything.”

Alex shook her head.

“Not tonight.”

He looked at her mask.

“You’re a diver?”

She hesitated.

Then shrugged.

“Something like that.”

The man smiled faintly.

“Then… good luck down there.”

Alex nodded once.

Then turned away.



By the time they left the alley, the tension in Alex’s shoulders had eased.

Some of the anger had burned off.

Séline glanced at her.

“Better?”

Alex exhaled slowly.

“…yeah.”

Camille smirked.

“Next time let us hit someone too.”

Alex laughed quietly.

“Deal.”

As they continued through Lyon’s night streets, the next situation they encountered was smaller.

A drunken argument near a nightclub.

Two aggressive men harassing a woman.

This time Alex simply stayed behind them.

Using telekinesis to subtly trip one attacker while Séline and Camille handled the confrontation directly.

She was calmer now.

Supporting instead of leading.

Still watchful.

Still dangerous.

But no longer a storm ready to explode.

Rico leaned against her shoulder proudly.

“You smell less scary.”

Alex smiled slightly.

For the first time since Em’s message…

Her mind was finally quiet again.

After the first fight, the tension that had been coiled tight inside Alex finally began to unwind.

They walked quietly through Lyon’s nighttime streets, the air colder now as autumn crept closer to winter. The city lights reflected off wet pavement, and distant music drifted from bars and late-night cafés.

Bruno trotted beside Alex proudly.

Nyx moved with feline grace along the edge of the sidewalk.

Rico still sat on Alex’s shoulder like a tiny, extremely smug commander.

But Alex suddenly stopped.

She crouched down and looked at the animals seriously.

“Alright. New rule.”

Bruno tilted his head.

Nyx flicked her tail.

“You two stay out of the next fights.”

Both animals immediately protested.

Bruno let out a whining bark.

Nyx’s ears flattened in irritation.

Alex shook her head firmly.

“No.”

She tapped Bruno gently on the nose.

“A dog with a class.”

Then she pointed at Nyx.

“And a magic cat.”

She crossed her arms.

“That would attract way too much attention.”

Dungeon fauna becoming awakened was already rare enough. If word got out that someone had a combat dog and spellcasting cat, the media storm would be catastrophic.

They were supposed to be on vacation.

Not exposing half of Camp Stymphalian’s secrets to French news networks.

Nyx grumbled but accepted it with reluctant dignity.

Bruno sulked but stayed close.

Rico, however…

Rico puffed his chest proudly.

“Sidekick privileges remain.”

Alex sighed.

“…unfortunately yes.”



Their next encounter came about fifteen minutes later.

A loud clang echoed down the street.

Then another.

They followed the noise and found a bus stop shelter with shattered glass.

Standing beside it was a man in diver gear.

He was clearly drunk.

Or high.

Or both.

He was kicking the metal bench while muttering angrily.

“…stupid bet…”

“…should’ve won…”

“…rigged dungeon bullshit…”

Then he grabbed the timetable board and tried to rip it loose.

Alex pinched the bridge of her nose.

“…seriously?”

Camille whispered quietly.

“He’s definitely high.”

Séline nodded.

“Probably stimulant potions.”

Illegal alchemy stimulants were a growing problem among divers trying to push themselves beyond their limits.

Alex glanced sideways.

“Well.”

She gestured toward the raccoon.

“Your turn.”

Rico froze.

Then his eyes sparkled with excitement.

He leaped from Alex’s shoulder.

“Justice delivery!”

The diver barely had time to react.

Rico was fast.

Years of dungeon survival had turned the raccoon into a tiny missile of chaos.

The treant armor snapped into place around him like a wooden exoskeleton.

“HENSHIN!”

This time he actually remembered to shout it.

He zipped forward.

The stun baton crackled with blue mana electricity.

The diver turned.

“What the—”

ZAP.

The man stiffened like a statue.

Then collapsed face-first into the pavement.

Rico stood proudly on his back.

“Situation contained.”

Alex clapped slowly.

“…I’ll talk with him about giving you that baton.”

Rico puffed up like an offended fur ball and tried to hide his newest toy.



The final incident of the night happened near the edge of a quieter industrial district.

Motorcycle engines roared down the street.

Headlights swept across the pavement.

Twenty riders.

Leather jackets.

Diver gear mixed with biker aesthetics.

They skidded to a stop.

The leader stepped forward.

His face was bruised.

Not from tonight.

But his eyes were full of anger.

“You.”

He pointed at Alex.

“You’re the bitch who beat my guys earlier.”

Alex sighed.

“…they told their friends.”

Séline muttered quietly.

“Hospital or police station.”

Camille nodded.

“They had eyes there.”

The bikers dismounted.

Weapons appeared.

Knuckle guards.

Batons.

Dungeon knives.

Someone cracked their neck.

“You’re gonna pay for that.”

Alex slowly rolled her shoulders.

“Twenty?”

She glanced at the others.

“Manageable.”

The leader scoffed.

“You three girls think you—”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Because Rico launched himself into the air.

The treant armor unfolded.

The raccoon shot forward like a wooden torpedo.

“JUSTICE MISSILE!”

ZAP.

The first biker collapsed.

Then chaos exploded.



The fight looked less like a street brawl and more like something straight out of a Hong Kong kung-fu film.

Alex moved like flowing water.

Telekinesis enhanced every motion.

When she punched, invisible force amplified the impact.

When she stepped, telekinetic pushes accelerated her movements.

Two bikers rushed her.

She ducked the first swing.

Her fist snapped forward.

The man flew backward as if hit by a truck.

Another attacker came from behind.

Alex twisted.

Telekinesis grabbed his ankle and flipped him over her shoulder.

He crashed into two of his own allies.

Meanwhile—

Séline and Camille were terrifying in their own right.

Both were level 30+ divers.

Combat veterans.

Séline moved like a dancer with knives.

Her strikes were clean and precise.

Camille fought more aggressively, using powerful kicks and grappling techniques learned from dungeon combat.

Three bikers rushed them.

Thirty seconds later all three were unconscious.

And then there was Rico.

The raccoon weaponized mobility.

In treant armor he bounced from wall to wall.

Stun baton flashing.

ZAP.

One biker down.

ZAP.

Another dropped.

Someone tried to grab him.

Rico kicked off their helmet and bounced off their face like a springboard.

Nyx and Bruno watched from the sidewalk like proud spectators.

They weren’t allowed to fight.

But that didn’t stop them from cheering.

Bruno barked encouragement.

Nyx flicked her tail approvingly each time a biker hit the pavement.

Within minutes…

The fight was over.

Twenty bikers.

All unconscious.

Some groaning.

Most completely out.

Alex wiped a bit of dust from her sleeve.

“…that was anticlimactic.”

Séline looked around.

“Police again?”

Camille nodded.

“Police again.”



By the time the night ended…

The Lyon police had a very strange report.

Across multiple incidents, a masked vigilante group had delivered a steady stream of criminals into custody.

Final count:


	3 divers charged with assault and harassment

	2 men arrested for street harassment

	1 intoxicated diver arrested for vandalism

	20 biker divers arrested for organized assault



Twenty-six men total.

The officers didn’t ask too many questions.

The criminals were real.

The charges were clear.

And frankly…

The police had never seen such efficient overnight crime cleanup.



As the group quietly returned toward the motel before sunrise, Alex finally stretched her arms with a satisfied sigh.

Her anger had burned out.

Séline laughed.

“Well.”

“That was productive.”

Camille nodded.

“Lyon crime rate reduced.”

Rico saluted proudly.

“Justice patrol complete.”

Alex smiled.

“Yeah.”

Then she glanced toward the sleeping city.

“…I think I can sleep now.”

            

    
        Chapter 63: Progress

    
    
    
    
                The group knew their vacation in France couldn’t last forever.

For a few days, Lyon had felt like a strange pocket of normal life—good food, music, laughter, quiet walks through old streets, and nights where the biggest threat was a drunk diver vandalizing public property. For a moment, the dungeon had felt far away.

But the dungeon was never truly far.

And neither were the people who wanted them dead.

Josh.

Olen.

And whatever chaos Em might decide to stir next.

So the morning after their last night in Lyon, the gang gathered in the backyard of Maison Delacroix – Chambres d’Hôtes, under the enormous lime-oak tree that had grown there like a silent guardian.

The Delacroix family stood with them.

The Lambert family as well.

Mr. Delacroix crossed his arms and looked at the group thoughtfully.

“You people…”

His English was rough, but sincere.

“…are dangerous friends for my daughter.”

Camille winced slightly.

“Papa…”

But the man smiled.

“Dangerous,” he repeated, “but good.”

Mrs. Lambert nodded in agreement.

“We read the news.”

She gestured vaguely toward the city.

“Twenty-six criminals arrested in one night.”

Dominic coughed.

“Coincidences happen.”

Mr. Lambert laughed.

“Yes.”

He looked at Séline and Camille.

“You two met good people.”

That was all he said.

But it meant more than enough.

Before they left, another unexpected message arrived.

Phong’s status menu flashed.

Everyone gathered around immediately.

The sender was…

Em.

The message read:

“Formal complaint filed.”

Phong blinked.

“…what?”

Another message appeared.

“Your ‘tell the dragon’ strategy is unsportmanship-like conduct between Pillars and divers.”

The entity continued.

“You humans call it ‘snitching to mom.’”

Dominic burst out laughing.

“You snitched on a floor boss?”

Janet shook her head.

“Unbelievable.”

Phong rolled his eyes and typed a reply.

“You threatened to mind-control my girlfriend.”

A pause.

Then Em answered:

“Still unsporting.”

Phong replied instantly.

“Still deserved.”

No further response came.



But the conversation wasn’t over.

Another notification appeared.

This one carried a presence that made everyone instinctively straighten up.

Sender: The Sky Emperor

The message was calm.

Direct.

“I have addressed the matter.”

The group exchanged glances.

Then the next line appeared.

“Em has received appropriate time.”

Dominic muttered quietly.

“…that means he got his ass kicked again.”

The message continued.

“The Pillar shall never attempt to tamper with the minds of divers.”

Phong felt a small weight lift off his chest.

Even Alex exhaled slowly.

The dragon continued.

“However.”

Everyone leaned closer.

“The scorched land has cooled.”

A final line appeared.

“Please repair the area as agreed.”

Phong stared at the message for a moment.

Then nodded slowly.

“…fair.”

He honestly hadn’t expected that level of fairness from a being powerful enough to erase cities.

The Sky Emperor didn’t threaten.

Didn’t demand.

He simply held people—humans or Pillars—to the agreements they made.

Before leaving Lyon, Phong tested something.

The lime-oak tree.

The massive trunk twisted as he placed his hand against it.

The mana inside the roots pulsed like a heartbeat.

He focused.

The lower portion of the tree creaked.

Then the bark split open, revealing a hollow interior swirling with faint green light.

A gateway.

Dominic leaned forward.

“…no way.”

Phong stepped closer.

The root network connection appeared inside his menu like a living map.

Camp Stymphalian.

The Lyon tree.

Two points.

One connection.

Teleportation.

And the system did not require dungeon soil to use the gateway.

Only the buffs from the fruit required dungeon conditions.

Dominic laughed loudly.

“We just built a secret international teleport hub in a motel backyard.”

Mr. Delacroix looked at the glowing gateway in stunned silence.

“…mon dieu.”

Camille just sighed.

“This is my life now.”



One by one, the group stepped through the lime-oak gateway.

The sensation was strange.

Like walking through cool water made of mana.

Then the world shifted.

And they were back.

Camp Stymphalian.

The familiar fields greeted them.

Garlic mines.

Bonktatoes.

Sunflower lights.

Chili arcs.

The quiet hum of a living defensive ecosystem.

Rico leaped off Dominic’s shoulder and stretched dramatically.

“Home!”



Work resumed almost immediately.

Phong opened the bag of seeds Alex had bought at the auction.

The ones the German vendor had claimed came from a tree that grew behind Les Cornes de la Terre—the Horns of the Earth.

Phong wasn’t sure if the story was true.

But if it was…

Those seeds might carry the influence of a Pillar.

He carefully separated them.

Half would be planted here.

Half kept for testing.

Then he turned to another set of seeds.

Tomatoes.

Normal ones he had bought in Lyon.

He planted them near the sunflower fields.

The dungeon soil would decide what they would become.

Meanwhile, the others prepared for their next operation.

Dominic spread a rough map on a wooden table.

“The Wraith Fortress.”

He tapped the location.

“We’re close to stabilizing it.”

Janet nodded.

“With the lizardmen canal connected, most monsters already avoid the area.”

Jake added:

“Once the perimeter is secure, it becomes a perfect forward base.”

Dominic grinned.

“And eventually…”

He pointed to the lime-oak sprout in Phong’s hands.

“Second camp.”

A new outpost.

Connected by root network.

Vertical expansion through dungeon floors.

Exactly what Em had hoped to provoke.

But this time…

They were doing it on their own terms.

Alex approached Phong before departure.

“We’re going with them.”

He nodded.

“I figured.”

She would join Dominic, Séline, and Camille.

More combat strength meant safer expansion.

Phong then crouched beside two other members of the team.

Nyx.

Bruno.

“You two are going as well.”

Both animals froze.

Nyx’s ears perked.

Bruno wagged his tail cautiously.

“You’re not babies anymore.”

Combat experience mattered now.

Dungeon survival required real skills.

Dominic immediately sent a message.

“Alexei, ready?”

The reply came seconds later.

“Always.”

Dominic looked at Phong.

“I’ll keep them safe.”

The paladin would be there too.

Phong nodded gratefully.

Rico crossed his arms dramatically.

“So I stay?”

Dominic shook his head firmly.

“You stay.”

The raccoon looked betrayed.

“But my treant partner needs levels!”

Dominic opened a crate.

Inside were twelve cans of soda.

Rico stared.

“…bribery?”

Dominic nodded.

“Professional negotiation.”

Rico grabbed the pack instantly.

“Acceptable.”

Morning came quickly.

November 5th.

Cold air drifted across the fields.

The group assembled near the entrance to Floor 2.

Dominic.

Janet.

Jake.

Jack.

Joanne.

Séline.

Camille.

Alex.

Nyx.

Bruno.

They stood ready for the descent.

Dominic turned to Phong.

“Take care of the farm.”

Phong nodded.

“And try not to start another international incident while we’re gone.”

Rico raised a soda can in salute.

“No promises.”

Dominic laughed.

Then the team stepped forward.

One by one they disappeared into the passage leading to Floor 2.

Silence returned to Camp Stymphalian.

Only two figures remained.

Phong.

And Rico.

The raccoon cracked open a soda.

“Alright boss.”

He gestured toward the distant scorched land the Sky Emperor had asked to be healed.

“Time to farm.”

Phong looked toward the blackened horizon.

A request from a dragon.

Seeds from a wandering god of life.

Tomatoes waiting to mutate.

And a dungeon ecosystem slowly becoming intertwined with his farm.

He picked up his shovel.

“…guess we better get to work.”

The patch of land the Sky Emperor had delivered was ugly.

Blackened soil cracked like burnt pottery. Ash clung to the surface in gray streaks. The air still carried the faint smell of ozone and charred life, the lingering aftermath of the fight between Suzaku and Em.

It had been part of Floor 3 once.

Now it sat half a mile from Camp Stymphalian like a scar hammered into the landscape.

Phong stood there with a shovel resting on his shoulder.

“…yeah, this is going to take a while.”

Rico stood beside him, arms crossed.

The raccoon wore a small pair of sunglasses he had stolen somewhere in Lyon.

“Looks like the dragon dropped a nuclear test site.”

Phong sighed.

“Pretty much.”

Still, a request was a request.

And from what Phong had seen of the Sky Emperor, the dragon played fair.

That meant Phong would too.

So he began.



Terraforming started the simplest way possible.

Moletatoes.

Phong planted the first row carefully across the edge of the burned field.

The mutated potatoes reacted almost immediately.

Small tremors passed through the ground as the underground network began spreading. Moletatoes were perfect for this kind of work—digging, aerating, and restructuring soil without Phong needing heavy equipment.

Rico helped for about fifteen minutes.

Then twenty.

Then he flopped onto the ground dramatically.

“I’m out.”

Phong didn’t look up.

“Out of what?”

“Caffeine.”

The raccoon lifted his empty soda can and shook it sadly.

“No fuel.”

Phong continued planting.

“You’ve had six today.”

“Six is maintenance.”

Rico rolled onto his back.

“Eight is optimal productivity.”

Phong snorted.

Rico stayed there for another two minutes.

Then suddenly sprang to his feet.

“I’ll go find bugs.”

Phong blinked.

“…bugs?”

“Natural dopamine.”

And just like that, the raccoon vanished into nearby bushes chasing dungeon insects like a hyperactive gremlin.

Phong shook his head and kept working.

A few minutes later his phone buzzed.

Then again.

Then again.

Phong frowned and wiped dirt from his hands before pulling it out.

Messages.

A lot of them.

From names he hadn’t seen in almost two years.

High school friends.

College classmates.

People he used to hang out with.

People he used to talk to daily.

People he used to argue with about e-sports rankings and football matches.

People he used to complain about professors with.

People who had slowly stopped responding after Josh’s father destroyed his family.

The first message read:

“Hey man, long time. How’ve you been?”

Another:

“Bro I saw some dungeon news recently and thought of you. What are you up to these days?”

Another:

“Still farming? lol”

Then a different tone.

“You diving now? Heard some farmers got pretty strong.”

Another:

“You around New York gate these days?”

Phong stared at the screen quietly.

Too polite.

Too careful.

Too coordinated.

It didn’t feel like real conversation.

It felt like someone reading from a script.

He shrugged.

If they were fishing for information…

They would get nothing.

Phong typed simple responses.

“Doing fine.”

“Still farming.”

“Nothing interesting.”

“Staying near the gate.”

“Just growing crops.”

No details.

No hints.

Nothing about Camp Stymphalian.

Nothing about alliances.

Nothing about mutated plants.

Just the same harmless, boring story.

A small farmer doing small farmer things.



Far away on the surface.

In a quiet corporate office.

Olen’s father received a call.

The HR director spoke calmly.

“Sir, the students have started contacting him.”

“Good.”

“They’re following the behavioral scripts exactly as instructed.”

Olen’s father leaned back in his chair.

“Any results?”

“Not yet. He’s cautious.”

“Of course he is.”

The man steepled his fingers.

“That boy survived two assassination attempts.”

He smiled faintly.

“But everyone talks eventually.”

He glanced at the data reports on his desk.

Psychological profiling.

Social network analysis.

Dormitory friend lists.

Chat histories.

“Use everything you know about human psychology.”

His voice was calm.

Controlled.

“Crack that boy open.”

“Understood.”

The call ended.

Meanwhile, Olen himself had disappeared.

Completely.

No media appearances.

No social posts.

No messages.

Even Alex had stopped receiving his relentless DMs.

Publicly, he had gone silent.

In reality…

He had been sent to Paris.

His father didn’t want him anywhere near the New York gate biome right now.

Too many production-class deaths.

Too many strange monster behaviors targeting farmers.

Better to move him to a different gate entirely.

Paris dungeon operations were calmer.

For now.

And Olen had been given a clear order:

Reach Level 20.

Fast.



Deep below.

Floor 2.

Dominic’s team moved through the ruined valley near the Wraith Fortress.

The expanded squad now included:

DominicJanet
JakeJack
JoanneAlex
SélineCamille
AlexeiNyx
Bruno

A powerful group by any dungeon standard.

They had already secured several surrounding zones when the next encounter appeared.

The ground trembled.

Dominic raised his hand.

“Hold.”

From the treeline ahead came a group of creatures.

They looked…

Like trolls.

But smaller.

About chest-high to Dominic.

Their bodies were hunched and thick with muscle.

Goat heads.

No horns.

Their skin completely covered in green moss and creeping vines.

Tiny glowing mushrooms grew from their backs.

Jake frowned.

“…what the hell are those?”

The creatures charged.

Dominic didn’t hesitate.

“Formation!”

The first moss troll lunged.

Dominic’s shieldcrashed down.

CRACK.

The creature exploded into spores and rotten plant matter.

But three more leapt from the side.

Séline’s blade flashed.

Camille followed with a brutal spinning kick that snapped a creature’s spine.

Alexei stepped forward with his shield glowing.

“Light of the covenant.”

Radiant energy blasted outward, knocking two trolls backward.

Meanwhile—

Nyx darted between the fighters like a shadow.

A bolt of mana shot from her mouth and punched straight through a moss troll’s skull.

Bruno tackled another creature to the ground and finished it with a savage bite.

Janet floated briefly above the battlefield, spear diving downward like a falling star.

Within seconds the first wave was crushed.

But the forest ahead rustled.

More shapes moved.

Dozens.

Dominic wiped green spores from his glove.

“…great.”

Alex cracked her knuckles.

“Mini trolls.”

Jake grinned.

“Let’s farm.”

And the battle for Floor 2 territory began.

            

    
        Chapter 64: Trolls sporing, and Alex’s ultimate attack

    
    
    
    
                The trolls had sent a messenger to Camp Stymphalian early that morning.

A large, moss-covered figure lumbered slowly into the edge of the fields and bowed its massive head toward Phong.

The message was simple.

The king had asked him to come.

To bear witness.

Phong didn’t know what that meant at first.

But if the trolls asked, he would go.

So he followed.

The path toward Death Peak was quiet.

Rico tagged along at first, curious as always, but halfway up the mountain the raccoon suddenly lost interest when he discovered a nest of strange glowing beetles.

“Scientific research,” Rico declared before disappearing into the underbrush.

Phong continued alone.

By the time he reached the cavern where the trolls gathered, most of the tribe was already there.

Hundreds of them.

They stood in a massive circle around their king.

The Troll King towered above them all.

Massive.

Ancient.

His moss-covered body had grown thicker and darker over time, almost bark-like. Strange fungal growths and red veins of mana pulsed faintly beneath the surface.

The air smelled like wet soil and mushrooms.

The atmosphere felt solemn.

One of the elder trolls stepped forward and gestured for Phong to stand beside them.

He waited quietly.

Then the king moved.

Slowly.

With great effort.

The giant creature stepped into the center of the stone clearing.

And then—

It burst.

The massive troll body ruptured like an overripe fruit.

Millions of spores erupted into the air.

A thick green cloud filled the cavern.

Phong instinctively stepped back, covering his mouth.

But the trolls did not panic.

They simply watched.

The spores drifted downward like snowfall.

Where each spore touched the ground…

Something began to grow.

Small shapes.

Tiny limbs.

Moss-covered skin forming rapidly out of the fungal dust.

Within minutes the cavern floor was crawling with hundreds of miniature trolls.

The same creatures Dominic’s team had encountered on Floor 2.

Small.

Hungry.

Restless.

Their bodies were barely knee-high, with goat-like heads and moss-covered limbs. Their eyes glowed with wild, feral hunger.

They screeched and snapped at one another like dragonfly nymphs freshly hatched in a pond.

Phong stared.

“…they’re babies.”

The elder troll nodded.

“Sporing.”

The young trolls quickly spread out across the cavern.

Older trolls gathered them up carefully, guiding them toward different tunnels leading deeper into the dungeon.

They would be scattered across the floor.

To hunt.

To eat.

To grow.

The elder troll spoke again.

“When the king ripens…”

“…he returns to the soil.”

Phong slowly looked back at the center of the clearing.

The giant body of the old king was gone.

Nothing remained except a spreading carpet of spores.

Then another troll stepped forward.

The oldest of the tribe.

His moss was darker than the others.

And now…

It began to change.

The green moss slowly turned deep red.

Like iron-rich soil.

The troll’s posture straightened.

His eyes sharpened.

And in that moment, Phong understood.

The elder troll looked toward him.

“The memories pass.”

The new king raised his head.

A deep rumbling voice echoed through the cavern.

“Welcome again, farmer of the garden.”

Phong blinked.

“…you remember me?”

The troll nodded slowly.

“Every king remembers.”

The memories of all previous kings lived inside him now.

The tribe roared in approval.

A new ruler had been born.

As they walked back down the mountain, Phong finally understood something that had confused him since the first day he met the trolls.

Their cannibalistic instinct.

Their ferocity.

Their fear of chilli missles.

The trolls were not animals.

They were more like moss.

Or fungus.

Or something disturbingly similar to the orks from Warhammer 40k.

The king died.

The spores spread.

New trolls grew.

Memories passed down.

The tribe never truly ended.

Phong shook his head.

“…that explains a lot.”




Meanwhile, the messages from his old friends continued.

They came steadily now.

Different people.

Different conversations.

But always circling the same topics.

[Where are you farming?]

[Which gate are you near?]

[Have you joined a diver team?]

[What kind of crops do you grow?]

[Do you know any other farmers?[

Sometimes the tone shifted.

Concern.

Sympathy.

Old memories.

[Hey man, we miss hanging out.]

[You should come visit sometime.]

[You still play League?]

Phong answered all of them the same way.

Friendly.

Polite.

And completely useless.

He revealed nothing.

Not a word about Camp Stymphalian.

Not a word about alliances.

Not a word about mutated crops.

The same thing happened with news outlets.

Several had reached out.

Interviews.

Human-interest stories.

“The lone farmer surviving the dungeon.”

Brands also contacted him.

Sponsor offers.

Gear promotions.

Energy drink endorsements.

All of them were rejected immediately.

Phong didn’t want fame.

Fame meant attention.

Attention meant danger.

And here, in Camp Stymphalian…

No conventional drones could reach him anyway.

Even if someone tried to go by foot.

First they would meet the treants.

Then the lizardmen.

Then the troll tribe.

Then the Greencap rabbits.

An entire ecosystem of allies guarded the area.

The farm was invisible to the world.

Exactly how Phong wanted it.

Someone else had also been watching.

Every day.

A small green lizard appeared in the fields.

Level: 1.

Harmless.

It wandered around casually, observing Phong as he worked.

The Jade Dragon.

The Sky Emperor.

Disguised.

Making sure the farmer wasn’t slacking off on the land he had been asked to restore.

Sometimes Phong noticed the lizard.

Sometimes he pretended not to.

Other times…

Little Fireball noticed first.

The tiny phoenix chick would puff up aggressively and charge the lizard.

Chirp angrily.

Attempt to peck it.

The lizard never fought back.

It simply watched.

And waited.

Then wandered away again.

The dragon seemed pleased.



Meanwhile…

On Floor 2.

Dominic’s team had finished chasing away the last of the moss troll spawn.

The “trollings,” as Jake had started calling them.

Dozens had been scattered across the valley.

Most fled once the group proved they were too dangerous to fight.

Dominic leaned on his hammer and surveyed the area.

“Alright.”

“This is the spot.”

The future second camp.

Near the Wraith Fortress.

Close to the canal the lizardmen had begun digging.

Perfect for supply and reinforcement.

“Perimeter first,” Dominic said.

The team immediately began setting up defensive zones.

Jake and Jack cleared monster nests.

Séline and Camille scouted the surrounding terrain.

Alex used telekinesis to move heavy stones into rough barricades.

The lizardmen arrived soon after, already preparing irrigation channels connected to Lake Baratok.

Water meant stability.

And stability meant monsters avoided the area.

After a while the group paused to treat injuries.

Nothing serious.

Mostly scratches and bruises from the trollings’ ambush.

Janet began distributing Sympathy Enoki mushrooms.

“Chew slowly.”

The healing fungus worked quickly.

Cuts closed.

Pain faded.

Alexei watched the process with widening eyes.

“…what the hell.”

Dominic grinned.

“What?”

Alexei looked at the pile of consumables the team carried.

Chilies.

Mushrooms.

Garlic.

Potatoes.

Berries.

“Your team inventory is insane.”

He picked up a small pouch of healing fungus.

“You’re basically carrying an entire support class in vegetables.”

Dominic laughed.

“Pretty much.”

Alexei shook his head slowly.

“No wonder you guys can dive this consistently.”

He looked around the growing base.

“You don’t even have a dedicated healer.”

Dominic shrugged.

“Why would we?”

He held up a handful of mushrooms.

“We’ve got Phong.”

The paladin stared at the pile of produce.

“…this farmer might be the most broken support unit in the entire dungeon.”

Dominic smirked.

“Don’t tell the association that.”

He glanced toward the deeper tunnel leading further down.

“Honestly…”

“If we weren’t trying so hard to keep his farm secret…”

“…we’d probably already have a stable foothold on Floor 3.”

The team fell silent for a moment.

The dungeon stretched deeper below them.

And the farm above…

Was quietly reshaping the balance of power.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Night on Floor 2 did not feel like night on the surface.

The sky above the Wraith Fortress was a dim violet haze, illuminated by drifting mana currents that flowed through the cavern ceiling like slow-moving auroras. The wind carried the scent of damp stone, moss, and faint rot from creatures that thrived in the lower layers of the dungeon.

Dominic’s team had finished most of the perimeter work around the fortress and had finally allowed themselves a brief rest.

Lizardmen were still digging the irrigation canal that would connect the fortress to Lake Baratok. The sound of water moving through stone tunnels echoed softly in the distance.

Alex sat near the half-built barricade, polishing the edge of her rapier while hovering a small floating shield beside her with telekinesis. Séline and Camille had just returned from a scouting run along the ridge line.

Everything seemed calm.

Until—

BEEP.

A sharp sound pierced the night.

Then another.

BEEP. BEEP. BEEP.

The Alerting Carrots planted around the perimeter began screaming.

Not one.

All of them.

Dozens of small green stalks flashing and vibrating violently in the soil.

Dominic was already standing before the second alarm finished.

“Everyone up!”

The fortress courtyard exploded into motion.

Janet grabbed her spear.

Jake and Jack rolled out of their bedrolls instantly.

Joanne began preparing spell focus rings.

Alexei pulled his shield from the wall where it leaned.

Alex was already moving.

“What direction?”

Séline pointed toward the forest edge.

“North ridge!”

Camille added quickly.

“And west side!”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed.

“Two directions.”

Which meant one thing.

“Swarm.”

The trees along the ridge suddenly shook.

Then they appeared.

At first glance they looked similar to the creatures from Floor 1.

Mushroomires.

But these were not the docile, wandering fungi creatures that occasionally roamed the upper floor.

These were something else entirely.

Their caps were jagged like broken blades.

Their stalk-like bodies were thicker, muscular, with root-like limbs that dug into the soil for traction.

Glowing veins pulsed across their bodies.

Their eyes burned with hostile red light.

And unlike their peaceful cousins…

These ones ran.

Dozens poured out of the treeline.

Then more.

Then hundreds.

Jake cursed under his breath.

“…Mushroompires.”

Dominic spat to the side.

“Of course.”

The creatures had sensed something.

Opportunity.

The Wraith Fortress had been occupied by Shadows and Wraiths until Dominic’s team cleared it.

Now the power vacuum had attracted attention.

And the Mushroompires had arrived to claim the territory.

“DEFENSIVE LINE!”

Dominic planted himself at the center of the courtyard entrance.

His massive tower shield slammed into the ground with a heavy metallic clang.

Behind him, Janet moved to the left flank.

Jake and Jack spread out along the right.

Séline and Camille climbed the broken stone walls to gain elevation.

Joanne moved to the back line, already preparing spells.

Alexei stood beside Dominic.

Paladin aura beginning to glow faintly.

Alex stepped forward.

The air around her distorted.

Six psychic constructs materialized instantly.

Rapier.

Shield.

Bow.

Vajra.

Mace head.

Second shield.

They floated around her like predatory satellites.

The Mushroompires charged.

The battle began.

The first wave hit Dominic like a crashing wave.

Three Mushroompires leapt simultaneously.

Dominic roared and slammed his shield forward.

The creatures shattered against the steel wall with wet cracks.

One slipped past the edge.

Dominic grabbed it by the stalk and smashed it into the ground with a fist enhanced by his Judgenaut strength.

Another jumped over the shield.

Alex’s floating mace-head construct smashed it mid-air like a baseball bat.

Behind him, Alexei raised his sword.

“Radiant aura!”

Light exploded outward.

Several Mushroompires burst into clouds of glowing spores.

But the swarm kept coming.

On the fortress walls, Séline and Camille fought like twin storms.

Séline’s blade flashed in tight, efficient arcs.

Every strike cut through fungal flesh cleanly.

Camille fought more aggressively.

Kicks.

Elbows.

Short blade strikes.

Whenever a Mushroompire tried to climb the wall, she smashed it back down into the courtyard where Dominic finished it.

Below them, Jake and Jack moved like shadows.

Jake’s soldier ant mandible dagger tore through fungal stalks easily.

Jack used a pair of stone gauntlets to create and move stone structures, blocking advances from key directions.

Joanne unleashed controlled bursts of mana bolts that detonated groups of approaching enemies before they reached the barricades.

Nyx and Bruno helped from above Janet shoulders. One threw tiny fire orbs down at the mushroompires, the other threw stones like a mini bombers. Janet levitated and commanded the battle from the sky. Her airborne attacks and morale buffs came just in time of clutch.

But the real storm stood at the center.

Alex.

She moved through the battlefield like something out of a martial arts film.

Telekinesis amplified every motion.

When she stepped forward, invisible force propelled her faster than normal human movement.

Her rapier stabbed through a Mushroompire’s cap.

Her floating shield slammed another aside.

The vajra construct crushed a third.

The psychic bow fired arrows of condensed force that skewered enemies climbing the fortress walls.

Dominic glanced at her briefly between strikes.

“…still insane.”

Alex didn’t answer.

She was already moving again.

Hours passed.

Wave after wave crashed against the fortress.

Mushroompires crawled over broken stone.

Leapt from rooftops.

Clawed through barricades.

The courtyard slowly filled with torn fungal bodies and drifting clouds of glowing spores.

Janet’s voice rang out periodically.

“Sympathy Enoki!”

She tossed small healing mushrooms to injured teammates.

Alexei caught one mid-fight and chewed it quickly.

His wounds closed almost instantly.

He shook his head in disbelief even while fighting.

“Vegetables shouldn’t be this powerful.”

Dominic laughed while punching a Mushroompire through a wall.

“Tell that to our farmer.”

Near midnight the swarm intensified.

Larger Mushroompires appeared.

Five times the size of the earlier ones.

Thick caps covered in jagged spikes.

Dominic braced his shield again.

“Elite variants!”

The creatures slammed into the defensive line like battering rams.

Dominic was forced to slide backward across the stone floor.

Alex immediately reinforced the line.

Both psychic shields slammed into place beside Dominic’s tower shield.

The three barriers formed a temporary wall.

The impact cracked stone.

But the line held.

Jake yelled from the side.

“They’re trying to break the gate!”

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

“Not tonight.”

She lifted both hands.

Four of her psychic constructs turned into sharp, pointed blades. They twisted together, forming a drill the size of a minivan.

It pierced the elite variants, crushing anything and everything in its path.

Dominic team looked it awe as the elite wave collapsed under Alex’s ultimate-like attack in just seconds.

“Weeping onion. Relaxing Shiitake!”

Janet dropped the needed consumables for Alex. While she rested, Dominic, Jack and Alexei fortified the defense line.

By the time the sky began to lighten with the dim glow that passed for dawn in the dungeon…

The battlefield finally went quiet.

The last Mushroompire collapsed in the courtyard.

            

    
        Chapter 65: A run in with Josh and the farmer berserk mode

    
    
    
    
                Dawn in the dungeon never truly felt like sunrise.

The violet haze above Floor 2 simply grew a shade lighter, revealing the battlefield more clearly.

The courtyard of the Wraith Fortress was a mess.

Hundreds of torn Mushroompire bodies littered the stone ground. Spores drifted through the air like sickly snow. Broken barricades leaned against cracked walls, and the smell of fungus and iron hung heavy in the humid cavern air.

Dominic leaned against his tower shield, breathing hard.

Jake wiped green fungal blood off his dagger.

Camille sat on the wall edge, legs dangling, shaking her arms loose after hours of combat.

Janet distributed the last few Sympathy Enoki to patch minor wounds.

Everyone was exhausted.

They had fought the Mushroompire swarm almost the entire night.

The fortress was finally quiet.

Or so they thought.

A pair of slow claps echoed from the entrance.

Clap.

Clap.

Clap.

Everyone turned instantly.

Two figures stepped out of the shadows.

Josh.

And Emma.

Josh’s applause continued as he walked forward.

A smug grin stretched across his face like he had just watched a particularly entertaining show.

“Well,” he said casually, “that was impressive.”

Dominic’s expression hardened immediately.

“You’ve got five seconds to explain why you’re here.”

Josh stopped clapping and looked around the fortress courtyard.

The corpses.

The exhaustion on everyone’s faces.

The broken barricades.

His grin widened.

“Simple.”

His voice carried the tone of someone used to being obeyed.

“You give up the fort.”

He pointed back toward the tunnel leading to Floor 1.

“And escort me back to the gate.”

Silence filled the courtyard.

Josh shrugged lightly.

“Otherwise I’ll kill you all.”

He gestured lazily toward the battlefield.

“You’re exhausted.”

His eyes landed on Dominic.

“Your team’s resources are mostly spent.”

Then he glanced toward Alex.

“And even your golden prodigy here can barely stand.”

His voice dripped with entitlement.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

Emma stood beside him quietly.

Arms crossed.

Expression neutral.

Dominic cracked his knuckles slowly.

“…you always talk this much before getting punched?”

Josh laughed.

“You really think I'm the same guy from last year? How dense must you be?”

Then he disappeared.

Flash!

Josh reappeared behind Dominic. His fist slammed toward Dominic’s ribs.

Dominic barely turned in time, raising his shield just enough to absorb the blow.

The impact still shoved him two steps sideways.

“Fuck that Em thing,” Jake muttered.

Alex stepped forward.

“I’ll take him.”

Dominic didn’t argue.

“Everyone else hold perimeter.”

Emma leaned casually against the tunnel wall.

“I’m not participating.”

Camille narrowed her eyes.

“Really?”

Emma shrugged.

“This is classless.”

Her gaze shifted briefly to Josh.

“Even for him.”

Josh appeared ten meters away from Alex.

His new ability flickered constantly.

A distorted ripple followed every movement like space itself was snapping around him as he snapped in and out spatially, looking for an opening. Despite having the aura of a sadistic muscle brain, Josh fought efficiently dirty. He circled Alex with his spatial steps like a raptor looking for an opening.

He vanished once more.

Then appeared behind Alex.

A punch gunned straight for the back of her head.

Alex ducked.

Her floating vajra construct slammed backward like a hammer.

Josh teleported again before the blow landed.

He appeared on the fortress wall.

Then the ground.

Then behind her again.

His movements were chaotic.

Unpredictable.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

His fists struck like sudden lightning bolts. Each strike imbued with enough mana to shatter rocks on impact.

Alex controlled her constructs like a swarm of defensive satellites, stopping Josh deadly punches before it could land on her.

But even she struggled to keep up.

Emma watched the exchange calmly.

“She’ll adapt.”

Dominic glanced at her.

“What?”

Emma pointed toward Alex.

“Her class... Mindblade.”

“We only suspect it now, but it seem the minimum requirement to awaken this class is having brain capability at least 50% more than the average human. In simpler words, those who awaken mind blade are not just smart, but mentally resilient, observant, quick thinking... In short, it's a class that is exclusive to geniuses, at least that is top researchers working model.”

And she was right.

Slowly.

Gradually.

Alex’s movements began to anticipate Josh’s patterns.

She started reacting before he finished teleporting.

Her constructs shifted positions faster.

Her rapier strikes landed closer each time.

Alex was gaining control, slowly shifted from defense to offense.

Josh frowned slightly.

“Getting used to it?”

Alex didn’t respond.

Her breathing was already heavier.

The night-long battle against the Mushroompires was catching up.

Her stamina was draining.

Emma sighed softly.

“In a fair fight she wins eventually.”

Dominic looked at her.

“But this isn’t fair.”

Emma nodded.

“Exactly.”

Josh noticed it too.

Alex’s reactions slowed slightly.

Her shoulders dipped.

Her breathing grew deeper.

He grinned again.

“You’re tired.”

Blink.

He punched at her ribs.

She blocked.

But the impact forced her back.

Blink.

Another strike from the side.

Blink.

Another from behind.

He wasn’t trying to overpower her anymore.

He was wearing her down like an one man pack of wolf biting at something larger, trying to bleed the game until it die of exhaustion and blood lost.

Dominic charged.

“Enough.”

Josh teleported away instantly.

Appearing fifteen meters away with a laugh.

“Still think you can win, you fucking baboon?”

He blinked again.

Appeared above the wall.

Then behind Jake.

Then near Camille.

Every time someone tried to engage him he vanished before the blow landed.

A perfect guerrilla fighter.

Annoying.

Untouchable.

“It's futile,” Josh said mockingly.

“Fact is, you all are born beneath me.”

Then Dominic moved.

He slammed his shield down beside Alex.

“Take a breath.”

Josh blinked behind them again. His punch got the better of Dominic, sending the giant reeling back. Josh grinned. He never forgot that moment when Dominic punched him hard in the face.

The fact he had beaten Phong to deaths door first didn't even cross his mind.

“Touching moment.”

He raised his fist—

Then Alex moved.

Her hand slipped briefly into her pouch.

A single red berry.

Berserking Strawberry.

She swallowed it instantly.

Dominic saw.

His eyes widened.

Josh did not.

The effect hit immediately.

Her stats doubled.

Every muscle tightened.

Her mind sharpened.

Josh teleported again.

Appearing directly beside her.

Expecting the same exhausted opponent.

Instead—

Alex’s rapier flashed like lightning.

The blade struck his hand mid-punch.

He screamed.

Her psychic constructs created pure, unbearable pain just by hitting an opponent, an ability she had after evolved into Arbiter Mindblade. The pain wasn't physical. All of Josh defensive buffs and stats from his class: Pugilist, was useless against it.

A raw, shocked sound.

Teleportation triggered instantly.

He vanished.

Reappearing twenty meters away clutching his broken hand.

“What the—”

His voice shook with pain.

Blood dripped from his mangled fingers.

Alex stood still.

Rapier raised.

Eyes cold.

Josh stared at her.

“You—”

He didn’t finish.

Instead he teleported again.

This time far away.

Near the tunnel leading back to Floor 1.

Emma pushed herself off the wall.

“Well,” she said calmly.

“That escalated.”

Josh’s breathing was ragged.

His broken hand trembled.

He looked furious.

But also cautious now.

Emma walked toward him.

“We’re leaving.”

Josh glared back at Alex.

“This isn’t over.”

Then he teleported again.

Disappearing into the tunnel.

Emma followed at a normal walking pace.

Before entering the tunnel she paused.

Looking back toward Alex.

“You’re impressive.”

Her tone was honest.

“But don’t get comfortable.”

She gestured vaguely outward.

“The divers below you are closer than you think.”

A slight smirk crossed her lips.

“And that’s just the East Coast.”

She turned.

Then disappeared down the tunnel.



The courtyard fell silent again.

Dominic exhaled slowly.

“…well.”

Jake whistled.

“Those strawberries are insane.”

Alex’s shoulders suddenly slumped.

The one-minute boost faded.

The Extreme Weakness debuff crashed down on her immediately.

Her knees nearly buckled.

Dominic caught her before she fell.

“Easy.”

Alex managed a tired smile.

“He didn’t see it coming.”

Dominic laughed.

“No.”

He looked toward the tunnel where Josh had fled.

“And he thinks it’s your evolved class ability.”

Jake grinned.

“Let him.”

Dominic glanced around the fortress.

Then nodded slowly.

“Fort’s still ours.”

The escape from the Wraith Fortress had been messy, but effective.

Josh and Emma moved through the dungeon using his new ability with ruthless efficiency.

Blink.

A ripple of distorted air.

Then they appeared somewhere else.

Blink.

Again.

And again.

Josh’s multiclass ability allowed him to short-range teleport repeatedly, even carrying someone else with him, though not without limits. Each jump strained his body and drained mana, but it was still enough to bypass most threats if used carefully.

The deeper parts of Floor 2 were dangerous, but Josh had no intention of fighting anything he didn’t have to.

So he didn’t.

Every time a monster appeared, he blinked past it.

Emma followed close behind, letting him do the heavy lifting.

They passed through fungal groves, broken ruins, and narrow ravines filled with glowing moss.

A pack of shadow wolves tried to intercept them once.

Josh blinked twice and they were gone.

A swarm of floating mana insects drifted into their path.

Blink.

Gone again.

Emma stayed silent for a while.

Eventually she said, “You’re burning through stamina.”

Josh wiped sweat from his forehead.

“Worth it.”

His broken fingers throbbed with pain, hastily splinted by a crude mana brace Emma had conjured earlier.

Alex’s strike still haunted him.

The humiliation.

The shock.

But rage pushed him forward.

“I’ll deal with her later.”

Emma didn’t respond.

As they climbed toward Floor 1, the dungeon ecology worked strangely in their favor.

The Greencap Cavalries had moved closer to the gate zones after their migration conflicts with divers.

The trolls were temporarily disorganized due to the king’s recent sporing event.

That meant the region between the gate and Camp Stymphalian was unusually quiet.

Almost a vacuum.

Josh blinked again.

And suddenly—

They were through the tunnel.

Floor 1.

One more teleport carried them forward.

Then another.

And then—

Josh blinked directly through a line of bushes.

The air changed.

The smell hit them first.

Capsaicin.

Garlic.

Fresh soil.

Cold light that wasn't from fire. Familiar sounds of generators humming.

They stepped directly into a perimeter of red plants.

Emma stopped immediately.

“…what is this?”

Josh looked around.

Rows of strange crops stretched across a hidden clearing.

Chilies.

Potatoes.

Garlic.

Sunflowers.

And in the middle of it—

Structures – buildings built by trolls and designed by lizardmen.

A raccoon sitting on a rock drinking coffee.

And a farmer holding a shovel.

Phong.



Rico blinked.

“…uh.”

He slowly lowered his soda.

“Farm boy?”

Phong turned.

His eyes widened.

Josh.

Standing in the middle of the Chili Perimeter.

For a moment nobody spoke.

Then Josh started laughing.

He laughed loudly.

Openly.

Like he had just stumbled onto the greatest joke in the world.

“Well well well.”

His eyes swept across the farm.

The crops.

The defenses.

The structures.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding.”

Emma looked around more carefully.

Her expression slowly changed from curiosity…

To realization.

“…must be my lucky day.”

Josh pointed at Phong.

“Perfect.”

He stepped forward with the swagger of someone who believed the world belonged to him.

“Here’s what’s going to happen.”

His tone turned commanding.

“You let me stay here.”

He gestured lazily toward his wounded hand.

“And you treat these injuries.”

Then he looked around the farm again.

“And this place?”

His grin widened.

“I’m taking it.”

Rico stared at him.

“…this guy serious?”

Josh continued talking like Phong hadn’t even spoken.

“You know what happened earlier?”

He chuckled.

“I ran into your girlfriend.”

Phong’s expression stiffened.

Josh leaned closer.

“I beat her.”

The lie rolled off his tongue easily.

“She fought well.”

He shrugged.

“But she lost.”

He smirked.

“Guess that’s what happens when you try to be a hero in the dungeon.”



Something snapped.

Phong had been holding a shovel.

His grip tightened.

In the past week he had endured:

Em threatening to break Alex’s mind.

Nightmares of losing everyone.

And now—

Josh stood here.

Mocking Alex.

Mocking everything.

Bragging to him the same bastard that had taken his aunt and uncle away had hurt his love, his friends, Nyx and Bruno.

The nightmare image of his friends dying flashed across his mind again.

Something inside him cracked open.

Rage. Uncontrollable rage spilt out from the heart of a once calm and humble farmer.

The plants felt it.

The entire farm felt it.

The garden responded to the will of its creator.

Not defensively.

Not reactively.

For the first time—

They assumed the role of predators.



The first shot came from the mushrooms.

Enoki.

A cluster of thin white stalks bent like machine guns.

Then—

Rata ta ta ta ta.

A barrage of hardened mushroom projectiles fired at impossible speed.

They punched straight through Josh’s legs.

Blood exploded outward.

Josh screamed.

“What the—”

Before he could blink away—

The Chilies fired.

But they didn't even bother trying to hit Josh.

Pod of chilies detonate in mid air, sprinkling capsaicin at Josh's face.

His eyes burned instantly.

He gagged.

“AAAH—!”

Then the Bonktatoes moved.

Their vines snapped up from the soil like living whips.

One wrapped around his waist.

Another coiled toward his neck.

A third struck his shoulder like a club.

Josh blinked away.

But the plants didn’t stop. Unlike when the trolls, the lizardmen, the Black Ant attacked... this time, the bonktatoes went hunting.

The Lime-Oak Tree shook violently.

Its branches released a rain of frozen fruit.

ICE LIMES

They slammed into the ground around Josh like grenades.

Shards of ice exploded across the clearing.

And then—

The Carrockets.

A carrot missile launched from the field. Then 2 other came. Then a whole dozen.

Josh teleported again—

But the accumulated shockwave still caught him mid-blink. He spun on the air like a human pinwheel and slammed head first into the ground.

Josh panicked.

He had fought strong divers.

Monsters.

Bosses.

But this—

This was a war machine in the form of a garden.

A fucking automated arsenal of modern artilleries disguised as plant life.

The entire farm was trying to kill him. Tried to hunt him. To them, Josh was a stubborn and elusive rabbit, afraid and powerless.

He started blinking wildly.

Left.

Right.

Forward.

Backward.

Each teleport barely avoiding another strike.

Emma grabbed his arm.

“We need to leave.”

Josh’s eyes were wide with fear.

“I KNOW!”

Then a Bonktato vine snapped forward like a spear.

Straight toward Josh’s chest.

He knew he wouldn’t dodge in time. He had lost too much mana. He need a fraction of a second more to recover just enough to blink once final time.

So he did something worse.

He grabbed Emma.

And threw her into the path.

The vine smashed into her torso.

The impact launched her into the dirt.

Josh blinked away instantly. He went for the same direction where Emma was sent flying.

Reappearing near the edge of the clearing, Emma was lying at his feet, gasping for every bit of air she could.

Josh was bleeding.

Burned.

Half-blinded by chili vapor.

But alive.

He pointed at Phong.

“You’re finished.”

His voice shook with fury.

“I’m exposing this place.”

His grin returned despite the pain.

“You think this farm is yours?”

“Wait until the elites see it.”

“Governments.”

“Guilds.”

“Corporations.”

“They’ll strip this place clean.”

He laughed again.

“You’ll lose everything.”

Then he blinked.

Gone.



The next Carrocket was already flying.

But Emma lay directly in its blast radius.

She had taken the Bonktato hit full-force.

Her breathing was shallow.

Her ribs clearly broken. Her lungs might be contused too.

If the missile exploded now—

She would die.

Phong froze.

One fraction second.

Two.

The garden still pulsed with killing intent.

Revenge was right there.

Josh.

His parents’ killer’s son.

The bastard responsible for everything.

But Emma had warned him before.

About the assassination attempt.

Did he need it? He doubted that. But it was the thought that count. Emma didn’t know about any of his arsenal. To her, he was a lv1 farmer, defenseless on his own, and she had gone against her own interest to help him.

Phong exhaled.

If he killed Josh, but at the cost of someone else, someone who he owed one, his uncle would surely looked down upon him. Phong despised force humanism in media. But taking the life of some stranger who had shown him no hostility in the name of vengeance was a line he did not want to cross.

His uncle said the biggest debt to owe someone wasn’t monetary, but rather a favor.

Now Phong had understood what he meant.

“Stand down.”

The plants obeyed.

The Carrocket detonated harmlessly in the air.

The vines withdrew.

The guns went silent.

Phong ran forward.

Emma coughed weakly.

“…guess I d...eserved that.”

Phong knelt beside her.

“You’re alive.”

She looked toward the direction Josh had escaped.

“You should have let him die.”

Phong shook his head.

“Not if it cost your life.”



Far away.

Josh kept teleporting.

Over and over.

Trying to put as much distance between himself and the farm as possible.

But somewhere in the forest…

A different group was already moving.

The Greencap Cavalry.

If they caught him—

Josh might never reach the gate.



Back at Camp Stymphalian…

Phong stood silently beside Emma.

The plants slowly calmed.

The garden returned to quiet.

But the damage had already been done.

Josh had seen everything.

The farm.

The defenses.

The impossible ecosystem.

And if he reached civilization—

The world might soon learn about Camp Stymphalian.

---
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        Chapter 66: Fallouts of Josh snitches

    
    
    
    
                Phong carried Emma into the inner part of Camp Stymphalian carefully.

She was lighter than he expected.

The Bonktato strike had left deep bruising across her torso, and even unconscious she winced faintly whenever her body shifted.

The impact from a Bonktato vine wasn’t just blunt force... it carried the weight and kinetic shock of a battering ram.

If Phong had let the Carrocket explode on top of that…

He didn’t finish the thought.

The wooden house at the center of the camp had long ago become a sort of field clinic, storage room, and meeting hall all in one. Phong laid Emma down on a wooden bench covered with folded blankets.

Rico climbed onto the table immediately.

“…wow.”

He poked the air above Emma’s face like he was checking if she was a hologram.

“Farmer.”

“What.”

“This is weird.”

Phong didn’t look up from preparing the medicine.

“Which part.”

“The part where the girl who helped assassins warn you about assassins is now unconscious in your house because the assassins tried to assassinate you again.”

Phong sighed. Half because he hated how much the raccoon was right. Half because of how Rico spammed the word assassin like a kid learning a new big word.

“Fair.”

Emma had fainted during the last seconds of their conversation.

The Bonktato blow had probably cracked a rib or two. Even if she was strong enough to survive it, the shock alone could knock someone unconscious.

Phong prepared a handful of Sympathy Enoki.

He ground them with a small stone bowl.

The paste glowed faintly.

Then he paused.

“…Rico.”

The raccoon raised an eyebrow, trying his best to get out of this situation.

“Rico is not here.”

Phong ignored his attempt of feinting innocence.

“You apply it.”

Rico blinked.

“…why.”

Phong didn’t look away from the bowl.

“Because I have a girlfriend.”

Rico stared at him.

“…you’re kidding.”

“No.”

“You’re saving someone’s life.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re worried about cheating.”

“If you are not here, then I'll do it. But since you are...”

Rico rubbed his face.

“I live with celibate human cub.”

Phong didn't question how the raccoon had picked up word like celibate and how that word was misused.

Still, Rico hopped up onto the bench and began carefully spreading the glowing mushroom paste across Emma’s bruised torso and ribs.

The effect was almost immediate.

The swelling slowed.

Her breathing stabilized.

Color slowly returned to her face.

Rico leaned back.

“I demand caffeine compensation.”

He wiped his paws on a rag.

“She’s going to live.”



Phong stepped outside again.

But before returning to the scorched land, he stopped.

There was still a problem.

Josh.

If he reached the surface…

If he talked…

Camp Stymphalian would become the most valuable acquisition in the entire dungeon.

Corporations.

Guilds.

Governments.

Everyone would come.

Technology.

Drones.

Survey equipment.

Mining teams.

Armies of divers.

Phong and everything he had built would then be used as another gear to strengthen a system that let greedy men, powerful men take away his voice and his family. And it would happen whether he liked it or not.

Unless he did something about it.

And he had a plan. But he must do it quickly.

Phong pulled up his status menu.

The request from Sky Emperor still existed.

The one belonging to the entity he had started calling…

The Sky Emperor.

Phong hesitated a moment.

Then wrote.

And hoped that the Sky Emperor's message system didn't have a spam folder.

Message Sent...

“Hey. Uh… I know you already helped me with Em’s issue in exchange for fixing the scorched land.”

A pause.

Phong scratched his head.

He wasn’t exactly used to messaging ancient cosmic dragons.

Then he continued.

“But I might need another favor.”

He added quickly:

“It would benefit you too.”

Another moment passed.

Then he explained everything.

Josh seeing the camp.

The risk of exposure.

The possibility of human forces descending en masse.

The disruption to the ecosystem. The destabilization of an entire dungeon floor.

Then he wrote the request.

“If possible, could you hide this place from flying camera drones?”

“Divers themselves won’t be able to reach here easily. The Greencap cavalry, treants, trolls, lizardmen, and the black ant to some extend would stop them.”

“But fly-cams are different.”

He finished simply.

“So if you could mess with their recordings somehow, that would help.”

Phong waited.

Three seconds passed.

Then the reply came.

“Understood.”

Another line appeared.

“Simple.”

Then:

“Any device attempting aerial observation will record incorrect terrain.”

Phong blinked.

“…that was fast.”

The message continued.

“Continue repairing the land.”

Then the chat window closed on it own.

Just like that.

The most powerful being on Floor 1 had casually installed a drone-proof camouflage system over Camp Stymphalian.

Phong exhaled slowly.

“Well… that’s a relief.”



Back inside the house, Rico sat in a chair with his feet up on the table.

Emma still lay unconscious.

The raccoon leaned closer to her face.

“You know.”

He whispered conspiratorially.

“You owe us.”

No response.

“Big time.”

Still nothing.

“Like… lifetime supply of coffee level of debt.”

Emma remained unconscious.

Rico shrugged.

“Well, I tried.”



Outside again, Phong returned to work.

The scorched land still waited.

The ground had cooled, but it remained sterile and lifeless.

Moletatoes continued their underground work, breaking up hardened soil.

Phong planted another row carefully.

Even after everything that had just happened, he didn’t slow down.

If he asked favors from dragons…

He wasn’t going to slack off on his part of the deal.

The farm tools moved steadily.

Soil turned.

Seeds planted.

Life returned little by little.

Not far away, the Sky Emperor watched.

A small green lizard sat quietly on a rock overlooking the field.

The dragon’s disguise blended perfectly with the surrounding foliage.

The farmer worked without complaining.

Without fear.

Even after nearly being exposed.

Even after facing one of his greatest enemies.

The dragon’s tail flicked slightly.

“…interesting.”

He knew that lv1 farmer didn't trust him fully.

What Phong trust was the dragon motivation.

A bet placed on the fact that the Azure Dragon - the Pillar of Order - would act in a way that maintain the dungeon's balance. And that level 1 farmer had used this knowledge to his advantage.

Meanwhile…

A tiny red-gold chick hopped across the farm fence.

Little Fireball chirped excitedly.

She had watched the entire confrontation.

To her…

This had been the most entertaining drama episode yet.

Betrayal.

Rage.

Sacrifice.

The villain escaping.

The hero saving someone who didn’t deserve it.

She chirped happily.

In her mind, this had been the perfect K-drama betrayal arc.

And she couldn’t wait to see what happened in the next episode.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

When Phong finally had a moment to breathe, he wiped the dirt from his hands and pulled out his phone.

The farm had calmed again. The plants had returned to their usual watchful silence. Emma was still unconscious inside the farmhouse under Rico’s extremely questionable but technically successful medical supervision.

Only then did Phong open the group chat.

He typed quickly.

“Josh came to the camp.”

The replies exploded almost instantly.

Dominic:
“WHAT.”

Janet:
“Explain.”

Jake:
“Wait wait wait HOLD ON.”

Alex:
“Are you hurt?”

Phong smiled faintly at that last one.

He typed again.

“I’m fine.”

Then he explained everything.

Josh and Emma teleporting through the dungeon.

The accidental blink directly into the chili perimeter.

The confrontation.

Josh bragging about beating Alex.

The plants going berserk.

Emma being used as a shield.

Josh escaping.

And finally—

The message to the Sky Emperor.

When he finished, the chat went silent for a few seconds.

Then Alex replied.

“Wait.”

“How did you know about our fight with Josh?”

Phong blinked.

Then typed.

“He bragged about it.”

Another pause.

Then Dominic typed:

“Classic Josh.”

Alex wrote again.

“He didn’t beat me.”

Phong replied instantly.

“Should have known you still had the strawberry.”

Then he added:

“You okay?”

The answer came almost immediately.

“Yes.”

He could almost hear her voice through the screen.

Relieved.

But still tense.

After a moment Alex sent another message.

“We’re coming back.”

Dominic added:

“Yeah.”

“If Josh found the camp we need to secure it.”

Alex continued.

“We’ll go back to Floor 1 and get you. We move everything. The defense. The plants. All of it... to floor 2 and hide there for a while. Let them find a lone tree stood between Lake Baratok and troll moutain.”

Phong shook his head even before typing.

“No.”

Several typing bubbles appeared at once.

Alex:
“What do you mean no?”

Phong replied calmly.

“I promised the dragon I’d fix the scorched land.”

“And Emma’s injured.”

“She needs someone watching her.”

Another pause.

Alex’s next message came slower.

“…Emma is still there?”

Phong winced slightly.

“Yes.”

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Then appeared again.

Finally she wrote:

“So you’re living alone with Emma Tannenbaum right now.”

Phong rubbed his forehead.

“She’s unconscious.”

No reply.

The silence in the chat lasted long enough that Dominic finally typed:

“Oh boy.”

“Rico is here.”

“Great. That's even worse.”

Then—

Rico’s head popped into the frame beside Phong.

“Gimme that.”

Before Phong could stop him, the raccoon grabbed the phone.

His message appeared in the chat.

“Farmer refuse touch Emma even to apply medicine.”

“Rico had to do it.”

Another message immediately followed.

“Peak beta behavior.”

Phong groaned.

“Give that back.”

The raccoon added one more message before handing the phone back.

“Human romance logic confusing.”

“Raccoon logic superior.”

Jake responded with a row of laughing emojis.

Dominic typed:

“I can now officially say Phong is the most loyal idiot alive.”

Alex’s next message came a few seconds later.

“…good.”

Then:

“Still jealous though.”

Phong blinked, finally realized how sus he sound earlier.



The next morning began normally.

For about ten minutes.

Then Phong’s phone exploded.

Notifications flooded the screen.

Dozens.

Hundreds.

Messages from:

High school friends.

College acquaintances.

News reporters.

Corporate numbers.

Unknown contacts.

Even the Vogel bakery family sent him a SMS asking if he's alright.

He opened the news first.

The headline appeared immediately.

“DIVER CLAIMS DISCOVERY OF SECRET DUNGEON FARM.”

Josh had reached the surface.

And he had talked.

Apparently he had stormed straight into the nearest guild office and started ranting about a hidden farm.

A fortified camp.

An entire ecosystem of resources.

Camp Stymphalian.

The elites had listened.

At first.

But then the drones went out.

And the footage came back showing…

Nothing.

Just empty ruins.

Satellite drones.

Recon drones.

Survey drones.

All recorded the same thing.

A barren stretch of land between two known landmarks:

Lake of Doom

and

Death Peak

The footage showed broken stone.

Dead ground.

No farm.

No plants.

No structures.

No camp.

Josh looked like a lunatic.

But one person didn’t dismiss it entirely.

Olen’s father.

Not because he believed Josh.

But because he saw an opportunity.

Phong received a call request.

The number was a strange one, unrecognizable, caller appeared to be in Silicon Valley.

Phong answered cautiously.

A calm, professional voice greeted him.

“Mr. Phong.”

“We represent the interests of Mr. Ellison.”

Olen last name was Ellison.

This alerted him.

Either the bastard or his son was trying to approach him directly now.

Phong said nothing.

The man continued smoothly.

“We understand you may possess information regarding a location referred to as ‘Camp Stymphalian.’”

Phong leaned against the farmhouse wall.

“…do you?”

The man’s tone remained polite.

“Our employer believes Mr. Josh’s claims may hold some truth.”

He paused.

“However.”

“If such a place exists, it would surely attract enormous attention.”

“Government interest.”

“Corporate acquisition.”

“Guild intervention.”

A subtle threat.

“You understand this, don't you? I believed there was a saying in your country that go like this: the utmost crime of a commoner is possessing a valuable jewel.”

Phong did.

The man continued.

“Mr. Ellison is prepared to offer a generous arrangement.”

“If you provide the truth directly, and exclusively to us.”

“We would compensate you appropriately.”

“And ensure the safety of you, and people you care about.”

Phong almost laughed.

The man finished calmly.

“Otherwise our employer may feel compelled to invest significant resources into discovering the truth himself.”

The call ended.

What Phong didn’t know…

Was that Olen’s father didn’t actually believe Josh.

Not really.

He had watched the drone footage.

Listened to the reports.

Every piece of evidence pointed to nothing being there.

The shareholders of his company certainly thought so.

They had already rejected the idea of pouring major resources into chasing what looked like a hallucination from a wounded diver.

But the threat still worked as leverage.

If Phong was hiding something…

Fear might make him reveal it.

And if he wasn’t…

Well.

Then nothing was lost.

Olen's father, this Mr. Ellison, had more than enough patience to wait for another chance to try again.

Back in Camp Stymphalian…

Phong put his phone away.

The farm was still quiet.

The plants swayed gently.

Inside the farmhouse Emma slept under the effects of the Sympathy Enoki.

Rico sat beside her eating another soda-flavored candy bar he had found somewhere.

The raccoon looked up.

“So.”

“Humans trying to buy the farm now?”

Phong nodded.

“Pretty much.”

Rico grinned.

“Good luck to them.”

The raccoon gestured toward the forest.

“First they fight big horn goats.”

“Then rabbits.”

“Then trees.”

"Then fish".

“Then vegetables.”

“Clearly only someone like transcended Rico can get pass all of that.”

Phong tossed the so called “transcended raccoon” a can of soda. Rico was silenced immediately, too busy chucking caffeinated sugary drink to speak.

Phong looked out over the fields.

The garden.

The alliances.

The hidden ecosystem.

Then he picked up his shovel again.

There was one thing the raccoon got right.

“…let them try.”

            

    
        Chapter 67: A raccoon and a wolf

    
    
    
    
                The aftermath of Josh’s appearance lingered in the air like a storm that had just passed.

Camp Stymphalian looked peaceful again on the surface. The chili rows swayed gently in the wind, the sunflowers glowed softly, and the moletatoes continued their slow underground work across the scorched patch of land.

But Rico had not recovered from the shock.

The raccoon had seen many ridiculous things since meeting Phong.

Exploding vegetables.

Mushrooms that healed wounds.

A chick watching soap operas.

But seeing Josh blink directly into the farm, watching the plants turn into a full-scale war machine, had shaken him in a way his raccoon ego didn’t want to admit.

He walked up to Phong, who was kneeling in the blackened soil of the dragon-delivered land, carefully checking the moisture around the newly planted seeds.

The seeds Alex had bought in Lyon.

The ones rumored to come from the biome growing on the back of the Horns of the Earth.

They were already sprouting faint green shoots.

Phong didn’t look up when Rico approached.

“What.”

Rico hesitated.

“…hypothetical question.”

Phong sighed.

“That means you’re about to do something stupid.”

“Possibly.”

The raccoon scratched the back of his neck.

“Can I borrow some defensive plants?”

Phong blinked.

“For what.”

“Research.”

Phong stared at him.

“…research.”

“Yes.”

“Scientific advancement.”

“Technological innovation.”

“Defense development.”

Phong sighed again.

He thought about that moment in Lyon.

Then what just happened with Emma.

And couldn't say no to the raccon.

“As long as you don’t damage the crops.”

Rico’s eyes lit up.

“Excellent!”

The raccoon sprinted off immediately.

Phong shook his head and went back to work.

He assumed Rico was going to test combinations of chili explosives or something equally ridiculous.

What he did not know…

Was that Rico had a very different experiment in mind.

Behind the farmhouse.

The baby treant—the small sapling that had bonded with Rico—sat quietly beside the fence.

The little tree creature tilted its head curiously when Rico approached.

“Alright partner.”

The raccoon crouched down dramatically.

“Today we enter Phase Two.”

The sapling blinked.

Rico pulled out several samples.

A bonktato vine cutting.

A chili seed pod.

A tiny piece of garlic root.

The raccoon rubbed his paws together.

“Observation.”

“Plants here evolve.”

“Treants mimic plant traits.”

He pointed at the sapling.

“You are plant.”

Then he pointed at the weapons.

“These are plants.”

The sapling leaned forward curiously.

Rico nodded solemnly.

“Therefore.”

“We test compatibility.”

The raccoon shoved a piece of bonktato vine into the baby treant’s roots.

The sapling shuddered slightly.

Then a tiny vine sprouted from one of its branches.

Rico’s eyes widened.

“OH.”

He shoved a chili seed in next.

A faint red glow appeared along the bark.

Rico jumped back in excitement.

“Yes!”

He began scribbling notes in a small notebook.

“Conclusion.”

“Baby treant may integrate defensive plant traits.”

He stood dramatically.

“Modern Kamen Rider requires multiple forms.”

The raccoon pointed at his wooden armor.

“Utility builds!”

Meanwhile…

Phong had no idea any of this was happening.

He remained focused on the scorched earth.

The soil had improved slightly overnight.

The moletatoes had already begun breaking apart the hardened crust of burned ground.

The seeds Alex had purchased were particularly interesting.

The sprouts had faint silver veins along their stems.

A subtle glow pulsed inside them.

Phong carefully adjusted the irrigation lines.

“If these actually came from Horns of the Earth…”

He muttered to himself.

“…they might become something special.”



Far below.

On Floor 2.

Dominic’s team had just finished repairing the outer barricades around the Wraith Fortress.

The canal from Lake Baratok was nearly complete. It took them a whole day. Long enough for Alex to recover from the backlash of Berserking Strawberry "extreme weakness".

The base was becoming stable.

Which meant something inevitable happened.

An apex predator showed up.

The warning came from Jake first.

“Movement near the river!”

Everyone turned.

Something massive stepped out of the fog rolling across the waterline.

An enormous wolf.

Its fur shimmered with frost crystals.

Cold mist flowed from its mouth with every breath.

One of its hind legs was wounded, a deep gash exposing bone beneath frozen blood.

But even injured…

The creature radiated terrifying presence.

Alexei whispered.

“…level?”

Joanne checked.

Her voice went quiet.

“Fifty-four.”

Silence fell across the fortress.

A Level 54 Ice Wolf.

Dominic exhaled slowly.

“Well.”

“Guess today’s boss fight arrived.”

The wolf charged.

Fast.

Even injured it moved like a blizzard.

Dominic stepped forward immediately.

He bit into a Stoic Garlic.

Activate the gauntlet he bought in Lyon to gain a strength boost.

Alexei also ate a Stoic garlic and raised his sword, armor glowed with an aura that super charged Dominic’s durability.

The effect hit instantly.

The two tanks planted themselves in front of the gate like living walls.

The wolf slammed into them.

The impact sounded like a battering ram hitting stone.

Dominic’s boots dug grooves into the ground as he held the shield.

Alexei’s holy aura flared brightly as he braced beside him.

Behind them—

The team moved.

Alex and Jake took the right flank.

Both consumed Snow Limes. Every buffs counted in a fight against a level 54 boss, let alone Snow Lime whopping 20% buff to dexterity.

Alex summoned her psychic constructs instantly.

Seven weapons hovered around her like satellites.

She had only managed to control 6 once: during the fight against Olen’s assassins. But now, after the fight with Josh and the defense against Mushroompires, she had leveled up enough to maintain 7 psychic constructs.

Jake darted forward with his ant-mandible dagger flashing.

On the left flank—

Séline and Camille moved in perfect coordination.

Séline’s fists smashed with surgical precision.

Camille attacked aggressively with her claws, striking joints and exposed muscle with brutal efficiency.

They harried the wolf from the sides, forcing it to constantly turn.

Above them—

Jack and Joanne took the watch towers.

Jack hurled boulders and pointy rocks at the wolf using his strongest ability as a stone warden.

Joanne fired mana projectiles through an aiming scope ring she had modified herself.

Each strike forced the wolf to shift attention.

Janet hovered above the battlefield.

Her Valkyrie wings glowing faintly.

“Left side opening!”

“Jake, now!”

“Dominic hold center!”

She directed the entire battlefield like a general.

Perched on her shoulders...

Nyx and Bruno had become living turrets.

Nyx fired mana bolts with surgical accuracy.

Bruno leapt down occasionally to tear at exposed flesh before scrambling back up to safety.

The Ice Wolf roared.

Its breath unleashed a wave of freezing wind that coated the ground in ice.

Dominic’s armor froze over instantly.

But the Stoic Garlic held.

He refused to move.

Alexei raised his shield beside him.

“Hold!”

Behind them the team pressed the attack harder.

Because even a Level 54 predator…

Could bleed.

And Dominic’s team had something monsters rarely faced.

Teamwork.

And vegetables that broke the rules of the dungeon.

But mostly teamwork.

They hoped.

The battle with the Ice Wolf dragged on longer than anyone wanted.

What had begun as a coordinated defense quickly turned into a brutal endurance match.

The creature was wounded when it arrived, but a Level 54 predator in the dungeon was still something far beyond what most diver teams would ever dare confront.

Dominic’s team had no choice.

The wolf had already claimed the territory around the Wraith Fortress as its hunting ground.

If they didn’t kill it now, the fortress would never become a stable base.

The Ice Wolf lunged again.

Its massive paw came down like a falling boulder.

CRACK

Dominic’s shield caught part of the blow, but the shockwave still blasted outward.

Alex and Jake, who had been closing in on the right flank, were thrown backward across the frozen stone courtyard.

Jake slammed into the wall hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

Alex landed on her feet but skidded several meters before regaining balance.

The wolf followed with a sweeping claw.

Séline tried to dodge but wasn’t fast enough.

The claw raked across her side.

A deep scratch tore through her armor and left a bloody gash across her ribs.

She staggered back immediately.

“Falling back!”

Camille moved with her, covering the retreat while Séline pulled out a bundle of Sympathy Enoki.

The healing mushroom dissolved into glowing paste as she crushed it,

She swallowed.

The bleeding slowed almost instantly.

Meanwhile Dominic was still holding the center.

The Ice Wolf lowered its head.

Its jaws opened.

The temperature in the courtyard dropped instantly.

Dominic’s instincts screamed.

“Brace!”

He threw a bundle of Sympathy Enoki into his mouth just in case.

A blizzard erupted from the wolf’s maw.

A concentrated storm of freezing wind and razor ice shards blasted directly into him.

His armor turned white in seconds.

Frost crawled across his shield.

The cold stabbed through his lungs like knives.

Even with Stoic Garlic still dulling the pain…

He nearly froze solid.

Sympathy Enoki healed his wounds was how he survive tanking a boss legendary action. But even they could not do anything about the cold. Hypothermia could still take Dominic's life unless everyone acted quickly.

Dominic staggered back.

Janet immediately flew him behind a pillar. No words were exchanged between them.

Janet told Nyx to warm Dominic up with her fire.

Then, she threw him a single mushroom: Relaxing Shiitake.

"Eat! We still need you on the battle field."

She rejoined everyone in the courtyard after that single sentence.

Within seconds the effect triggered.

His body shut down.

Not unconscious.

But entering the strange accelerated rest the mushroom granted.

His muscles were already partially healed by Empathy Enoki. A good night sleep in just 1 minute would immensely recover his ability to fight.

Meanwhile—

The line had to hold.

Alexei stepped forward.

The paladin raised his shield.

“Oi, wolf. Try me.”

The Ice Wolf slammed into him.

Even with divine reinforcement his boots dug trenches in the frozen ground.

The wolf was simply too strong.

Claws hammered against his shield.

Fangs snapped inches from his face.

His armor bent under the force.

Alexei realized quickly—

He wouldn’t last.

So he reached into his pouch.

Pulled out the berry.

And swallowed.

The effect hit instantly.

His stats doubled.

Strength surged through his arms.

His shield stopped moving.

The wolf slammed into him again.

This time Alexei held the line. And with a push, he even managed to push the wolf staggering back.

The lv54 boss eyed him, confusion flooded its eyes.

For one full minute the paladin stood alone against the monster.

Behind him the team repositioned.

Jake recovered.

Séline finished healing.

Camille returned to the flank.

Alex prepared her constructs again.

But the strawberry timer had to run out eventually.

The debuff hit.

Extreme Weakness.

Alexei’s body suddenly felt like lead.

His arms shook violently.

“I’m out!”

He fell back just as Dominic stood up again.

Fully restored.

Dominic rolled his shoulders.

“Round two.”

But this time he had eaten a strawberry as well.

His stats doubled.

The transformation was immediate.

He charged the wolf head-on.

His fist crashed into its jaw like a hammer.

CRACK

Two teeth shattered.

The wolf staggered.

Dominic followed with a brutal shoulder tackle that broke one of its front legs.

The beast howled.

Another punch.

Another crack.

The second front leg collapsed.

Dominic grabbed the wolf’s head and slammed it into the ground.

More teeth shattered.

The monster tried to crawl away.

It was wounded badly now.

Its instinct was screaming retreat despite the hunger clawing at its brain.

The wolf had decided team Dominic cost too many calories to hunt.

But the team had already surrounded it.

Jake and Camille harried its flanks.

Séline slashed its hamstrings.

Jack and Joanne rained attacks from the towers.

The wolf turned to flee toward the river.

That’s when Alex moved.

She had been waiting.

Watching.

Calculating.

Using the invisibility her armor granted to sneak up on the wolf/

All seven of her psychic constructs gathered into a single point.

The same technique she had used against the elite Mushroompires.

The psychic drill.

The weapon formed behind the wolf’s blind spot.

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

Then she thrust her hand forward.

The spinning spear of condensed telekinetic force drilled straight through the wolf’s skull.

The beast dropped instantly.

Dead before it hit the ground.



For a moment nobody moved.

Then Alex dropped to one knee.

Her hand pressed against her temple.

A sharp headache pulsed through her skull.

Using a drill made out of all seven constructs back to back, without the strawberry’s boost pushed her mind dangerously close to its limit.

Janet descended beside her.

“Easy.”

She looked around the battlefield quickly.

Both tanks were shaking.

Dominic.

Alexei.

The Extreme Weakness debuff had hit them hard.

Janet raised her voice.

“Retreat.”

Nobody argued.

They pulled back into the fortress courtyard.

The gates slammed shut behind them.

Only after the dust settled did the system notification appear.

The Ice Wolf had counted as a boss-tier kill.

Experience surged through the team.

Dominic checked his status screen.

“…Level 35.”

Janet nodded.

“Same.”

Alex rubbed her temples.

“Thirty-five.”

Alexei blinked.

“Me too.”

The others checked their menus.

Jake.

Jack.

Séline.

Camille.

Joanne.

All had reached Level 34.

They leaned against the walls, breathing heavily.

Jake let out a low whistle.

“Worth it.”

Dominic laughed weakly.

“Yeah.”

Alex glanced at her menu again.

Then she smirked.

“Yue Ting hit 37 recently.”

Dominic nodded.

“But…”

He gestured around the fortress.

“We just caught up to where she was when she first set foot on Floor 3.”

The Wraith Fortress stood behind them.

The second foothold of their growing territory.

And far above—

A farmer’s vegetables had helped push them this far.

            

    
        Chapter 68: Benefits of being honorable

    
    
    
    
                The day after the Ice Wolf battle was quieter.

Dominic’s team had pulled back behind the territory held by the Lizardmen of Lake Baratok, letting their bodies recover from the brutal fight. Even with Phong’s vegetables and mushrooms keeping them alive through the night, the strain of fighting a Level 54 predator had left everyone battered.

Janet sat on a broken wall stone inside the Wraith Fortress courtyard, reviewing the team’s condition.

Dominic had already shaken off most of the Extreme Weakness debuff from the Berserking Strawberry.

Alexei had recovered as well, though the paladin still stretched his shoulders occasionally, testing the stiffness left behind by the strain of holding the line against the wolf.

Jake and Jack were arguing quietly over which one of them had technically landed the “coolest” strike during the fight.

Séline and Camille were comparing the damage on their armor while Joanne experimented with a small enchantment adjustment on her spell-scope ring.

Alex sat nearby with her eyes closed.

The headache from forcing the psychic drill attack without strawberry support was still pounding behind her eyes.

Janet finally stood up.

“Alright.”

Everyone looked up.

“We’re going to Camp Stymphalian.”

Dominic nodded immediately.

“Agreed.”

He looked toward Alexei.

“And you’re coming with us.”

The paladin blinked.

“…really?”

Jake grinned.

“Congrats.”

“You passed the loyalty exam.”

Alexei frowned.

“There was an exam?”

Dominic chuckled.

“The part where you didn’t run when a Level 54 monster tried to eat you.”

Janet added calmly,

“You also didn’t ask too many questions about the farm.”

“That helps.”

Alexei rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.

“…I figured if you trusted someone that much, there was probably a reason.”

Dominic clapped him on the shoulder.

“Good instinct.”

Then he pointed toward the valley leading back to Floor 1.

“Let’s go.”



Back at Camp Stymphalian, the morning had begun with a completely different kind of battle.

Phong was standing in the farmhouse kitchen with his arms crossed.

Rico stood on the table with an empty instant coffee sticks in his paw.

“You did it again.”

The raccoon looked offended.

“I did nothing.”

Phong pointed to the trash bin.

Three empty instant coffee wrappers.

“Third time this week.”

Rico shrugged.

“Caffeine is essential for productivity.”

“You don’t work.”

“I supervise.”

“You steal.”

“Resource redistribution.”

Phong rubbed his forehead.

“I swear to god…”

Rico pointed dramatically.

“You can’t prove anything.”

Phong opened the storage cabinet.

Inside were claw marks on the coffee box.

Rico looked away.

“…It was Nyx's.”

"Uh huh?"

The argument ended abruptly when the perimeter plants rustled.

Visitors.

Phong stepped outside.

Dominic’s team was already walking through the chili rows.

Alex looked tired but relieved.

Dominic waved.

“Morning farmer.”

Phong grinned.

“You brought everyone.”

Dominic gestured behind him.

“Plus one.”

Alexei stepped forward.

“Hi.”

Phong looked at him for a second.

Then nodded.

“Welcome to Camp Stymphalian.”

Before anyone could say anything else—

Every phone in the group suddenly began pinging.

One notification after another.

Dominic pulled his phone out first.

“…what the hell?”

Jake checked his.

“Livestream?”

“How can all of us receive a notification at once then?”

Phong murmured. They were friends. Allies. Yes. But they also had different tastes for entertainment. So... for everyone of them to all receive a notification of live streaming at the same time was abnormal.

Alex frowned and opened hers.

The video loaded.

Then everyone froze.

The camera showed the interior of the Camp Stymphalian farmhouse.

The same room where Emma had been resting.

It was angled just right to hide any sight of mutated plants.

Emma herself sat on the bed, pale but upright.

A microphone icon blinked in the corner of the screen.

Thousands of viewers.

The livestream was exploding.

Co-streams flooded the internet.

Emma looked directly into the camera.

“My name is Emma Tannenbaum.”

“I’m making this statement to address several false claims made by Joshua Harlan earlier.”

The chat beside the stream was scrolling so fast it looked like static.

Emma continued calmly.

“Joshua claimed I died during our attempt to escape Floor 3.”

She lifted her arm slightly.

“As you can see, I’m alive.”

The camera angle shifted slightly, showing the inside of the cottage.

Nothing unusual.

Just a small wooden house.

Simple furniture.

Normal-looking plants outside the window.

Emma continued.

“I also want to address his claim about something called ‘Camp Stymphalian.’”

The chat exploded again.

Emma sighed.

“There is no such place.”

The viewers erupted into confusion.

Emma spoke clearly.

“Mr. Harlan appears to have hallucinated an entire settlement after sustaining injuries.”

“During the incident I was rescued by a diver team led by Dominic Torres.”

The camera briefly panned toward the doorway.

Where Dominic was now standing with his mouth slightly open.

Emma looked back to the camera.

“The only person living here is a farmer named Phong.”

She gestured toward the window.

“He grows normal crops and lives in a small cottage.”

“Nothing more.”

Outside the camera frame, Rico leaned toward Phong.

“…you normal? If so then I'm a cat.”

Phong whispered back.

“Shut up.”

Emma’s voice hardened slightly.

“There is another matter I want to address.”

She paused.

“My relationship with Joshua Harlan.”

The livestream viewer count doubled in seconds.

Emma continued.

“During our escape from Floor 3, Joshua used me as a shield to block a lethal attack.”

The chat exploded again.

Emma’s tone remained steady.

“I am formally ending our relationship.”

She leaned closer to the camera.

“And I will be providing testimony regarding that incident to the Divers Association.”

The reaction on the surface was immediate.

Within minutes financial news alerts began spreading.

The Tannenbaum family had begun aggressively attacking the stock positions tied to Josh’s father.

Corporate retaliation.

Fast.

Brutal.

Emma had already informed her family about what happened.

Though she had carefully avoided mentioning Camp Stymphalian.

Instead she told them the simple version:

During a fight with an elite monster, Josh had thrown her into the attack.

She had survived because Dominic’s team intervened.

That was enough.

The Tannenbaums did not take betrayal lightly.

Back at the farm, the livestream ended.

Silence hung in the room.

Jake finally said what everyone was thinking.

“…well.”

“That escalated.”

Dominic rubbed his face.

“She just nuked Josh’s reputation.”

Janet crossed her arms.

“And protected the camp.”

Alex looked toward the bedroom where Emma had been resting.

“…she didn’t have to do that.”

Phong nodded slowly.

“No.”

Rico tilted his head.

“Human drama very complicated. Normally boring.”

He tore open another stolen coffee packet.

“But this is entertaining.”

Rico raw-dogged the powdered coffee. The raccoon couldn't be bothered to boil some water.

Little Fireball chirped in agreement.

Phong stood outside the door to the small bedroom for a moment before pushing it open.

Dominic, Janet, Alex, and the rest of the team followed quietly behind him.

Inside, Emma was already awake.

She sat on the edge of the bed with a blanket over her shoulders, her ribs still wrapped with strips of cloth soaked in the Sympathy Enoki paste Rico had applied earlier. The glow of the mushroom medicine had faded to a faint shimmer, a sign that the worst of the internal damage had already been stabilized.

When she saw the entire group enter, Emma raised one eyebrow.

“Well.”

“That’s quite the welcoming committee.”

Jake leaned against the door frame.

“You did just set half the East Coast diver community on fire.”

Emma shrugged slightly.

“Occupational hazard.”

Phong stepped forward.

For a few seconds he simply looked at her.

He had expected many things from Emma Tannenbaum.

Manipulation.

Strategic silence.

Cold neutrality.

But not this.

Not a livestream that dismantled Josh’s credibility and protected Camp Stymphalian in the same breath.

“I didn’t think you’d help me with the biggest problem I had,” Phong said quietly.

Emma tilted her head slightly.

“You mean the part where your little secret garden would get invaded by every guild, government and corporation on the planet?”

“Yes.”

She sighed softly.

“You’re giving me too much credit.”

Emma leaned back against the headboard.

“I didn’t do it for you.”

The room went quiet.

She folded her arms.

“I did it for myself.”

Alex crossed her arms.

“Explain.”

Emma nodded.

“Josh expected you to kill me.”

Everyone froze slightly.

Phong frowned.

“What?”

Emma looked at him directly.

“Think about it.”

“Josh knows how much you hate him.”

Her voice was calm, analytical.

“He threw me into your garden like a sack of meat.”

She tapped her temple lightly.

“In his mind, two outcomes were likely.”

“One: You kill me.”

“Revenge. Perfect excuse for him to scream to the world that the ‘farmer’ is a murderer running a secret base.”

Emma paused.

“Two: You leave me to die.”

“Same result.”

She shrugged.

“Josh would have done either.”

Emma looked down at her hands.

“So he assumed you would too.”

Phong’s jaw tightened slightly.

“But you didn’t.”

Emma nodded.

“No.”

She looked up again.

“And that annoyed me.”

Jake chuckled softly.

“Petty revenge.”

Emma smiled faintly.

“Extremely— I wanted Josh to be a public clown.”

Dominic leaned forward slightly.

“You also denied the camp exists.”

Emma nodded again.

“Because if that story spreads…”

She gestured around the cottage.

“…this place becomes the most valuable strategic location in the dungeon.”

Janet added quietly,

“And every diver guild would march here.”

Emma shrugged.

“And I’m still sitting in the middle of it. It was merely self-preservation.”

Alex stepped closer.

Her expression softened slightly.

“Still.”

“You protected him.”

Emma met her eyes.

“Temporarily.”

Alex didn’t blink.

“That’s enough.”

For a moment the two women simply looked at each other.

Then Alex nodded.

“Thank you.”

Emma blinked in mild surprise.

“You’re welcome.”

Then Emma glanced around the room again.

“There’s something else you should know.”

Dominic leaned forward.

“What.”

Emma pointed at their phones.

“That group chat of yours.”

Dominic’s expression changed slightly.

“What about it?”

Emma smirked.

“You realize no one has managed to intercept it.”

Jake shrugged.

“Good encryption?”

Emma shook her head slowly.

“Not just good.”

“Professional.”

She looked at Phong.

“You know who set it up?”

Phong thought for a second.

Then his eyes widened slightly.

“…Uncle Long.”

Memories surfaced.

The small café at Hà Nội Corner.

Uncle Long leaning over his phone.

Telling them he’d “fix the chat so nobody could spy on their nonsense.”

Emma nodded.

“I checked the traffic.”

“That chat is wrapped in layered encryption most corporate cyber-security teams would struggle to crack.”

Dominic whistled softly.

“…our coffee guy did that?”

Emma smiled faintly.

“That ‘coffee guy’ knows a lot about cybersecurity.”

Phong stared at the floor for a moment.

Images of his aunt and uncle resurfaced in his mind.

Their deaths.

The silence that followed.

How Long had been there to cheer him when he showed up at Hà Nội's corner.

How he never asked anything. Not about the camp. Not about the plants. Not about the talking animals Phong casually brought for coffee. As long as he could visibly see Phong getting better, standing straighter, it was enough for the uncle.

Helping him set things up without asking questions, silently, was just one of those moment.

“…he’s been protecting me,” Phong murmured.

Emma nodded.

“Yes.”

“Long before you realized it.”

The mood in the room softened.

Dominic stretched his arms.

“Well.”

“That explains why nobody from the Association ever showed up asking awkward questions.”

Jake grinned.

“We’ve been running a secret war room this whole time.”

Janet smirked.

“Good to know.”

Phong clapped his hands once.

“Alright.”

Everyone looked at him.

“Enough drama.”

He turned toward the door.

“Dinner.”

Jake immediately perked up.

“Dinner?”

Phong nodded.

“You all just came back alive.”

He opened the door.

“That deserves food.”



The main room of the farmhouse slowly filled with warmth again.

Phong pulled out a large metal pot and set it over the stove.

Soon the familiar scent of broth filled the air.

Hot pot.

The camp’s unofficial celebration meal.

Rico appeared immediately.

“Food detected.”

“You were already here.”

“Hush, away with your petty details.”

The table filled with ingredients.

Fish traded from the lizardmen.

Crab and lobster from the lake.

Beef.

Chicken.

Mushrooms.

Vegetables from the garden.

Dominic leaned back in his chair.

“Alright farmer. Let's hear it.”

Phong raised an eyebrow.

“Hear what?”

Dominic grinned.

“How the hell a bunch of vegetables helped us kill a Level 54 boss.”

Jake raised his drink.

“To the most broken farmer in the dungeon.”

Everyone laughed.

Even Emma.

And for the first time since Josh’s appearance…

Camp Stymphalian felt peaceful again.


            

    
        Chapter 69: Rival talk and the raccoon plushie incident

    
    
    
    
                The hot pot dinner slowly transformed the tense farmhouse into something warm and alive again.

The large metal pot at the center of the table bubbled steadily, releasing steam that carried the scent of broth, garlic, herbs, and spices throughout the room. The table itself had become crowded with ingredients: sliced beef, chicken, fish from the lake, mushrooms from the farm, bundles of vegetables, noodles, and various sauces Phong had improvised from whatever he could trade or grow.

Dominic leaned back in his chair, one arm draped over the backrest, watching the steam rise from the pot like he was staring into a campfire.

“So,” he said after swallowing a bite of beef, “you should’ve seen Alex earlier.”

Phong looked up from stirring the broth.

“What did she do?”

Dominic grinned.

“She killed the wolf.”

Jake immediately raised his chopsticks.

“Not just killed.”

“Annihilated.”

Alex groaned quietly.

“Can we not.”

Dominic ignored her.

“Level fifty-four Ice Wolf.”

He held up five fingers dramatically.

“Fifty-four.”

“Big enough to bite a horse in half.”

“Faster than anything we’ve seen on this floor.”

He pointed at Alex.

“And this psycho—”

Alex threw a mushroom at him.

“—used some giant psychic drill attack and punched straight through its skull.”

Janet nodded calmly while dipping fish into the broth.

“She nearly gave herself a migraine doing it.”

Jake snorted.

“Worth it.”

Phong looked at Alex.

“Sounds impressive.”

Alex shrugged slightly, though a faint smile tugged at her lips.

“It worked.”

Dominic leaned forward again.

“You should start planting defenses around the fortress soon.”

“Once the next lime-oak sprout grows we’ll be ready for a second camp.”

Phong nodded slowly.

“Alright.”

He made a mental note.

Camp Stymphalian.

Camp Harpy.

And soon…

A Wraith Fortress outpost.

The network was expanding.

Across the table, Rico had taken over the storytelling for an entirely different reason.

The raccoon stood proudly on the chair like a tiny lecturer.

“And then,” Rico declared loudly, “farmer refused touch Emma even to apply medicine.”

Nyx flicked her tail approvingly from Janet’s shoulder.

Bruno barked once in agreement.

Rico pointed dramatically at Phong.

“Peak beta behavior.”

Jake nearly choked on his drink laughing.

Dominic slapped the table.

“That actually happened?”

Emma rolled her eyes.

“Yes.”

Phong rubbed his forehead.

“It was basic respect.”

Rico shook his head.

“Raccoon logic superior.”

“Medical emergency overrides romance protocol.”

Emma chuckled softly at that.

“You know,” she said, lifting her chopsticks thoughtfully, “I never expected to lose to Alex in terms of attractiveness.”

Everyone paused.

Alex blinked.

“What?”

Emma gestured toward Phong.

“You managed to lock down the one man in the room who refused to even touch me while saving my life.”

She smirked slightly.

“That’s impressive.”

Alex snorted.

“You’re joking.”

Emma shrugged.

“Partially.”

She dipped another slice of meat into the pot.

“This hot pot thing though…”

She glanced at the bubbling broth.

“…is very peasant food.”

Jake raised an eyebrow.

“You’re still eating it.”

Emma chewed thoughtfully.

“…it’s good.”

The table erupted into laughter again.

At the far end of the table, Alexei had been quietly observing everything with mild fascination.

He had never seen anything like this before.

A hidden farm.

A team of divers casually discussing boss fights.

A raccoon giving relationship advice.

And a tiny phoenix chick perched on the table.

He leaned forward carefully.

“Hey.”

Little Fireball ignored him.

Alexei picked up a small piece of cooked meat.

“Want some?”

The chick glanced at him once.

Then immediately turned around and hopped into Phong’s hoodie hood instead.

Alexei blinked.

“…did I offend it?”

Phong shrugged.

“She’s picky.”

Rico snorted.

“She only trusts main character.”

Alexei sighed.

“Tough crowd.”

Eventually the hot pot meal slowed.

People leaned back in their chairs.

The room was full of satisfied exhaustion.

Dominic stretched.

Janet began organizing the remaining supplies.

Jake and Jack argued over whether the wolf’s teeth would make better daggers or spearheads.

Nyx and Bruno had curled up together on the floor.

The farmhouse slowly grew quieter.



Later that night, Alex stepped outside the bedroom where Emma had been resting.

Emma sat upright against the headboard, ribs still wrapped but her was breathing steadier now.

Alex leaned against the door frame.

“You believed it.”

Emma looked up.

“What.”

“You believed what Josh believed.”

Emma raised an eyebrow.

“That Phong would kill me.”

Alex nodded.

“Or leave you to die.”

Emma watched her carefully for a moment.

Then she shrugged.

“…yes.”

Alex crossed her arms.

“You didn’t expect him to save you.”

Emma tilted her head slightly.

“You’re observant.”

Alex smirked faintly.

“It wasn’t hard.”

Emma leaned back again.

“Well... Congratulations.”

“You found a dull man with strong morals.”

Alex laughed quietly.

“He wasn’t always like this.”

Emma raised an eyebrow.

“Oh?”

“The dungeon changed him.”

Alex looked toward the hallway where Phong’s footsteps had passed earlier.

“And it changed us.”

Emma studied her expression.

“You’re different too.”

Alex nodded.

“I know.”

Emma gave a small smile.

“You’re more likable now than you were in college.”

Alex blinked.

“That’s… surprisingly honest.”

Emma shrugged.

“Near-death experiences are very clarifying.”

She gestured lazily toward the door.

“You should go.”

“Your boyfriend’s waiting.”

Alex hesitated.

“You’ll be alright?”

Emma nodded.

“I’ll recover.”

Then she smirked slightly.

“And I’d rather not watch your cuddle session.”

Alex rolled her eyes.

“Fair.”

She turned toward the hallway.

Phong was sitting quietly near the window when Alex returned.

He looked up.

“You done talking?”

Alex walked over and sat beside him.

Then leaned gently against his shoulder.

“Yeah.”

The farmhouse had grown quiet.

The farm outside swayed gently in the night breeze.

Alex wrapped an arm around him.

“You did good today.”

Phong exhaled slowly.

“Feels like everything keeps getting bigger.”

Alex rested her head against his shoulder.

“That’s because it is.”

For a while neither of them spoke.

They simply sat together.

The farmer and the woman who had chosen to stand beside him.

While outside, Camp Stymphalian continued quietly growing into something the world had not yet discovered.


Phong woke up to a sound that could only be described as a war crime against the ears.

“SCREEEEEEEEEECH!”

He bolted upright in bed, half tangled in blankets, heart pounding like something had just triggered an alerting carrot next to his head.

Alex stirred beside him.

“What—”

Another screech.

“AAAAAAAAA—GET OFF—GET OFF—GET OFF!”

Phong blinked twice.

“…Rico?”

Alex groaned and buried her face in the pillow.

Outside the room, chaos continued.

Phong pulled on a shirt and stepped out into the hallway.

The scene he walked into froze him for a solid three seconds.

Emma Tannenbaum sat upright in bed, hair messy from sleep, looking extremely irritated.

And in her arms—

Rico.

The raccoon.

Who had apparently been hugged like a plush toy all night.

Emma blinked slowly.

“You people have very strange pets.”

Rico exploded into movement the moment he realized he was awake.

“I AM NOT PLUSHIE!”

He scrambled off the bed and onto the floor, fur puffed up in outrage.

“I AM PROUD WARRIOR!”

Nyx, sitting on the dresser, watched the scene with feline judgment.

Bruno wagged his tail enthusiastically.

Emma stretched her arms.

“In my defense,” she said dryly, “I woke up in the middle of the night and something soft was already there.”

She glanced at Rico.

“…so I used it.”

Rico pointed dramatically.

“KIDNAP!”

Alex leaned against the doorway, barely holding back laughter.

“You sleepwalked again.”

Rico froze.

Then he slowly turned to Phong.

“…this farmer sabotage.”

Phong raised both hands.

“I didn’t do anything.”

Jake leaned against the wall.

“This is the funniest morning we’ve had in weeks.”

Jack nodded solemnly.

“Ten out of ten.”

Emma crossed her arms.

“Next time your raccoon enters my room at night, I’m charging rent.”

Rico gasped.

“RACCOON UNION FILE COMPLAINT!”

The farmhouse filled with laughter.



Once breakfast settled things down—rice, leftover hot pot broth, fresh vegetables from the farm, and an alarming amount of coffee—the camp gathered under the lime-oak tree to discuss the next step.

The great trunk of the tree cast a wide shade over the clearing, its pale bark glowing faintly with the chill aura of the Snow Lime fruit.

Phong stood near the table they used as a planning board.

“Alright,” he said.

“We can’t delay anymore.”

He pointed to the rough map they had drawn of the dungeon floors.

Camp Stymphalian.

Camp Harpy.

The Wraith Fortress on Floor 2.

And the scattered territories controlled by the Lizardmen, Trolls, Treants, and Greencap Kingdom.

Dominic crossed his arms.

“You’re going down there yourself.”

Phong nodded.

“I need to start planting the defensive plants.”

“If we want the fortress to become a real second camp, the plants have to take root early.”

Alex leaned against the table beside him.

“Which means we divide.”

Phong pointed.

“Janet, Dominic, Séline, Camille.”

“You stay here.”

Dominic raised an eyebrow.

“You’re benching me?”

“You’re guarding the camp,” Phong replied calmly.

“And keeping an eye on Emma.”

Emma snorted from the porch.

“Lovely.”

Janet nodded though.

“That makes sense.”

“This place is still the heart of everything.”

“If something attacks while you’re gone, we need our strongest fighters here.”

Séline glanced at Camille and shrugged.

“Vacation over.”

Camille smiled slightly.

“We guard the farm.”

Jake stretched his shoulders.

“So we’re the expedition team.”

Phong nodded again.

“Me, Alex, the three of you.”

“And the animals.”

Nyx flicked her tail proudly.

Bruno barked once.

Little Fireball peeked out of Phong’s hoodie hood like a sleepy ember.

Rico raised a hand.

“Raccoon volunteer stay in camp.”

Phong shook his head immediately.

“No.”

Rico froze.

“WHAT.”

“You’re coming.”

“NO.”

“YES.”

Rico clutched his chest dramatically.

“I have… important research here.”

Alex smirked.

“Research involving coffee?”

Rico turned away suspiciously fast.

Phong had absolutely no idea that the raccoon had been secretly feeding bits of defensive plants to the baby treant on his back.

To Rico, the goal was obvious.

New Kamen Rider forms.

To Phong, the raccoon simply looked like a caffeine addict trying to dodge work.

“No arguments,” Phong said.

“You’re coming.”

Rico slumped.

“Farmer dictatorship.”

            

    
        Chapter 70: The farmer made it to the second floor

    
    
    
    
                By mid-morning the expedition group began walking toward one of the lower-floor entrances.

Phong had never actually seen one up close before.

The entrance stood between two tall rock formations like a temple gate.

It was massive.

A golden archway, its surface etched with strange symbols that pulsed faintly with mana.

At the center of the gate was a carved figure.

A hooded silhouette.

Face hidden.

Hands folded.

The image made Phong uneasy.

“…that thing looks familiar.”

Alex glanced at it.

“From where?”

Phong frowned.

“It reminds me of something from Lovecraft.”

“The King in Yellow.”

Jake tilted his head.

“Not the most comforting reference.”

The gate radiated golden light like a miniature sun.

Below it, a marketplace had formed.

Sponsored divers from major corporations stood around small stalls selling supplies.

Water flasks.

Rope.

Battery banks.

Emergency healing kits.

Clothes. Weapons sharpening service.

Some even wore jackets with massive logos printed across the back.

Amazon.

Costco.

Various biotech companies.

Two years ago, Phong would have been doing the same too. Near the gate to Manhattan, not the entrances to the next floor, but the similarities were close enough to poke at some wounded part in his soul

Selling produces hauled from above ground.

Trying to scrape together a living.

Now he was walking past them toward the deeper floors of the dungeon.

He exhaled slowly.

“Feels weird.”

Alex glanced at him.

“Reminding you of unpleasant memory.”

“Yeah.”

He watched a young diver scan his cash app at a supply stall.

“…About how naive I was.”

He was indeed naive, thinking he could scrape a living in a niche without working for the retail giants.

They approached the gate.

The golden surface hummed quietly.

Jake squinted upward.

“You ever notice something weird about the dungeon?”

“What.”

Alex pointed to the map in her mind.

“Each floor doesn’t have one entrance.”

“There are many.”

Phong blinked.

“Really? Like there are gates to various places in the world?”

“Yeah. They’re scattered.”

She tapped the stone with her boot.

“The floors connect like tunnels.”

Phong thought about it for a moment.

Then smiled faintly.

“…like a lotus root.”

Everyone paused.

Jake nodded slowly.

“That’s actually a perfect comparison.”

Multiple holes.

Multiple paths.

Layers connecting through hidden passages.

The dungeon really did resemble the cross-section of a lotus root.

Rico looked offended.

“Why farmer always talk about vegetables.”

“Because I’m a farmer.”

“Unfair specialization.”



They stepped through the golden gate.

The world changed instantly.

The bright light swallowed them for a moment.

Then the ground beneath their feet became stone.

A spiral staircase descended into darkness.

Complete, total void was what existed between the dungeon floors. Only the stone spiral staircase was allowed to exist.

Step after step.

Downward.

The air grew colder.

Heavier.

Nyx’s ears twitched.

Bruno growled softly.

Little Fireball poked her head out of the hoodie again.

Phong looked down the endless spiral.

This was it.

The first time he was leaving the safety of Floor 1.

The first time he was diving deeper.

Alex squeezed his hand gently.

“Ready?”

Phong smiled slightly.

“Not really.”

He took a breath.

Then stepped downward.

Into Floor 2.

The spiral staircase from the golden gate seemed endless.

Stone steps wound downward through a hollow shaft carved deep into the dungeon rock. Faint lines of mana glowed along the walls like veins of blue lightning, providing just enough light to see where to place each step. The air grew cooler the deeper they descended, carrying with it the distant echo of monsters and underground rivers somewhere far below.

Phong walked in the middle of the group, adjusting the strange mask he wore.

The artifact had come from the Greencap Kingdom. The bunny captain had presented it to him with the same solemn seriousness as when he gifted Alex her armor.

The mask was simple in appearance, matte white with faint green etchings shaped like curling vines.

But its function was priceless.

Anyone who looked at him would see nothing.

No name.

No class.

No level.

No status.

To any system interface or appraisal skill, he was simply blank.

And right now, outside the dragon's protected zone around Camp Stymphalian, that mattered.

Josh had escaped.

Josh talked.

Phong wasn’t stupid enough to assume the world would simply ignore that.

He tightened the mask straps slightly.

Just in case.



Ahead of him, Nyx and Bruno had clearly decided this descent was the perfect time to show off.

The black cat leaped gracefully from one step to another with exaggerated elegance, tail flicking with smug pride.

Bruno trotted beside her with the confident gait of a dog who had recently realized he was much stronger than before.

The two animals stopped midway down the staircase and turned toward Phong dramatically.

Nyx lifted one paw.

Bruno barked proudly.

Phong raised an eyebrow.

“Level twenty.”

He blinked again.

“Already?”

Rico nodded.

“Dog and cat strong now.”

Nyx meowed smugly.

Bruno wagged his tail enthusiastically.

Phong scratched his head.

“That system is… unbalanced.”

Jake glanced over.

“What do you mean?”

Phong gestured toward the animals.

“They helped kill a level fifty-four Ice Wolf.”

“Shouldn’t they have gained more levels than that?”

Alex shook her head.

“Not how the experience system works.”

She stepped down beside him as they continued descending.

“Experience gain from a kill is capped.”

Phong looked at her.

“Capped?”

“Proportional to your own level.”

She pointed at Nyx and Bruno.

“A level twenty creature can’t absorb the full experience value of a level fifty-four monster.”

“Otherwise…”

She shrugged.

“…people would just throw armies at high-level monsters.”

Dominic chuckled from behind.

“Imagine a thousand level-one divers stabbing a dragon to death.”

Alex continued.

“If the system didn’t cap experience gain, the strongest players in the world would level purely through manpower.”

“You’d see corporations throwing ten thousand mercenaries at one boss.”

"Or high level diver incapacitated a monster and leave it to low level divers to poke it to death."

Jake nodded.

“Buying levels would be even more efficient than it already is. I'm sure the rich gonna love that change.”

Alex crossed her arms.

“The cap prevents that kind of level inflation.”

“Even if a high-level monster eventually dies from sheer numbers…”

“…each individual participant only receives a limited portion of the experience.”

Phong exhaled slowly.

“That’s… actually smart.”

Nyx flicked her tail again.

Bruno barked once proudly.

Rico nodded.

“Animals still strong.”

Phong smiled.

“That they are.”



Eventually the spiral staircase ended.

The final step opened onto Floor 2.

The air here was heavier.

Thicker.

Mana flowed through the environment like an invisible ocean.

The landscape stretched into a vast cavern ecosystem: jagged stone ridges, twisted forests of fungal growth, underground rivers reflecting faint blue light, and distant mountain silhouettes that cut into the cavern ceiling.

Even the sky above looked different.

A dim, glowing haze that shifted like aurora lights.

Phong stopped for a moment.

“So this is Floor 2.”

Alex nodded.

“You’ll get used to it.”

They walked for nearly an hour, navigating familiar terrain Alex and the others had already explored during their dives.

Eventually the dark outline of the Wraith Fortress appeared ahead.

Tall black walls.

Broken towers.

The scars of recent battle still visible along the stone.

This place had nearly become their second home.

Dominic and the team had fought hard to secure it.

Lizardmen had helped dig irrigation channels.

Barricades had been built.

Supply routes planned.

The fortress could have become a powerful foothold.

Phong stood quietly, staring at it.

He walked slowly through the gates.

The courtyard was silent now.

The ghostly wraith presence that once haunted the fortress had long since been destroyed.

He walked the walls.

Checked the towers.

Examined the terrain around it.

Alex watched him quietly.

Jake and Jack waited nearby.

Rico sat on a broken stone and drank stolen coffee from a tiny metal cup.

Finally, Phong opened the group chat.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard for a moment.

Then he typed.



Phong:
"I have decided not to use the fort as a second camp."

The message appeared instantly.

A few seconds passed.

Then he typed again.

Phong:
"Sorry. I needed to see it for myself before making the decision."

Phong:
"The benefits do not outweigh the risks."

Another pause.

Phong:
"Josh and Emma both know this location."

Phong:
"Josh tried to claim this place once already."

Phong:
"If he needs proof that Camp Stymphalian exists…"

Phong:
"This fortress will be the first place he looks."

The chat remained silent for a moment.

Then Dominic responded.

Dominic:
“Good call.”

Janet followed.

Janet:
“No argument here.”

Séline added a simple message.

Séline:
“Better safe than dead.”

Phong exhaled quietly.

He had worried they might be angry after all the work they put into securing the fortress.

But they understood.

This wasn’t about convenience.

It was about survival.



Instead of staying, the group boarded one of the lizardmen boats waiting near the lake.

The lizardmen had already established small docking points along the water routes.

The boat slid quietly across the dark surface.

After nearly forty minutes of travel, Phong spotted what he was looking for.

A jagged mountain peak rising sharply from the lake’s edge. A patch of dense forest shaped like a crescent moon hugged the jagged shoreline, forming a naturaly valley tugged between dark forest and deadly lake.

Steep stone walls.

Narrow access routes.

Perfect defensive terrain.

“Here.”

The boat landed against the rocky shore.

They climbed onto land.

Phong surveyed the area carefully.

This would work.

Better than the fortress.

Less obvious.

Less predictable.

He opened a small wooden crate and released the first wave of workers.

The moletatoes.

The little plants immediately burrowed into the ground, tunneling through soil and stone with impressive efficiency.

Within minutes the underground network began expanding.

Rico watched them work.

“Potato army.”

Phong smiled slightly.

“Exactly.”

Rico, whose intention was misinterpreted, added:

"Delicious potato army."

"No!"

Once the work began, Phong pulled out his phone again.

This time he tagged someone.

Selena.

Their encrypted channel remained one of the safest communication lines he had.

He typed calmly.



Phong:
[The dills, basils and tomatoes have not shown any sign of mutation.]

A moment passed.

Then he continued.

Phong:
[The last successful mutations were strawberries and peas.]

He looked at the ground where new crops would soon grow.

Then added:

Phong:
[Fourteen appears to be the mutation limit for that patch of land on Floor 1.]

He leaned against the stone wall and waited.

The dungeon wind carried the scent of soil and distant water.

Somewhere in floor 2, a new camp was about to grow.

And far away in New York, Selena’s phone would soon light up with the message that might help her solve yet another piece of the dungeon’s impossible puzzle.

            

    
        Chapter 71: The divers from West Coast

    
    
    
    
                Phong and the group moved north. They followed a trail by the lake bank, between the jagged cliffs that was the shore of lake Baratok and a patch of deep, dark forest.

The lake stretched wide and dark. Small waves hit the jagged cliff that was the bank and broke instantly.

Mana specks floated from the tree line toward them, casting their reflection onto the water.

It was not long until the team reached a rocky lake bank at the foot of the hill where they had set up the Moletatoes.

For the first time since arriving, things felt… still.

Phong took advantage of that.

He sat near the water’s edge with a simple fishing line he had improvised—nothing fancy, just a rod, some string, and a hook shaped from salvaged metal.

Quietly fishing.

He cast the line.

The ripple spread across the lake.

And then he waited.

For about thirty seconds.

Nyx sat beside him, tail neatly wrapped around her paws, trying to look interested. Bruno sat on the other side, ears perked, watching the water like something exciting might leap out any second.

Another ten seconds passed.

Nyx blinked slowly. Bruno tilted his head.

Another twenty seconds.

Nyx stood up. Bruno yawned.

They exchanged a glance. Unspoken agreement.

Then both of them turned and left.

Phong didn’t even look back.

“…figured.”

Behind him, the sounds of sparring quickly replaced the quiet.

Joanne stood at the center, stretching her fingers, faint mana gathering around her like mist. Jake spun his dagger lazily. Jack cracked his neck.

Nyx darted forward first. Fast, precise, a blur of black fur and claw.

Bruno followed, charging in with brute enthusiasm.

Joanne laughed.

“Alright, come on then.”

The shoreline behind Phong turned into a training ground again.

He smiled faintly. At least someone was having fun.

Rico, meanwhile, had found something far more interesting.

The lake.

The raccoon crouched at the water’s edge, sniffing it with intense focus.

“…fish inside.”

He pulled out his small mana-powered stun baton. Eyes gleaming.

“Fast method.”

He leaned forward.

“Efficient method.”

The baton sparked faintly.

He prepared to dip it into the water—

A hand grabbed his collar mid-motion.

“No.”

Rico froze.

Slowly turned.

Alex stood behind him, expression calm.

“Electrifying the water is illegal.”

Rico blinked.

“…we are in dungeon.”

“Yes.”

“No law here.”

“Yes.”

“So…”

“No.”

Rico frowned.

“Human inefficient.”

Alex shrugged.

“Human also doesn’t want to accidentally pissed off a monster fish underneath the wave.”

Rico paused. Looked at the water. Looked at his baton.

…looked back at Alex.

“…valid argument.”

He sighed dramatically and turned the baton off.

“I’m oppressed.”

Alex let go of him.

“Go spar with the others.”

Rico shook his head.

“Nah.”

Then he walked over to Phong.

Sat beside him.

And without asking...

Reached for the fishing rod.

Phong pulled it slightly out of reach.

“No.”

Rico pointed at the water.

“Fish.”

Phong pointed at the rod.

“Mine.”

Rico crossed his arms.

“Stingy farmer.”

"Thieving raccoon."

Alex eventually joined Phong by the shore. She sat down beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched.

For a while, she said nothing. Just watched the line in the water.

Then—

poke

Phong blinked.

“…what?”

Alex smiled slightly.

“Nothing.”

A few seconds passed.

Then—

poke

Phong sighed.

“You’re bored.”

“Maybe.”

She leaned a little closer. Her fingers moved to his hair, gently brushing through it.

“Hold still.”

Phong didn’t resist.

She adjusted a few strands, smoothing them down, then messing them up again on purpose.

“Your hair’s getting long.”

“You cut it then.”

“No.”

“Why not.”

“I like it.”

She tugged lightly at a strand.

“Gives you that ‘tired farmer protagonist’ look.”

Phong huffed quietly.

“Great.”

Alex leaned back on her hands.

“Oh, and one more thing.”

She glanced at his hoodie.

“You’re only allowed to keep that NPC hoodie…”

Phong raised an eyebrow.

“Was about to ask why?”

“…because Little Fireball likes it.”

Right on cue—

A small, warm weight landed on his head.

Little Fireball had clearly grown bored of doing nothing. She perched on top of his hair like she owned the place. Then began scratching lightly, tiny talons working through his hair like she was searching for something.

Phong winced.

“…what is she doing.”

Alex grinned.

“Foraging.”

Rico nodded seriously.

“Looking for bugs.”

“I don’t have bugs.”

“You are the biggest one we know.”

Phong sighed.

Accepted his fate.

Little Fireball chirped happily, clearly satisfied with her new “nest.”

The lake remained still. The line barely moved.

The world, for once, didn’t feel like it was about to explode into chaos.

Alex leaned her head lightly against Phong’s shoulder.

“You’re quiet.”

“Fishing.”

“That’s not talking.”

“That’s the point.”

She hummed softly.

Then—

“Are you still thinking about everything?”

Phong didn’t answer immediately.

The water rippled faintly.

“…yeah.”

Alex didn’t push. She just stayed there. Close. Warm. Real.

After a moment, he exhaled.

“But not as much.”

She smiled faintly.

“Good.”

Behind them, Bruno barked triumphantly as he managed to tackle Jake. Nyx darted past Joanne’s spell and landed a clean hit on Jack’s shoulder. Rico was now lying flat on the ground, staring at the sky, probably thinking about coffee. Little Fireball chirped again, still happily messing with Phong’s hair.

And the fishing line—

Finally twitched.

Phong’s hand moved instantly. He pulled.

A fish burst from the water, glistening under the faint dungeon light.

Small.

But real.

Phong looked at it.

Then at Alex.

“…dinner.”

Alex laughed softly.

“See? Efficient.”

Rico sat up instantly.

“My turn!.”



The lake had only just gone still again.

Phong held the small fish in one hand while Alex laughed beside him, the sound soft and warm against the cold air of Floor 2. Behind them, Bruno had started barking at Rico for trying to inch closer to the catch, and Nyx looked one second away from deciding the fish belonged to her by divine right.

For a few breaths, it almost felt normal.

Then... movement.

Phong felt it first. Not because his stats were high, but he was familiar with dungeon soil than everyone else combined.

A faint tremor. Not danger yet, but movement. Four sets of footsteps approaching from the edge of their claimed ground, steady and unhurried, like people who either did not know where they were walking or did not care.

Phong turned.

Four figures were coming along the shoreline.

The one in front was a broad-shouldered man, maybe twenty-eight, with brown skin, close-cropped black hair, and the kind of relaxed posture that only worked when backed by real strength. He wore dark gear that had been patched more than once, but every strap sat exactly where it should. Nothing loose. Nothing wasted. His eyes swept over the camp in one clean pass, taking in the water, the stone wall, the training group, and finally Alex.

At his right walked a young woman with long dark hair tied back in a practical braid. Nineteen, maybe. Her face was sharp, her expression sharper. She carried herself with the easy certainty of someone used to standing just one step behind command and never seeing that as lesser. Her gaze landed on Alex, then slid toward Phong, and something ugly flickered there.

On the other side were the twins.

Identical faces. Pale skin. dark blond hair. Same eyes, same mouth, same almost amused look. But one was a man and one was a woman, both twenty-three or close to it. The brother was taller by a little, built lean and loose like a knife fighter. The sister stood straighter, one hand resting near the handle of a short spear at her side. They looked similar enough to be unsettling, but their body language made the difference clear. He watched the camp like a game. She watched it like a puzzle.

Alex stood first.

The others behind them slowed as they noticed the newcomers. Jake twirled his dagger once, then let it settle. Jack rolled one shoulder. Joanne stopped gathering mana, though the last traces of it still shimmered around her fingertips. Bruno came trotting back toward Phong. Nyx was already there, tail low, eyes narrowed.

Rico squinted toward the shoreline.

“…dramatic entrance,” he muttered.

The man in front stopped a comfortable distance away. Close enough to talk. Far enough that it would be rude to call it a threat without proof.

He gave a small nod.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt dinner.” His voice was low and even. “Samir Nassar.”

He tilted his head slightly toward the others.

“My vice captain, Ageyudi Selu.”

The Cherokee girl lifted her chin, not smiling.

“The twins are Cian Vale and Ciara Vale.”

The twins gave matching little nods, almost mocking in how perfectly timed they were.

Alex said nothing.

Samir’s gaze rested on her a second longer.

“So it’s true.” A faint smile touched his mouth. “Arbiter Mindblade.”

Rico made a tiny choking sound of delight, like he had just been handed gossip and a front row seat at the same time.

The recognition passed through the camp in silence. It was not surprise on their side. More like confirmation. They had known there was a good chance. Seeing her in person just settled it.

Samir looked past Alex, toward the dark stretch of lake water.

“Interesting place to set up camp,” he said. “Especially with a body of water this size.”

No one answered.

His tone stayed polite. That made it worse.

“From what I’ve heard, shoreline territory on this floor tends to belong to lizardmen. Territorial ones.” He glanced back at her. “Camping here feels careless.”

Phong watched Alex from the side.

She heard the hook in it. Anyone with half a brain would. The words were mild, but the intent underneath them was not. Samir was testing. Measuring. Looking for the edge where calm became reaction.

Alex gave him nothing.

Not even a blink.

Ageyudi’s mouth tightened.

She stepped forward half a pace. “Or maybe she just thinks nothing here can touch her.”

Still nothing from Alex.

That seemed to annoy the younger woman more than any insult would have.

Her eyes cut to Phong, lingering on the fishing rod, the fish, the hoodie, the entire image of him sitting near the water while Alex stood in front.

Then she laughed once, short and cold.

“Actually, no. I get it.” Her gaze returned to Alex. “You’re arrogant.”

Jake’s expression soured immediately. Jack’s shoulders stiffened. Joanne’s eyes narrowed.

Phong stayed seated, though Bruno had already pressed against his leg and Nyx’s fur had started to puff along her spine.

Ageyudi crossed her arms.

“Bringing your dead weight boyfriend to Floor 2 says enough on its own.”

The air shifted.

Not from mana. Not yet.

It was the kind of silence that came right before the first strike in a fight.

Alex still did not answer.

That made Ageyudi smile.

She had wanted anger, and being ignored only pushed her to reach further.

“So that’s what this is?” she asked. “You playing protector?” Her eyes flicked to Phong again, openly dismissive now. “Babysitting a level one farmer with no growth mindset to actually farm and level up?”

Phong’s face did not change, but Rico sat up straight.

Ageyudi kept going, voice sharp and deliberate.

“You should’ve found someone on your level. Someone useful. Someone like Olen.” She tilted her head. “Not wasted your potential dragging around a guy like this.”

This time, Alex moved.

It happened so fast that even Phong only caught pieces.

One second she was standing still.

The next, psychic light flashed into being beside her hand, bright and hard and perfect. A spear formed from pure will, sleek and bright purple, the tip so sharp it looked like it could split thought itself.

The pressure of it hit the shoreline all at once.

The lake surface trembled.

Nyx’s ears flattened. Bruno let out a low growl. Even the twins lost their faint amusement.

Alex released it without warning.

The spear shot forward.

It crossed the space between them in a streak of pale force, straight for Ageyudi’s face.

Ageyudi’s eyes widened. For the first time since arriving, real shock broke through her expression.

Then Samir moved.

His hand came up, palm open, with almost lazy precision.

The psychic spear stopped.

It hovered half an inch from Ageyudi’s face, trembling with enough force to make the air around it whine. The tip touched the bridge of her nose just enough to break skin.

A thin line of blood slid down.

No one spoke.

Ageyudi stood frozen, staring at the spear point nearly pressed between her eyes, all the heat gone from her face.

Samir’s arm remained extended. His expression had changed very little, but the ease in it was gone now. What remained was control. Clean, focus, locked in.

The kind that did not need display to be frightening.

Alex replied with a gaze cold enough to cut stone.

“Say his name again,” she said softly, “and I won’t stop at blood.”

The lake, the camp, the cavern ceiling, everything seemed to hold its breath around them.

And at the center of it, the spear stayed hanging in the air, its tip red with a single drop from Ageyudi Selu’s nose.



Samir moved first.

His hand closed around the psychic spear hovering in front of Ageyudi’s face, and with a sharp crack of force, he broke it in his grip.

The sound hit the shoreline like glass snapping under pressure.

Alex was already moving.

She did not wait to see the fragments fade.

A psychic bow flashed into existence at her side, already drawn, the string made of pale light. The arrow flew at Samir’s chest at the same instant a psychic rapier formed in her other hand and drove forward in a clean thrust.

Above them, a psychic vajra appeared a split second ahead of his line of movement, not aimed to kill, but to meet him where he would be if he pushed through.

Two broad psychic shields hovered low at Alex’s flanks, angled with care, ready to slam into him or turn aside whatever came next. Neither shield overcommitted. Both waited, disciplined and precise.

The twins moved the moment Alex did.

Cian came in fast from the right, body low, eyes on the opening around Samir’s shoulder.

Stone surged from the ground in front of him.

Three pillars burst upward hard and uneven, forcing him to twist back mid-step. Jack stood behind the line with one hand still lowered, jaw set, the stone rising exactly where Cian wanted to be.

It was not a direct hit.

Yet it served its purpose. Zoning. Pure and ugly and effective, cutting his angle and breaking the tandem charge before it could link up.

On the other side, Ciara lunged in with her spear.

Jake intercepted her.

His ant mandible daggers snapped into place with that strange hooked geometry they had, one catching her shaft, the other slicing across the line of her movement just enough to halt her advance.

Steel scraped. Sparks kicked out. Ciara had to stop or lose the weapon.

Behind them, Joanne raised one finger.

Lightning crawled over it in a tight, crackling sphere, bright enough to turn the shadows blue-white for a heartbeat. The scope set into the ring she wore clicked into place, its line steady and merciless as it settled over Ageyudi’s forehead.

Joanne’s voice was barely more than breath.

“Try me. I double dare you.”

Ageyudi did not move.

Not because she wanted to seem calm.

Because for one very honest second, she knew exactly how dead she could be.

At the center of it all, Alex’s constructs hit Samir.

Or should have.

The arrow reached him first.

Samir’s right arm came up, and only then did the shape around it become clear.

An ethereal upper jaw of a crocodile wrapped his forearm like a gauntlet, half translucent and yet heavy with presence, every spectral tooth outlined in pale green light. On his left arm was the matching lower jaw, the two pieces moving as if the rest of the beast existed just outside the material realm.

The psychic arrow shattered between those ghostly teeth.

The rapier thrust came next. Samir stepped inside it, the lower jaw on his left hand slamming across the blade and breaking it apart into fragments of silver light.

Then the vajra dropped toward the path he should have taken.

The crocodile jaws snapped shut on the construct from opposite angles, crushing it in a burst of force.

The recoil rolled outward like a pressure wave, enough to send dust skittering over the shoreline stones.

Alex’s shields slammed in a heartbeat later.

Samir met one with the upper jaw, the other with the lower, battering both away before they could pin him.

The impact was so violent that Alex herself was forced back three steps, boots digging into the dirt, shoulders tightening as the psychic feedback hit her.

The whole exchange lasted maybe two seconds.

Maybe less.

But when it ended, the lines were drawn.

Cian was boxed out behind Jack’s stone pillars, searching for a gap that was not there.

Ciara was locked against Jake, unable to rejoin the main clash without giving him an opening.

Ageyudi stood under Joanne’s aim, a thin line of blood still down her nose, all her earlier smugness gone quiet.

And Samir stood in front of Alex.

His arms were lowered now, but the spectral crocodile jaws still clung to them, half-seen, faintly smoking where psychic force had met them.

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

Samir saw through her, realizing she was aiming for his friends, and intercepted all of her attempts. If he had taken just one step back, had given her the smallest of opening, a constructs would have came for any of his three teammates.

Samir’s did not.

He spoke in a low voice, calm enough to be worse than anger.

“I suggest you keep your focus on me, Alexandra Vogel.”

No one on the shoreline mistook that for advice.

It was a warning.

And for the first time since the four strangers arrived, the camp stopped feeling like it belonged entirely to Phong.

            

    
        Chapter 72: Heroes talk and merchandised hope

    
    
    
    
                Phong moved before the next exchange could begin.

Alex’s breathing was steady, but he knew her too well now. He saw the tiny shift in her hand, the way her fingers crept toward the pouch at her side.

The pouch that held the Berserking Strawberry.

His hand came down on her shoulder.

Firm.

Grounding.

Alex glanced at him.

Phong shook his head once. “Not worth it.”

For a second, she looked like she wanted to argue.

Then her mouth pulled into a small pout instead.

Not angry. Just annoyed that he was right.

Still, she listened.

That mattered more than anything.

The psychic pressure around her thinned. The bow vanished first. Then the rapier. Then the shields and the vajra, each construct dissolving into pale light that scattered into the cavern air like dust.

Behind her, Jake saw it and let out a quiet breath through his nose.

“Well,” he said, giving Ciara a crooked look as he lowered his daggers, “that was getting fun.”

Jack rolled his shoulders and let the stone pillars sink back into the ground. “Maybe later.”

Joanne kept the crackling ball of lightning on her fingertip for another beat, just long enough to make sure Ageyudi understood the point, then let it wink out too. She adjusted the ring on her finger and stepped back with the others.

“Boring,” she muttered, though not like she meant it.

They drifted back toward Phong without complaint.

Not one of them challenged the call.

Samir noticed that.

Phong could see it in his eyes.

Ageyudi opened her mouth, likely ready to spit out something else stupid enough to restart the fight, but Samir lifted a hand slightly and she stopped. Not happily. Not quietly. But she stopped.

His gaze settled on Phong then, more directly than before.

Not dismissive anymore.

Evaluating.

The level one farmer sitting by the lake, the same one Ageyudi had called dead weight, had just ended a clash between high-level divers with a hand on Alex’s shoulder and three calm words.

And the others had followed his lead.

That changed things.

Samir was not stupid. He could tell respect when he saw it. This was not the sort of forced patience people gave a mascot, or a boyfriend they humored because of who he dated. The camp moved around Phong like his judgment mattered.

Phong stood slowly, the fish still in one hand.

Bruno pressed against his leg. Nyx slipped closer, silent and watchful. Rico remained seated, but his dark eyes flicked between everyone with usual mischief.

Phong looked at Samir. “So what did you want?”

Samir tilted his head. “Straight to it.”

“You came here to provoke her,” Phong said. “Why?”

For the first time since arriving, Samir smiled without any edge to it. It was brief, but real.

“Fair question.”

He glanced at Alex, then back to Phong.

“The world above is changing again. Bigger than the usual guild politics. Bigger than sponsorship deals.” His voice stayed level, but there was a quiet weight behind it now. “The biggest corporations and national governments have joined hands to build a new league. A divers league.”

Jake’s expression shifted. Joanne’s brows rose. Even Rico sat up straighter.

Samir continued.

“Starting next year, in March, there’ll be a national tournament here in the United States. It’ll run through September. The champion and the runner-ups will represent the country in an international championship in November.”

The words hung there for a moment.

Even on Floor 2, even next to a dark dungeon lake, it sounded big.

Because it was.

A whole structure built around divers, not just raids and survival and private contracts, but public competition. National scale. International scale.

Phong glanced at Alex. Her face had gone still in a different way now.

Samir nodded at her. “Interest around Alexandra Vogel shot through the roof the moment her name started circulating in the right forum. Arbiter Mindblade isn’t exactly subtle as a reputation. Top guilds are desperate to scout her. Best of the best teams want her as a member.”

Rico made a tiny delighted noise. “Famous girlfriend.”

Alex did not even look at him.

Samir went on. “A lot of divers already see her as one of the strongest contenders for champion. Maybe the strongest. People talk.” He spread a hand. “I was curious. We were nearby. So I took the chance to gauge her power for myself.”

Ageyudi looked like she wanted to say that had been the plan all along and not her losing her temper halfway through it, but one look from Samir kept her quiet.

Phong studied him.

Not excusable, maybe, but honest. Samir had wanted to test Alex, and the easiest way to do that had been to push until she struck first.

Alex folded her arms. “And?”

Samir looked at her evenly. “You’re the real thing.”

That was not praise tossed out lightly. It sounded like a conclusion.

Then his gaze slid back to Phong, and there was something more thoughtful in it now.

“But you’re more interesting than I expected.”

Ageyudi frowned. “Samir.”

He ignored her.

“You don’t move like a man leaning on someone stronger to carry him,” Samir said. “Your people trust your calls. That usually means you earned it.”

Phong did not answer.

He did not need to.

Samir gave a small nod, as if that silence confirmed enough.

Then he turned.

Cian and Ciara fell in beside him at once. Ageyudi lingered half a second, eyes still hot with resentment, before stepping back too.

They started away along the shoreline.

After a few paces, Samir stopped and looked back over his shoulder.

“If Team Dominic enters the league,” he said, “my team will be there too.”

His expression was calm again, but the confidence was back in full.

“And when that happens, we’ll beat you.”

Then he kept walking.

The four of them moved off into the dim light of the cavern, their figures shrinking against the lake until distance and shadow swallowed them.

For a while, no one spoke.

Then Rico inhaled sharply.

“…sports arc. Tournament arc!”

Jake laughed first.

Jack followed.

"In my farming simulator? No freaking way!"

Joanne covered her mouth, already grinning.

Even Alex let out a small breath that was almost a laugh, though when Phong looked at her, she was still staring after Samir’s group with narrowed eyes.

Not angry anymore.

Thinking.

Phong looked down at the fish still in his hand, then back toward the dark shoreline where the four strangers had disappeared.

The camp had become quiet again.

But it was not the same quiet as before.

Now it felt like the world had just knocked on their door.



They ended up gathering around a low campfire.

The tension from earlier had not vanished completely, but fire and food helped.

So did the fact that nobody from Samir’s group was still standing nearby trying to start another fight.

The fish Phong had caught went onto a flat grill plate Jack had set over the flames. Beside it, several more fish, a pair of thick river eels, and a basket of hard-shelled lake crabs were laid out on broad leaves, ready to cook. Most of it had not come from their own effort.

It had come from the lizardmen.

A small delegation from Lake Baratok had arrived not long after sunset. Their scales caught the firelight in deep green and bronze, and though their posture still held that natural alertness of a people used to guarding the shoreline, there was no hostility in them tonight.

Their queen had apparently taken a personal interest in bonktatoes.

The message had been relayed with formal seriousness through their people, though Rico had later summarized it as, “Lizard queen sees angry club potato. Lizard queen wants angry club potato.”

That had not been inaccurate.

As the leader of Camp Stymphalian, and also the recognized leader of an honorary vassal and ally of the lizardmen, Phong had agreed to send some. In return, the queen had sent gifts from the lake itself. Fresh fish. Crabs. Eels. Food worthy of a proper exchange instead of simple trade.

So now both groups sat around the same fire, eating together with the dark lake at their backs and the cavern ceiling glimmering faintly overhead.

One of the older lizardmen showed Bruno how to crack open part of a crab shell without wasting the meat inside. Bruno watched with complete focus, tail thumping against the ground each time he got it right.

Nyx, seated with perfect dignity near the fire, acted above it all right until Joanne peeled a strip of fish and set it in front of her. Then dignity lost to appetite in less than a second.

Rico had somehow negotiated for the fattiest section of eel and was treating it with the solemn respect of a religious experience.

Jake snorted at the overly dramatic raccoon. Jack muttered something about raccoons having no shame. Rico ignored him because he was busy chewing.

Everyone else just accepted that was Rico being Rico.

Phong sat with Alex close beside him, one knee drawn up, a plate resting over it while he turned a fish with a bit of carved wood. Firelight played across her face, catching on the edges of her hair and the hard line still lingering in her mouth.

She had been quieter since Samir’s group left.

Phong did not rush her. He had learned that much.

Around them, the talk drifted between camp matters and the lizardmen’s dry comments on the behavior of surface divers. One of the younger lizardmen was especially fascinated by the idea that humans held organized markets near dungeon gates even after monsters had trampled them more than once. His tone suggested this was proof of species-wide insanity.

Phong could not really argue.

Eventually Alex stared into the fire and said, “I hate it.”

The conversation near her dipped.

Phong glanced sideways. “The league?”

She nodded, then frowned more deeply. “Everything about it.”

Her voice was not loud, but it carried.

“I don’t like the way the rich keep turning this place into something clean and shiny for people to look at. Dungeon diving is not clean. It’s not glorious.” Her fingers tightened slightly around the edge of her plate. “It’s a necessary evil. You go in, you level, you survive, and maybe if you get strong enough you can protect the people who actually need protecting.”

Her gaze dropped for a moment, but not in uncertainty. More in old anger.

“The only reason I ever cared about getting stronger was because kids in my neighborhood needed someone who could stand between them and people like Josh and Olen.” She gave a sharp breath through her nose. “And now those same kinds of rich families, or families just like them, want to use people like me as a blinking electronic marketing billboard.”

There was real disgust in the way she said it.

Not vanity wounded by attention.

Something much deeper than that.

Phong turned the fish once more, listening to the skin hiss over the heat.

Then he said, “It’s very human.”

Alex looked at him flatly. “That is not helping.”

A few people around the fire gave small sounds of agreement before he had even finished breathing.

Phong smiled a little anyway. “I know.”

He rested the stick across his plate for a moment and looked into the fire.

“The Horns of the Earth walked through the trade town near the gate to Manhattan and crushed half of it into a warning nobody could ignore.” His tone stayed calm, but the memory of it sat heavy in the words. “That shook people. A lot. Especially when even powerful and influential company like Amazons and the fast food giants were powerless before the bull. Then Josh and Emma vanished into Floor 3, and that made things worse. Strong divers disappearing tells ordinary people the world is still bigger and meaner than they want to believe.”

The lizardmen nearby listened in silence. They did not know all the names, but they understood fear and public unrest just fine.

Phong went on. “When people are scared for too long, morale sink, nihilism creeps in, the elite need to give them something. Some direction. Some hope. Something that looks like order.” He shrugged lightly. “And in war, heroes get made whether they want to be or not. Divers are the easiest choice.”

Alex stared at him.

Then she pouted.

Actually pouted.

“Putting it like that makes it even worse.”

Jake pointed a piece of grilled fish at Phong. “He has a gift for that.”

“Truly,” Joanne said with deep offense, “that was the least comforting version possible.”

Jack nodded once. “Impressively bad.”

Even one of the lizardmen gave a slow blink that somehow managed to look judgmental.

Phong accepted all of this with the look of a man who had expected it. “I’m just saying it makes sense.”

“That is not the same as making it tolerable,” Alex said.

“Correct,” Joanne replied at once.

Rico lifted his eel. “Team Alex.”

Phong laughed under his breath.

At least that was better than the earlier mood.

He picked a clean, flaky strip from the fish he had just finished grilling and held it out toward Alex. “Here.”

She looked at him for one second longer, still trying to be annoyed.

Then she leaned in and took the bite.

Her expression softened despite herself.

Phong said nothing about that. He only smiled and went back to separating the meat from the bones.

Alex noticed, which was probably why she immediately reached across him, stole another bite from the eel on his plate, and made an exaggerated “hmmph” around it as if lodging an official protest.

Phong turned to stare at her in mild disbelief. “That was mine.”

She chewed with great dignity. “Compensation.”

“For what.”

“For your terrible worldview.”

Jake laughed so hard he nearly choked. Jack had to smack him between the shoulders while Joanne covered her face with one hand.

Rico clutched his own eel protectively against his chest. “No compensation from Rico. Raccoon innocent.”

Nyx, apparently deciding theft was now part of dinner etiquette, reached in and stole a piece of fish from Phong’s plate too.

Bruno tried to follow that example and got gently redirected by a lizardman elder, who handed him a proper crab leg instead. Bruno accepted this as a fair ruling and lay down happily to work on it.

The fire crackled.

The smell of grilled fish and eel drifted out over the dark water. Voices rose and fell around it, human and lizardmen together, awkward in places, easy in others. For all the danger of Floor 2, for all the uncertainty waiting ahead, the little ring of warmth near the shoreline felt real.

Not safe forever.

But real.

Alex leaned lightly into Phong’s side while she finished stealing from his plate, still pretending she was too displeased with the world to be in a good mood.

Phong let her.

Mostly because she looked better like this.

And partly because if he argued, she would probably steal the rest of the eel too.

            

    
        Chapter 73: Return to floor 1

    
    
    
    
                By the tenth day, Phong decided it was time to go back to Floor 1.

They had borrowed the lizardmen’s lodging long enough.

The second camp was not finished, but it no longer felt fragile. The shoreline route had been tested. The moletato tunnels held. The chilies launchers were rooted and stable. Garlic mines had been set into hidden lines where the moletato network could keep allies safe. Bonktatoes had adapted well to the ground near the lake. Even the defensive weeping onions had grown properly, their choking gas sacs maturing without issue. It was not a fortress yet, but it was no longer just a hopeful camp on dangerous land.

That was enough for now.

More importantly, Phong still had work waiting on Floor 1.

The scorched patch of land the Sky Emperor had asked for was still there, and requests from a being like that were not something he could ignore just because Floor 2 had been busy.

So, at first light, he told everyone they were leaving.

The lizardmen did not object. Their queen’s people saw them off with the cool courtesy that had become familiar over the last days. Gifts were exchanged one more time. Promises of future trade were made. Bruno got patted on the head by one of the older warriors, which he accepted as the highest honor of his life. Nyx behaved with enough dignity for both of them.

Then Camp Stymphalian’s people turned toward the route home.

The trip back up was tiring, but uneventful.

By the time they reached Camp Stymphalian, dusk had already settled over the familiar land.

The sight of it still eased something in Phong’s chest every time. The layered defenses. The living territory. The signs of monsters and allies mixed together in ways that would have terrified most outsiders. To him, it looked like home.

Lights were already going up by the time they entered. Sunflower seeds gave off their soft glow. Movement passed through the camp as word spread that the Floor 2 group had returned.

This time, Séline and Camille took over cooking.

No one argued.

That was partly because both women were competent enough to make refusal feel stupid, and partly because after ten days of partial field meals and lakeside grilling, everyone wanted a proper dinner made by people who looked at kitchen duty the way other people looked at combat.

Séline worked with calm efficiency, sleeves rolled, posture straight, movements clean and practiced. Camille said almost nothing while cutting and sorting ingredients, but every piece ended up exactly where it needed to be. Together, they handled the meal with the kind of silent teamwork that made even Rico lower his voice a little when he wandered too close.

By the time everyone gathered, the camp smelled warm and rich with food.

They sat down together while evening settled in fully, the chatter easier now that they were back on familiar ground. Even after the tension of the last days, returning made things feel looser. Safer, if only a little.

It was during dinner that Emma spoke.

She had been quieter than usual through the first part of the meal, but not tense. Just thoughtful. When there was a pause in the conversation, she set down her bowl and looked toward Phong.

“My family sent word,” she said.

That got everyone’s attention.

Emma went on, “They already have an escort team on the way to retrieve me. They should arrive tomorrow morning.”

Phong nodded once for her to continue.

“They’ll wait outside Treant territory,” she said. “At the entrance to Camp Harpy.”

That made sense. It was close enough to arrange a transfer, but far enough that outsiders would not wander into places they really should not be seeing.

Emma glanced at him with a small, pointed look. “So you should probably tell your bunnies to stay hidden. I’d rather not have them seen by people who don’t belong here.”

Rico looked personally offended on behalf of the bunnies.

“The knights are majestic,” he declared.

“They are also a state secret with fur,” Emma replied.

Jake snorted into his food. Even Jack cracked a smile.

Emma looked back to Phong. “I’d like your people to escort me to the meeting point.”

Phong did not answer right away.

Instead, he looked around the camp.

At the greencap bunny knights, some of whom were eating with tiny, serious faces as if dinner were a military operation. Their captain sat not far off with the composed air of someone who could probably kill a room full of humans and still keep his fur tidy.

At the treants, slow and massive in the dim light, roots sunk deep into the ground that had become shared territory.

At the lizardmen visitors near the edge of camp.

At the trolls, including their new king, who gave a solemn nod that made the moss hanging from his goat-like horns sway a little in the firelight.

It was a ridiculous sight if one stopped to think about it too hard.

It was also real.

Emma had earned more trust than most outsiders ever would. She had helped tear apart Josh’s credibility. She had also protected Camp Stymphalian from the worst kind of media attention when things could have turned ugly. For all her own complicated history, she had done right by them when it mattered.

And Phong had no interest in seeing her get torn to shreds by overprotective allies because someone failed to coordinate a peaceful handoff.

So he nodded.

“Alright,” he said. “We’ll bring you there.”

Emma relaxed a little at that. “Thanks.”

“Just don’t make my people regret being civilized.”

She gave him a dry look. “I’ll do my best.”

Dinner carried on after that, easier again.

Plans were discussed. Selena asked practical questions about timing. Dominic wanted to know how many people Phong intended to bring. Joanne suggested bringing enough visible force to discourage stupidity without making it look like an execution procession. Rico suggested dramatic banners. No one accepted that idea, which he took with visible pain.

By the time the meal ended, the camp had settled into night.

And that should have been the end of it.

It was not.

Later, after things had quieted and most of the camp was asleep, Alex found Phong.

There was a particular look in her eyes that made him suspicious immediately.

“What,” he said.

Alex folded her arms. “You know what.”

He did, unfortunately.

“The speech again?”

“The speech,” she confirmed. “About heroes. Human nature. War. Morale.” Her mouth flattened. “You made it sound as miserable as possible.”

“It was accurate.”

“It was annoying.”

Phong, already tired from ten days on Floor 2 and a full day of travel, made the mistake of thinking that was the whole complaint.

Then Alex stepped closer.

Very close.

“And,” she said, voice softer now, “I’ve decided to use your exhaustion against you.”

Phong stared at her for a moment.

“…that sounds like a threat.”

“It is.”

There were, Phong discovered, several problems with being targeted by a level thirty-five Arbiter Mindblade who was annoyed, affectionate, and very determined to prove a point.

The first was that running would be stupid.

The second was that arguing would not help.

The third was that Alex, when she chose to be relentless, was a genuinely terrifying woman.

By the time morning came, Phong emerged looking like his soul had been harvested for agricultural use.

He was upright.

Technically.

But only technically.

His hair was a mess, his eyes half dead, and the general impression was that of a man who had somehow aged twelve years overnight. A shriveled prune in human form, kept moving only by stubbornness and the faint hope of future breakfast.

Rico took one look at him and gasped.

“…murdered by romance.”

Jake nearly dropped his cup.

Jack had to turn away to laugh. Joanne failed to hide her grin. Even Selena pressed her lips together in a doomed effort not to react.

Alex walked out a moment later looking completely composed, refreshed, and far too pleased with herself.

Phong looked at her with the hollow gaze of a man who had been outmatched in every possible category.

She smiled sweetly.

“Good morning.”

He narrowed his eyes.

It had no force behind it at all.

And around them, Camp Stymphalian woke to a new day. Emma’s escort would arrive soon. The handoff still needed to happen. Work still waited.

But for the moment, the camp got to enjoy one simple truth.

Their level one farmer had survived many dangers.

Last night, barely, had been one of them.



Breakfast at Camp Stymphalian was louder than usual.

Partly because everyone was awake early for Emma’s escort handoff. Partly because Rico had decided Phong’s condition was a public event.

The raccoon sat on an overturned crate with a cup in his paws, staring at Phong with open fascination.

“You look like dried vegetable.”

Phong, who was holding a bowl and trying very hard to remain a person, glanced at him flatly. “Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” Rico said. “Should have practiced with more mates.”

Across from him, Jake nearly inhaled his food wrong again. Jack was no help at all. Joanne had given up pretending not to enjoy this and was eating with the smug calm of someone who knew she was witnessing justice. Even Nyx seemed to be judging him.

Alex, of course, looked perfectly fine.

More than fine.

She sat beside him with the composed air of a woman who had slept well, eaten well, and committed emotional crimes without regret. She also knew better than to take offense in what the raccoon said, as Rico operated entirely with Rico's logic.

Phong stabbed a piece of food with more force than necessary, then looked over at Selena.

She had come a few days ago, which had been useful, but he had not actually asked why.

“Why did you come down here?” he asked.

Selena shrugged, casual on the surface, though Phong knew her well enough to see the calculation under it.

“Because staying holed up in the research lab while all of this was happening would’ve looked suspicious.”

Phong nodded once for her to continue.

She rested an elbow on her knee and spoke around a mouthful only after swallowing, which at least proved she had some standards.

“Josh’s credibility already blew up.” Her tone was dry with satisfaction. “Between Emma’s livestream and the drone footage coming back with basically nothing useful because of the Sky Emperor’s interference, the whole thing collapsed into a mess.”

Emma, seated a little farther down, lifted her cup in silent agreement.

Selena went on. “If I stayed hidden and stopped meeting my friends right after that, it would draw attention. People would wonder what I was doing. Or who I was doing it for.”

“Reasonable,” Phong said.

Selena gave him a pointed look. “I know.”

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

Then buzzed again.

Phong stared at the ceiling for one second before pulling it out.

More messages.

Old college friends.

Again.

Phong scrolled once, then locked the screen.

Jake raised a brow. “Still getting those?”

“Relentlessly.”

Selena made a face. “Olen’s father?”

Phong nodded.

That was the most likely source. The man had switched tactics after direct pressure failed. No more obvious handlers. No more representative sending passive-aggressive threats wrapped in promises of protection. That part, at least, had stopped.

But the probing had not.

If anything, Josh’s public ranting about Camp Stymphalian and mutated plants had made it worse. The more unstable Josh looked, the more someone like Olen’s father would want confirmation. Proof. A secret that could be extracted, bought, or cornered out of Phong by sheer persistence.

Phong slipped the phone back into his pocket. “He’s stubborn.”

“Rich people usually are,” Alex said.

Emma snorted softly. “As the local expert, yes.”

That got a few laughs.

Phong just exhaled. It was annoying, but annoying was still better than openly dangerous. For now.

Not long after breakfast, they made ready to leave.

Emma’s escort was expected soon, and Phong had already given word through the camp to keep sensitive allies out of sight. The greencap bunny knights vanished with professional efficiency. Anything too strange, too valuable, or too hard to explain to outsiders withdrew deeper into Camp Stymphalian’s layered territory.

Then Phong led the group toward the meeting point as promised.

The route took them to the edge of Treant territory and toward the entrance to Camp Harpy. The land there held that strange balance common around Camp Stymphalian now. Controlled, but never fully tame. Old roots pushed through the ground in thick ridges. Watchful shapes stood farther back among the trees. The air carried the sense that many things were allowing this meeting to happen, and all of them could change their minds very quickly.

When they arrived, Emma’s people were already there.

Several A-class divers.

Phong recognized the type immediately, even before trying to judge their levels.

Professional. Evolved. Capable.

They did not posture or waste motion. Their gear was expensive, practical, professional. Their spacing was good. Their eyes kept moving without looking nervous. Every one of them carried themselves like someone used to danger and used to surviving it.

That told Phong enough.

They understood they were meeting inside the orbit of several high level monsters, and they were smart enough not to treat that lightly.

Emma stopped a few steps ahead of the group and turned back.

For a moment, she looked like herself in the old public sense again. Tannenbaum heir. Songblade. Someone from a world of cameras, wealth, and influence. But there was more weight in her now than when she had first crossed paths with them.

She looked at Dominic.

“You should join the tournament.”

Alex frowned at once.

Emma saw it and continued anyway.

“I mean it,” she said. “All of you should consider it, but especially Dominic.”

Dominic blinked. “Me?”

Emma nodded. “Yes, you.”

Her expression sharpened, not hostile, just serious.

“It’ll make you more visible. Too visible. Too important to uproot quietly.” She glanced over the group, then back at him. “And if the public starts listening to you, your opinions will carry weight. Real weight. Not just inside the dungeon. Outside too.”

Alex’s mouth tightened. She clearly did not like where the logic led, even if she could not deny it.

Emma did not let up.

“The world is moving toward spectacle whether we like it or not. If people are going to build a stage, then better someone decent stands on it.” Her gaze stayed on Dominic. “Someone people can trust.”

Dominic rubbed the back of his neck, thoughtful now in that quiet way of his.

Phong glanced at him, then at Alex.

She still looked unhappy, but not because Emma was wrong.

That was the problem.

Emma stepped back after that. One of the escort divers moved to her side, respectful without being overprotective.

She looked at Phong once more. “Thanks for getting me here in one piece.”

Phong nodded. “Try not to make it a habit.”

A small smile touched her mouth. “No promises.”

Then she turned and walked to her escort.

The A-class divers closed around her in a clean formation, not tight enough to look like panic, not loose enough to invite trouble. In another place it might have looked excessive. Here, next to Treant territory and within sight of Death Peak and Lake of Doom, it looked prudent.

Phong and the others stood and watched as they left.

No one moved against Emma.

No trolls lunged from the brush. No treant root dragged anyone under. No lizardman spear appeared from the reeds.

The handoff held.

And when Emma’s group disappeared into the distance, the quiet that followed felt heavier than it should have.

Because now her words were still there.

About visibility.

About importance.

About becoming too public to erase.

Dominic looked down the road she had taken, then back toward the others.

No one spoke first.

They did not need to.

The idea had already lodged itself among them.

            

    
        Chapter 74: “I planted elves in the dungeon” – sincerely, your level 1 farmer

    
    
    
    
                Phong left the others not long after Emma’s escort disappeared from sight.

He looked toward Alex, then Selena. “Come with me.”

Alex raised a brow. “Where?”

“The scorched land.”

That was enough explanation.

Alex straightened from where she had been leaning against a post, and Selena pushed off the crate she had been sitting on. Neither asked him to justify it. The patch of burned earth the Sky Emperor had requested was not something any of them treated casually.

As the three of them started off, Dominic turned in another direction entirely.

He found the Greencap bunny captain near the training ground.

The elite monster stood with his usual impossible composure, small in body compared to most of the heavy hitters around Camp Stymphalian, yet somehow carrying more battlefield weight than many men twice his size.

The two war banners on his back were furled for now, spear points gleamed whenever the light caught it. Dominic had seen him use them before. Not often. Only when he got serious.

Dominic gave the captain a respectful nod.

“Captain,” he said, “would you be willing to train us too?”

The bunny captain’s ears twitched once.

His dark eyes moved over Dominic, then past him to Janet, Jake, Jack, Joanne, Alexei, Séline, and Camille gathering behind him.

There was no surprise in his expression. If anything, he looked like he had been expecting this eventually.

He rested one paw lightly on the shaft of one of the banners but did not draw it.

“Very well,” he said.

That was all the warning they got.

The next several minutes were miserable.

The bunny captain moved through them like a compact natural disaster.

He did not even use the banners.

That somehow made it worse.

Dominic came in first, not because he was ordered to, but because Dominic was Dominic. The bunny captain slipped past the first committed hit, struck him in the ribs with brutal precision, then used Dominic’s own momentum to turn him halfway around before kicking the back of his knee out from under him.

Dominic hit the ground hard enough to grunt.

“Too much restraint,” the captain said.

Janet lunged to punish the opening.

Thinking she had one was her first mistake.

The captain pivoted, led her two steps farther than she wanted to go, and swept low. Janet twisted, barely recovering her footing, only to realize she had just been pulled exactly where he wanted her.

Jake darted in from the side.

Jack raised stone to box the captain in.

Joanne lifted a hand, spell already forming.

Séline and Camille moved together from opposite angles. Alexei came straight down the middle like a shield given legs.

The bunny captain beat all of them anyway.

His positioning efficient. His timing precise.

And his understanding of how a formation breathed, where it bent, where it split, and where each of them still thought like individuals instead of one hunting pack, was absolute.

Jack’s terrain rose half a second too early. The captain used it as a step.

Jake’s timing was sharp, but his angle left him isolated. The captain struck his wrist, then his chest, then was gone before the counter could come.

Séline nearly landed a clean hit. Nearly. The captain gave ground just enough to let Camille overtake the line by an inch, turning their tandem into interference instead of layered pressure.

Alexei held longest, absorbing a sequence of hits that would have put other people on their backs, but even he got turned, repositioned, and used as temporary cover against Joanne’s spell line.

By the end of it, everyone was breathing hard, bruised, irritated, and more than a little offended.

The Greencap captain stood in front of them looking almost untouched.

Then, because the beating itself had apparently not been sufficient, he began to explain.

He looked at Dominic first.

“You should lean more into the barbarian branches of your Raging Judgenaut path.”

Dominic straightened, wincing only slightly.

The captain went on, “You still keep trying to be the main anchor. That is no longer the best use of you.” His gaze flicked toward Alexei. “Leave the primary tank role to the paladin. He is better suited for holding the center.”

Alexei, still breathing through the nose like a man trying not to collapse with dignity, gave a weary thumbs-up.

The captain turned to Janet.

“You are important enough that enemies will commit to you.” His tone stayed calm, almost academic. “Use that. Let them think they are forcing your movement. Bait them into favorable ground instead. You're a war Valkyrie, not a human floating vajra.”

Janet blinked once, mildly offended that the captain just compare her to one of Alex's psychic constructs. Then, she nodded slowly as the thought settled.

Next was Joanne.

“You still think of your spells too much as direct damage.” He gestured to the training field around them. “Your roster has more damage sources now. Use your magic to zone. Deny lanes. Force choices. Push enemies into a zugzwang.”

Joanne wiped sweat from her temple. “That does sound more annoying.”

“It is effective,” the captain said.

She grinned despite the bruise on her shoulder. “Good.”

Then his eyes shifted to Jake, Séline, and Camille.

“You three should be the trident of the team’s assault.”

Jake smirked. Séline folded her arms. Camille’s expression barely changed, but she was listening closely.

The captain continued, “Simpler words: teamwork between you three sucks. Advance as one. Fast. Layered. Merciless.”

That got a more serious nod from all three.

Finally, he looked to Jack.

“Your terrain manipulation is an useful tool.”

Jack rubbed his jaw and waited.

“Use it to funnel enemies. Create choke points. Force them toward Alexei’s hold.” The captain’s gaze moved between them again, assembling the shape of the team in words. “Do not simply chase an enemy with your pillars. In a nut shell: create an advantageous location for your teammates, then force the enemies to fight you there. You make the terrains. You make the rules.”

Silence followed.

Not empty silence. Processing silence.

The kind that came after someone had just turned a pile of talented fighters into a clearer machine.

Then Rico, who had been watching from a safe distance with complete delight, clapped.

“Go violence.”

He stopped...

Then added...

"Educational violence."

No one thanked him.

After the fight, while the others were still catching their breath and quietly rethinking their lives, Dominic stepped back toward the Greencap captain.

“There’s one more thing,” he said.

The bunny captain regarded him steadily.

“Our gear took a bad hit during the ice wolf fight.” Dominic rolled one shoulder, then nodded toward his people. “We’d like to buy new equipment from the Greencap Artisanal Workers, if they’re willing.”

The captain’s ears tilted back for a moment in thought.

Then he gave a short nod.

“The request is acceptable.”

Dominic let out a breath that was almost relief.

The captain continued before he could speak.

“In exchange, I would like your people to bring surface dirt, fertilizer, and surface seeds.”

That got immediate attention from the whole team.

The captain turned and looked toward the direction of Camp Harpy, where surface soil had already made ordinary farming possible for the Greencap bunnies in ways dungeon ground never allowed.

“We intend to expand the fields.”

That was a fair trade. More than fair, really.

Dungeon restrictions still warped most farming inside its own soil, but surface dirt brought below remained usable. Camp Harpy had already proven that. More normal fields meant more stable food. More stable food meant stronger positions for everyone allied to Camp Stymphalian.

Dominic nodded right away.

“Done.”

The captain studied him a second longer, then inclined his head in agreement.

“Then we have terms.”



Phong took Selena and Alex out past the busier parts of camp and toward the scorched patch of land.

The path there had changed over the past week.

Not just because people had walked it more often. The ground itself felt different now. The moletatoes had been working under the soil for days, tunneling, loosening, shifting, breaking up the hard-burned layers that had once looked dead beyond saving. Their unseen network had turned the patch into something halfway between a battlefield ruin and a field under forced recovery.

Still ugly.

Still strange.

But alive in a way scorched land should not have been.

Alex walked beside Phong with her hands in her hoodie pocket, looking far too refreshed for someone who had committed crimes against his stamina the night before. Selena trailed on the other side, eyes sharp as always, taking in the ground conditions, the root spread, the changes in texture, the little signs that the moletatoes had done exactly what Phong told them to do.

Selena looked at Phong’s face, then at Alex, then sighed.

“You know,” she said, “I kind of want to research mythological case studies now.”

Phong glanced at her. “What.”

She pushed her glasses up slightly. “Steve Trevor.”

Alex blinked. “What about him.”

Selena spread a hand. “I need to know exactly how Steve Trevor survived being in a relationship with Diana Prince, because apparently human men can endure impossible conditions if romance is involved.”

Phong gave her a flat look.

Alex looked offended for about half a second, then pleased. “That implies I’m Wonder Woman.”

“That is not the part you should focus on,” Phong muttered.

Selena kept going anyway, because of course she did.

“I’m serious. There has to be a pattern. Some hidden biological adaptation. Maybe your body entered a survival state. Maybe your soul detached for safety.”

Alex laughed. “I told you he’d live.”

Phong rubbed his face. “I hate both of you.”

“No, you don’t,” Alex said.

“That depends on the next five minutes.”

Selena opened her mouth again, probably to make it worse.

Then all three of them stepped past the last line of broken stone and saw what had grown in the scorched land.

The jokes died instantly.

For a moment, none of them spoke.

The land ahead had become a grove.

Not a normal one.

Great thick vines and root masses spread through the blackened soil, fed by the moletatoes’ terraforming work. Rising from those roots were giant pods, each one taller than a man and slick with a faint pale sheen, like living cocoons made from plant flesh and something almost luminous. Their surfaces were veined with soft light that pulsed in slow rhythm, as if each pod had its own heartbeat.

There were six of them.

Too many.

And inside, visible through the half-translucent walls, were shapes.

Humanoid.

Alex stopped dead.

Selena’s voice came out thin. “No way.”

Phong took one slow step forward.

Inside the nearest pod was a figure curled in on itself, suspended in fluid and light. Arms. Legs. A face half-hidden by long pale hair drifting weightless around it. The features were too fine to mistake for human. The ears were long and sharply pointed. The skin looked almost faintly radiant, touched by that same strange ethereal quality the whole pod gave off.

At the lower back of the figure, something like an umbilical cord ran from the body into the inner wall of the pod and then deeper, vanishing into the root system below.

Phong looked at the next one.

And the next.

Every pod held one.

Alex’s hand slowly slid out of her pocket.

Selena stared wide-eyed, her usual calm completely gone. “Those are umbilical cord,” she said, as if she needed to hear it out loud to believe it. “Like... fetuses grow from the ground.”

Alex stepped closer to one pod, her face lit by the pale glow inside it.

The figure within looked almost asleep. But one thing was certain: they were developing, growing.

The features were unmistakable the longer you looked. The slight angles of the face. The narrow chin. The strange beauty that did not feel fully human even in a half-formed state.

Alex said it first, very quietly.

“Elves.”

Selena turned to look at her, then back at the pods. “Are those the seeds from the German at Lyon you told me about?"

"He claimed those seeds came from the back of Horns of the Earth. Seemed like he was telling the truth.”

Alex nodded.

Phong had thought they would revived the land scorched so badly one might mistake a volcano just erupted all of its lava on the surface.

Instead...

He got elves growing in plant pods.

It felt less like a gamble.

Now it felt like a problem.

Or maybe several problems stacked together inside glowing pods.

Phong walked to the edge of the nearest root cluster and crouched, studying the cords, the moletato-worked soil, the way the scorched land had somehow become a cradle for whatever these things were.

He knew plants.

These were growing like plants.

But if he had learnt anything, then the dungeon could blur the line between kingdoms.

Case in point: the trolls were more moss than animals.

Selena laughed once.

Not because anything was funny.

Because her brain had clearly hit a wall and started making sounds in self-defense.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Oh no, no, no.”

Alex looked at Phong.

His expression had gone very still.

She knew that look. It was the one he wore whenever reality had done something so strange that even he needed a moment to catch up.

Selena pointed at the pods with the helpless outrage of a researcher being personally attacked by existence.

“Phong,” she said, “tell me I am hallucinating.”

Phong kept staring at the nearest sleeping figure.

Then he answered, in the calmest voice possible under the circumstances.

“I think,” he said, “I grew elves in the dungeon.”

That did not help.

Selena covered her face with both hands. “Why is that a sentence.”

Alex let out a slow breath, somewhere between disbelief and laughter and dread.

Around them, the scorched land pulsed softly with pale light. The giant pods swayed almost imperceptibly in the dark soil, roots deep in the ground Phong had reclaimed.

And inside them, the elves kept growing.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Elves started at level 120, send help

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not waste time staring in awe.

Selena did enough of that for all three of them.

He was already moving, practical as ever, pulling open his status menu with a thought. The request the Sky Emperor had sent him still sat there, marked by the same impossible weight only a floor boss could leave behind. If there was anyone who could tell him what kind of disaster this was, it was the dragon who had asked for this scorched patch be fixed in the first place.

Phong tapped into the message thread.

[Is... the green bull, the walking mountain... the progenitor of elves?]

The answer came almost at once.

[Yes. Elves are Little Yama's children. You shouldn't engage them. They are at least level 120. Too high for current human.]

For one full second, Phong only stared.

Level 120.

At least.

He gulped.

Somehow, out of everything in that message, his mind skipped right past the fact that the Sky Emperor had just called Horns of the Earth Little Yama.

His fingers moved again.

[I just grew some.]

This time, there was no instant reply.

The silence stretched.

Beside him, Selena was still staring at the nearest pod with the wild look of a researcher who had just been handed the greatest paper of her life and several new reasons to lose sleep forever. Alex leaned in close enough to read over Phong’s shoulder, and he felt her go still as her eyes caught the number in the earlier message.

Level 120.

Inside the glowing pods, the sleeping figures drifted softly in their fluid, pale and ethereal and very much not the kind of thing anyone below triple digits should be poking with a stick.

Then the Sky Emperor answered.

[Should have known you humans are crafty. Little Yama's seeds were taken during his stroll, weren't they? I'll find a way to deal with this.]

Phong let out a long breath.

That was not comfort, exactly.

But it was at least a sign that the dragon was treating this as a problem to solve and not a crime worth smiting him over on the spot.

Alex looked at him, then at the chat, then back at him again.

“You handled that fast,” she said, and there was real approval in her voice. “Good thinking.”

Phong rubbed a hand over his face. “I just asked the biggest thing available before Selena did something terrible.”

“That is still good thinking.”

She bumped lightly against his shoulder, warm and solid and very clearly trying to keep him from spiraling into the part where he had to admit he had somehow grown elves in a dungeon patch destroyed by floor bosses.

“You did well,” she added. “See? My boyfriend is smart.”

Phong gave her a look. “Your standards are strange.”

Alex smiled. “And yet correct.”

Selena, meanwhile, had gone the exact opposite direction.

The shock only lasted so long before it burned into excitement. Her breathing had gone quicker. Her eyes had that bright, dangerous shine they always got when research stopped being hypothesis and became something she could touch.

“No,” she whispered, stepping closer to the nearest pod. “No, this is incredible.”

Phong looked over just in time to see her pulling a small knife and sample vial from her pouch.

“Selena.”

“She had an umbilical connection to the root system,” Selena said rapidly, barely hearing him. “Do you understand what that means? Botanical gestation of a humanoid magical species. I need tissue. Fluid. Root matter. Pod membrane. Maybe hair if it separates naturally, but tissue would be better.”

She took another step.

Alex opened her mouth.

Then Selena’s gaze flicked back to Phong’s status window, still open in the air between them.

Her eyes landed on one line.

At least level 120.

She froze.

The knife stopped halfway out of its sheath.

The whole mad scientist rush hit a wall so hard it was almost visible.

Slowly, very slowly, Selena looked from the words in the message to the nearest pod, where the sleeping elf floated in pale light like a very pretty murder machine still under construction.

Then she slid the knife back in.

“…I can wait,” she said.

Phong snorted despite himself.

Alex laughed outright.

Selena folded her arms, trying and failing to recover her dignity. “That was a strategic decision.”

“Mmhm,” Alex said.

“I am a serious researcher.”

“You were about to biopsy a level one hundred and twenty baby elf.”

Selena pointed at her. “A potential level one hundred and twenty baby elf. There is a difference.”

“Not enough of one.”

Phong closed the status window and looked back at the grove of giant pods.

The pale light still pulsed through them, steady and alive. Thick roots spread under the scorched land the moletatoes had reclaimed. Inside the pods, the elf-shaped figures drifted on in perfect silence, untouched by the fact that three very confused humans were standing nearby trying to decide how much of a disaster this counted as.

The Sky Emperor would deal with it, apparently.

That was good.

Because Phong had reached the edge of what practical thinking could do for him today.

He had asked the right person. He had not let Selena start cutting things open. He had not, as far as he knew, triggered an elf apocalypse.

For now, that would have to count as success.

Selena kept staring at the pods anyway, muttering under her breath.

“Botanical gestation,” she said again, almost mournful now. “Do you understand how much this changes.”

“Yes,” Phong said.

Alex glanced sideways at him. “Do you?”

“No,” he admitted. “But I understand enough to want the dragon to handle it.”

That earned him another approving look from Alex.

Selena sighed, long and deep, like a woman forced to walk away from the greatest bad idea of her career.

Then all three of them stood there in the reclaimed scorched land, watching the giant pods sway faintly in the dim dungeon light, and waiting for whatever answer the Sky Emperor would bring next.

Phong had every intention of turning around and heading back to camp.

Slowly.

Very, very slowly.

He had already grown elves in a dungeon. He had already messaged the Sky Emperor about it. The Sky Emperor had already, in the calm tone of an ancient dragon, confirmed that Horns of the Earth was apparently the progenitor of elves and that those elves should have been at least level one hundred and twenty.

That was enough problem for one walk.

So naturally, that was when something stepped into the path ahead of them.

It was small.

Small enough that for one stupid fraction of a second, Phong’s mind tried to place it as just a calf.

Then the rest of his brain caught up.

The calf’s body was compact and young-looking, but on its back sat miniature mountains. Little trees. Little lakes that reflected light. A whole impossible moving landscape rested across its back like the memory of a world. Its horns were made of something like diamond, clear and hard and catching every bit of dungeon light into cold fractured gleams.

Phong stopped so fast Selena nearly walked into him.

Alex went still beside him.

All three of their status menus flickered at once.

Phong saw the calf’s status and felt his stomach drop.

Everything was red.

Name: ???Stats: ???
Weaknesses: ???
Everything: ???

No useful system read. No point of leverage. No comfortable lie from the menu pretending this thing belonged to the same scale of reality as them.

They knew immediately.

Horns of the Earth.

Not the towering walking mountain that had stopped at camp Stymphalian to watch, not the disaster on legs from the trade town story. Not that full world-breaking presence.

But him.

Or some part of him.

The calf looked up at them with dark, irritated eyes.

Then it spoke in a voice far older and more annoyed than its size had any right to carry.

“Big brother told me some of my children were taken.”

Selena made a tiny sound that was halfway between terror and scientific heartbreak.

The calf’s gaze shifted past them to the giant glowing pods rooted in the scorched land.

It looked at them once.

Just once.

Then it said, “They grew by you, nursed by your plants. They were no longer mine.”

Phong did not move.

Did not blink much either.

This was not the kind of conversation where you tested patience by being the first human to say something stupid.

The calf turned its head slightly, mountains and little lakes on its back shifting with the motion in a way that made Phong’s eyes hurt if he focused on it too hard.

Its voice remained calm, but there was something absolute in it.

“I am in no position to snuff out life, for that is against my nature.”

Alex’s shoulders eased by the smallest amount.

Selena’s did too, though only until the calf continued.

“However, I shall not hand the inheritors of a Pillar’s power to a human, either.”

That stole the breath right back out of all three of them.

Phong felt his throat go dry.

Inheritors of a Pillar’s power.

That was not a phrase anyone sane wanted attached to something growing out of a field they personally managed.

The calf looked at the pods again, then back to Phong.

“So I will place a limit on these elves.”

The pale light inside the pods pulsed once, as if responding.

“They shall begin at level one,” Horns of the Earth said, “and grow with you. How far they grow will depend on your nurture, farmer.”

Phong stared.

Selena stared.

Alex stared.

For once, none of them had a joke.

The calf had just deflected the problem.

Made it Phong’s responsibility.

Of course it had.

Because apparently that was just how his life worked now.

The little creature took one last step, and then its body began to change.

Stone spread across it in a ripple.

Flesh became rock, hide became mineral, diamond horns dulled into fixed crystal. In less than a breath, the calf was a statue.

Then the statue cracked.

Chunks broke away from the legs first, then the body, then the tiny mountain-laden back. The whole thing crumbled inward and collapsed into a pile of lifeless stone fragments on the dark soil.

Silence rushed in after it.

Phong looked at the rubble.

Then at the pods.

Then back at the rubble again.

“…that was a clone,” he said.

Alex let out a breath. “Apparently.”

Selena whispered, “I just met Horns of the Earth and he used the phrase ‘my children’ while standing in front of homegrown elf pods.”

Phong nodded once. “Yes.”

“I hate your life.”

“That makes two of us.”

His status menu pinged.

All three of them flinched a little from the sudden sound.

Phong opened it.

Another message from the Sky Emperor.

[There, your problem dealt with. Heal that land as promised, farmer. You have asked for quite a few favors from me already. I expect results.]

Phong read it once.

Then again.

Alex leaned in over his shoulder and read it too. Selena came up from the other side, still pale, still trying to recover from the fact that one of the most terrifying beings in the dungeon had appeared as a calf, judged Phong’s accidental elf grove, and then assigned him long-term parenting consequences.

Phong exhaled through his nose.

The message was clear enough.

The Sky Emperor had stepped in. Horns of the Earth had accepted a compromise. The elves would not hatch as instant level one hundred and twenty monsters.

Instead, they would start at level one.

And grow with him.

Which was somehow better and worse at the same time.

Alex read the message fully, then glanced at the crumbled stone remains of the calf and back to the pods. “Congratulations.”

Phong looked at her.

“You now have restricted-growth dungeon elves.”

Selena covered her face. “Why are those words real.”

Phong closed the message and rubbed both hands over his face. “I need coffee.”

“We don’t have coffee here,” Selena said automatically.

“Then I need a different life.”

Alex actually laughed at that, soft and helpless.

The giant pods still swayed in the scorched land, pale and silent, their roots deep in soil the moletatoes had reclaimed. The rubble of Horns of the Earth’s clone lay scattered nearby, already looking oddly ordinary for something that had, seconds ago, carried mountains on its back.

Phong stood there for another moment, staring at the field he was still supposed to heal.

The Sky Emperor wanted results.

That was fair.

Unfortunately, the land now included a grove of level-capped baby elves that depended on his nurture.

Of course it did.

He straightened slowly. “We’re going back to camp.”

Selena lowered her hands. “To do what.”

Phong started walking.

“To pretend,” he said, “that this is somehow manageable until I figure out how to make it actually manageable.”

Alex fell into step beside him. “Reasonable.”

Selena hurried after them, glancing back at the glowing pods one last time with the haunted look of a woman who had just been denied the greatest research opportunity of her life by common sense and a level warning.

Behind them, the scorched land pulsed softly in the dungeon dark.

And under that pale light, Phong’s elves kept growing.

            

    
        Chapter 76: Nemean and the win of intrusive thought

    
    
    
    
                That night, Camp Stymphalian nearly broke under the weight of Phong’s news.

They had gathered after dinner around one of the larger common tables, with firelight and sunflower seeds glow mixing across the camp. The mood had already been strange before Phong spoke. Everyone could tell he had come back from the scorched land carrying something. Alex had that look she got when she was trying not to laugh at a problem because the problem was too absurd. Selena looked like a woman being crushed between scientific curiosity and survival instinct.

That alone was enough to make people nervous.

Phong stood there for a second, trying to think of a normal way to say it.

There was not one.

So he said it anyway.

He explained the pods. The humanoid creatures inside. The pointy ears. The Sky Emperor confirming that Horns of the Earth was the progenitor of elves. The warning that natural-born ones would have been at least level one hundred and twenty. Then the part where a calf version of Horns of the Earth had shown up, looked at the pods, and decided that because they had grown in Phong’s land and been nursed by his plants, they were now Phong’s responsibility.

Then he explained the limit.

Level one to start.

Growing with Phong.

Silence followed.

Long silence.

The kind that came when a camp full of experienced people all needed the same moment to accept that reality had once again bent itself around Phong specifically.

Dominic dropped his head into one hand and groaned.

“I want a normal friend for once.”

Jake laughed into his cup.

Jack rubbed at his face like that might somehow help.

Joanne looked at Phong with open accusation. “You can’t keep doing this.”

Phong frowned. “Doing what.”

“This.” She waved both hands at him. “Whatever this is. You go outside and come back with mythological consequences.”

“That is not on purpose.”

“That somehow makes it worse,” Dominic muttered.

Across the table, Séline and Camille exchanged a glance.

Then Séline shrugged.

“We considered the farm boy an anomaly from the start.”

Camille nodded once. “This only confirms the pattern.”

Phong groaned immediately. “You two are enjoying this too much.”

“Not the situation,” Séline said.

“The confirmation,” Camille added.

Alex leaned on his shoulder, smug on his behalf. “I enjoy both.”

“That is because you are biased,” Selena said.

“Yes,” Alex replied. “Correctly.”

Alexei, who had been listening with steadily increasing brightness in his eyes, suddenly raised a hand.

“I can take babysitting duty.”

Every head turned to him.

He straightened, clearly sincere and only making it worse by the second. “I have experience with unusual life forms, strong observational discipline, and excellent nest-protection instincts.”

Rico squinted at him. “You sound suspiciously prepared.”

Alexei placed a hand on his chest. “I merely wish to help.”

No one bought that for a second.

The memory of him being weird about Little Fireball was still far too fresh.

Dominic pointed at him. “No.”

Jake nodded. “Absolutely not.”

Jack crossed his arms. “Not even a little.”

Joanne looked almost offended by the idea. “The elves are not chickens.”

Alexei drew himself up. “I did not say they were.”

“You didn’t have to,” Selena said.

Even Nyx, sitting on a nearby chair like a small dark queen, stared at him with visible disapproval. Bruno let out a soft huff, which in his case was basically agreement.

Alexei sighed like a misunderstood saint. “My generosity is wasted here.”

“It is feared here,” Jake corrected.

The table dissolved into overlapping comments after that, too many at once, and Selena apparently decided the camp needed to be steered away from the fact that Phong now had dungeon-grown elf children in giant pods.

So she slapped a hand lightly on the table.

“We need a team name.”

That cut through the noise better than expected.

Dominic blinked. “What.”

Selena gestured at all of them. “If you decide to listen to Emma and enter the national tournament, then ‘Dominic’s team’ is not good enough anymore.”

Dominic opened his mouth, then closed it again.

Because annoyingly, she had a point.

Joanne leaned back in her seat. “She does, unfortunately, have a point.”

Jake groaned. “Oh no.”

Jack looked even less pleased. “This is going to be bad.”

“It is going to be great,” Rico declared, slamming both paws onto the table. “I’m prepared.”

Phong, already tired from the day, felt immediate dread.

He was right to.

Rico stood up on his seat and spread his arms wide. “Kamen Raccoons.”

Silence.

Then Jake burst out laughing so hard he nearly tipped backward.

Rico looked offended. “It has style. It has mystery. It has masked justice.”

“It has you,” Joanne said.

“Which is more than enough.”

Nyx flicked her tail and, in the tone of a cat who knew she was improving the conversation, said, “Shadow Sovereigns.”

Bruno barked once and immediately countered with, “Thunder Fang Champions.”

“That is not better,” Selena said.

“It is if we get capes,” Bruno said.

Nyx narrowed her eyes. “Why would we wear capes.”

“Because champions wear capes.”

“Stupid champions die in capes.”

Bruno gasped like he had been betrayed.

Little Fireball, who had until then been perched near Phong’s shoulder, suddenly chirped, flapped once, and jumped onto the middle of the table.

She puffed up, spread her tiny wings, and let out an indignant series of peeps that made her intentions very clear.

Rico translated with absolute confidence. “She says team should be named after Little Fireball.”

Phong rubbed his forehead. “You do not know that.”

“I know in my heart.”

Little Fireball peeped again, louder this time, and stomped one tiny foot like she was demanding formal recognition.

Alex smiled at her. “That might be the strongest campaign so far.”

Dominic, perhaps desperate to restore sanity, cleared his throat. “What about Iron Vanguard.”

Jake immediately added, “Or Titan Forge.”

Jack, who apparently had been infected by gym culture through proximity alone, said, “Fortress Union.”

Selena stared at all three of them. “These sound like protein powder brands.”

Joanne actually choked laughing.

Séline, who looked personally unconvinced by every English option so far, folded her arms and said, “Les Lances de Minuit.”

Camille followed without missing a beat. “Or Les Crocs du Destin.”

The table went quiet.

Jake blinked. “I’m not saying that.”

“You can learn,” Séline said.

“No,” Jack replied for him, with immediate conviction.

Dominic tried once and failed halfway through the first French vowel.

Rico pointed dramatically. “American defeated.”

“By pronunciation,” Joanne said. “As usual.”

The suggestions kept going after that, growing more ridiculous by the minute. Half the table wanted something cool. The other half wanted something meaningful. Rico wanted merchandise. Bruno wanted fangs. Nyx wanted dignity. Little Fireball wanted worship.

Eventually, after everyone had spoken and most of the bad ideas had burned themselves out, the conversation slowed.

Phong, who had mostly spent the whole time listening, finally said, “Nemean.”

The table turned toward him.

He leaned back a little, then went on when no one objected right away.

“It keeps the Greek myth theme.” He glanced between them. “We already have Camp Stymphalian and Camp Harpy. Nemean fits.”

Selena’s expression shifted first. Interested.

Phong continued, more sure of it as he said it out loud. “A lion makes a good symbol. Easy logo. Strong image. And the Nemean Lion was known for near invulnerability.” He shrugged. “Seems like a decent good luck charm.”

For a second, nobody jumped in.

Then Dominic slowly nodded.

“…that’s actually good.”

Jake leaned back, considering it. “Yeah.”

Jack grunted once. “Better than Titan Forge.”

“Much better,” Joanne said.

Alex smiled at Phong, pleased in that warm, private way she got whenever he said something unexpectedly solid and everyone else realized it too. “I like it.”

Séline gave a small approving tilt of her head. “Simple. Clean. Symbolic.”

Camille nodded. “Usable.”

Rico looked disappointed for exactly three seconds before adapting with shocking speed. “Fine. Nemean. But I deserves commemorative jacket.”

Nyx flicked an ear. “No.”

Bruno barked once. “Yes.”

Little Fireball peeped in the middle of the table, which everyone generously chose to interpret as approval.

And just like that, it settled.

Nemean.

A real name.

Not just Dominic’s team anymore. Not just a loose collection of survivors and monsters and strange allies dragged together by circumstance. A name with shape to it. With weight.

That changed the air a little.

Not by much.

But enough.



One by one, the night began to wind down after that.

Dominic got up first with Janet, both of them already talking quietly about formations and training. Jake and Jack left together not long after, still arguing over which of their terrible gym-club names had been least embarrassing. Selena headed off with Joanne, Séline, and Camille, the four of them slipping into a side conversation that sounded half tactical, half gossip, and probably dangerous in both directions.

Alexei announced that he would sleep with the animals.

No one stopped him, mostly because that was already strange enough to be self-punishing.

Nyx went with regal disinterest. Bruno trotted after him happily. Little Fireball launched herself off the table and landed on Phong’s shoulder as if to say she wouldn't sleep near the paladin.

Then the camp thinned, firelight softening as people peeled away toward their lodges.

Phong stood too, and Alex rose with him without needing to ask.

Together, they headed back toward their lodge under the glow of sunflower light and the watch of a camp that was becoming more impossible by the day.

Behind them, the name still lingered in the air.

Nemean.

Ahead of them waited a lodge, a bed, and probably more trouble tomorrow.

For tonight, though, it was enough to walk beside Alex in the quiet and let the camp settle around them.

Later, when they finally made it back to their lodge, Alex was still smiling.

Phong noticed it the moment the door shut behind them.

Not the soft kind she wore in quiet moments. This one had teeth in it. Amusement. Satisfaction. The kind that usually meant she had spotted something about him that he did not want examined too closely.

Phong set Little Fireball on her usual perch and gave Alex a wary look. “What.”

Alex kicked off her boots, climbed onto the bed, and leaned back on her hands. “Nothing.”

“That is a lie.”

She grinned wider. “Maybe.”

Phong sighed and started pulling off his hoodie. “Just say it.”

Alex waited until he looked at her again. Then she lowered her voice like she was sharing a secret meant only for him.

“You named the team Nemean to spite Josh.”

Phong paused.

“No, I didn’t.”

Alex’s brow rose at once.

It was not even the words. It was how badly he said them.

Too fast. Too flat. Not enough conviction.

She laughed softly and crawled forward across the bed. “Oh, you absolutely did.”

“I did not.”

“You did.” She reached out, hooked her fingers into his shirt, and tugged him closer. “Camp Stymphalian. Camp Harpy. Then Nemean.” Her eyes glinted. “You heard about Josh trying to expose the camp and thought, fine, then let’s lean all the way into the myth thing and make it ours.”

Phong looked away for a second, which was the worst possible defense.

Alex caught it immediately.

“There it is.”

“It fit the theme,” he muttered.

“Mhmm.”

“And the lion symbolism was good.”

“Mhmm.”

“And the invulnerability thing.”

“Phong.”

He looked back at her.

She was barely holding in her laughter now.

He tried one last time. “It was not about Josh.”

Alex put both hands on his face and kissed him once, slow and warm and very unconvinced.

“Your spite is cute,” she whispered.

Phong made a low sound of protest that had no force in it at all.

Alex took that as surrender.

Which, to be fair, it mostly was.

She pulled him down with her, still smiling, and somewhere between one kiss and the next, the argument stopped mattering. Or at least stopped mattering in any way Phong could still track properly.

At some point, Alex decided that since he refused to admit the spite, she would simply make sure he was too exhausted to maintain the lie.

Phong, already having suffered from her idea of “fair consequences” once that morning, realized this too late to be useful.

Much, much too late.

Later, in the middle of warmth and tangled blankets and the very distracting reality of a level thirty-five Arbiter Mindblade deciding to pay close attention to him, the lodge door shifted open by the smallest amount.

Neither of them noticed at first.

That was because Rico had become disturbingly good at moving like a criminal whenever coffee was involved.

The raccoon slipped inside with the care of a veteran thief, eyes locked on the supply corner. He padded over, snatched several sticks of instant coffee, and very nearly escaped cleanly.

Very nearly.

Then the intrusive thought won.

Rico stopped.

Turned.

And saw enough.

There was one long, terrible second where his face lit up with the kind of curiosity that had ended civilizations.

Then he asked, in a thoughtful whisper that still somehow carried perfectly,

“Are the elves considered farmer children? Is this count as cheating?”

Silence.

Deep, absolute, doomed silence.

Rico’s eyes widened.

“Oh,” he said.

Then he bolted.

The raccoon shot out of the room like he had just robbed a god, coffee sticks clutched to his chest, and behind him came a storm of psychic constructs.

Blades, darts, a spear, something that might have been a very personal expression of outrage shaped like pure force, all of them chasing him down the camp path at terrifying speed.

Rico screamed, “I REGRET MY TACTICAL DECISION,” and vanished into the dark.

A lodge door farther down opened a crack.

Dominic looked out, watched the line of psychic death streak after the fleeing raccoon, and blinked once.

“…that’s a record,” he murmured.

Behind him, Janet leaned around his shoulder, took in the same sight, and nodded.

“Someone is angry.”

A few more faces appeared from nearby lodges.

Jake looked half asleep and fully delighted. Jack folded his arms and watched Rico disappear around a turn with enough constructs on his tail to flatten a lesser man. Joanne, from another doorway, pressed a hand over her mouth to hold back laughter and failed.

Even Selena, looking tired and offended on behalf of all scientific dignity, shook her head.

“Rico has a gift,” she said.

“A curse,” Jack corrected.

“No,” Dominic said, still watching the aftermath. “A gift. It just happens to be terrible.”

From somewhere deeper in camp came another distant yelp from Rico, followed by a crack of what sounded like a very offended treant.

Jake winced. “He really does know how to draw attention.”

“And hostility,” Janet added.

Everyone around them nodded at that.

Because there were many things Rico excelled at.

Survival, somehow, was one of them.

But drawing immediate focus, danger, and aggressive intent onto himself might have been his true calling.

Back inside the lodge, Phong lay there staring at the ceiling for one long second, his face buried in one hand.

Alex, still breathing a little harder than usual, looked toward the now-open door and then back at him.

Then she started laughing.

Not politely.

Not quietly.

Phong groaned into his hand. “I’m going to kill him.”

“No, you’re not.”

“He asked if the elves count as cheating.”

That only made her laugh harder.

Eventually she leaned down, kissed his cheek, and whispered, “For the record, they don’t.”

Phong turned his head enough to look at her.

“I was not asking.”

“I know.”

Outside, someone else started laughing as Rico apparently continued his sprint for survival.

Inside, Alex curled against him, still amused, still warm, and very clearly not done tormenting him yet.

And throughout all of Camp Stymphalian, one thing became clear all over again.

Rico was far, far too good at making every situation become about Rico.


            

    
        Chapter 77: Return to the surface and an addition to the team

    
    
    
    
                Phong made the call the next morning.

The whole group was going to the surface for two reasons.

First, Camp Stymphalian needed gas for the generator. That alone was enough to justify a trip.

Second, Christmas was getting close, and Phong had not visited either Long or the Vogels since summer. That had started to weigh on him more than he liked to admit.

There was also the same logic Selena had pointed out before: avoiding the public too hard could become its own kind of signal.

If Phong and the others suddenly vanished from normal life, if they stopped showing their faces in places people expected them to be, then someone like Olen’s father would only dig harder. Camp Stymphalian was too important to risk over one mistake like that. The safest move was to act normal.

So they surfaced in New York.

And once they did, there was really only one place they could go first.

Hà Nội's Corner.

The familiar little shop sat there like it had always been waiting for them, warm light inside, the smell of roasted coffee already leaking into the street before they even opened the door. For one brief second, Phong felt something in him loosen.

Home was complicated now.

But places like this still helped.

Joanne did not bother pretending dignity.

The instant the bell rang over the door, she dashed in like a pilgrim returning to a holy site. Her love for Long’s coffee work had long since crossed the line into devotion, and she wore it proudly.

“Master,” she said with full feeling, already halfway to the counter.

Long looked up from where he was working and gave her the sort of flat stare only a man used to worship could manage.

“You are too loud,” he said.

Joanne beamed anyway.

Phong stepped in after her with Alex, Dominic, Janet, Jake, Jack, Selena, Séline, Camille, Alexei, Nyx, Bruno, and Little Fireball in loose order behind him, turning the café into a much bigger event than usual.

And then Phong saw Emma.

She was already there.

Sitting near the counter with a drink in hand, dressed simply enough not to scream heiress on sight, though there was still no way to fully hide Emma Tannenbaum being Emma Tannenbaum. She looked up at the group with mild amusement, like this was exactly the reaction she had expected.

Rico saw her too.

And the racoon immediately vanished behind the counter.

Just one second he was there, the next he had ducked down out of sight like a raccoon-shaped crime had occurred.

Phong sighed. “Rico.”

No answer.

Emma took a slow sip of her drink. “He still embarrassed?”

That would be because of the incident earlier, when Rico had apparently sleepwalked into Emma’s room and gotten used as a body pillow. It had done lasting damage to what little pride he had left.

A paw rose from behind the counter.

“This is strategically repositioned,” Rico said.

Long did not even look down. “He is also trying to steal my latest blend.”

The paw disappeared at once.

Emma smiled into her cup.

None of them asked Long about the group chat.

None of them asked what kind of encryption he had used to keep it safe from top IT firms run by the elite and backed by the government.

None of them asked how a coffee shop owner knew how to do any of that in the first place.

They gave him the same courtesy he had always given them.

He never pressed them about the farm, so they never pressed him about whatever strange side of his life let him protect their communications better than people with entire corporate teams.

That was simply how things were.

Long grunted at the crowd now filling his shop. “You all look more troublesome than last time.”

“That is because we have grown,” Rico said from below the counter.

“In number or in problems?” Long asked.

“Yes,” Selena replied.

Long accepted that as a fair answer and went back to work.

For a while, the shop settled into a strange kind of peace. Joanne hovered near the coffee making like she was at a live show, Jake and Jack took over one corner, Dominic and Janet sat together like they had been married for 20 years and counting, rather than just newly wed last year. Nyx claimed a chair like royalty, Bruno lay under a table after securing part of a pastry by winning over someone with his face.

Little Fireball peeped from Phong’s shoulder and got stared at by two customers who were not sure whether she was a pet, a summon, or a tiny omen.

Then Emma reached into her bag and pulled out a folder.

She held it out toward Dominic.

“Here.”

Dominic looked at it, then at her. “What’s this?”

“Application form.”

That got enough attention that even Rico forgot to hide for a second and popped his head up.

Emma set the papers on the table.

“For the tournament,” she said. “I’m joining the team.”

That landed hard.

Jake blinked. Jack stared. Joanne turned away from Long’s coffee for the first time in minutes. Selena leaned in. Even Alex narrowed her eyes slightly, more surprised than hostile.

Dominic picked up the form slowly. “You’re serious.”

Emma looked at him like that was an odd question. “Very.”

Phong studied her face.

She was calm, but not casual. This was not a whim of a heiress, but a strategic move that had been thought about long and carefully.

Alex crossed her arms. “Why.”

Emma looked back at her and answered without flinching.

“Because my family spent a lot of resources getting back at Josh’s father for what he did to me.” Her tone was even, but there was iron under it. “That kind of fight costs money, time, favors, and influence. They are going to want a return.”

Nobody interrupted.

Emma continued.

“The cleanest way to recover is optics. Public ones.” She tapped the folder once. “And their daughter winning the national tournament would be very good optics.”

Emma leaned back in her seat. “Josh is already out of the question. That door is closed. So if the Tannenbaums want the best chance on the East Coast, the answer is obvious.”

Her gaze shifted to Alex.

“Alexandra Vogel.”

The shop went quiet for a beat.

Alex did not look flattered.

Mostly because she understood exactly what Emma meant. She was strong, she was well-known in the divers community, she had some influence here and there, but there was more to it. The Tannenbaums viewed Alex in the same way as the Ellisons. Alex was rare, was marketable, and with enough optics and media backed narrative behind her, she could be made into the face of the new age to rival Josh.

Emma went on anyway.

“I’m not saying this because I suddenly enjoy family strategy.” She gave a dry little smile. “I’m saying it because the logic is solid. Joining your team gives them a path back into public favor, and it gives me a better shot at something that matters.”

Dominic set the form down, still watching her.

“And what matters to you.”

Emma’s smile faded.

“Winning,” she said simply. “And making sure the wrong people don’t control the whole stage.”

That, at least, sounded honest.

Phong believed it.

Alex still looked wary, but not dismissive. Emma and Alex were not friends in any easy sense. They had history, friction, pride. but they also shared enemies, and more than that, they shared enough self-awareness to know when alliance beat ego.

Joanne leaned one elbow on the counter. “So the celebrity rival joins the team for politics, revenge, and good optics.”

Emma glanced at her. “When you say it like that, it sounds shallow.”

“It is a little shallow,” Selena said.

“It is also practical,” Phong added.

Emma pointed at him. “Thank you.”

Alex gave Phong a look. “Do not encourage her.”

“I’m not encouraging. I’m simply stating the truth.”

Long set a cup down in front of Dominic with a quiet clink, then another in front of Emma. “You all talk too much. Drink first. Scheme after.”

That ended the argument for a moment, mostly because nobody in Hà Nội Corner was stupid enough to ignore coffee placed in front of them by Long.

Dominic looked down at the form again.

Manhattan moved on like normal.

But here, around coffee and heat and too many strong personalities in one room, something new was taking shape.


Emma’s phone buzzed while the coffee was still hot.

She glanced down without much interest at first, then paused.

Her eyes moved once across the screen.

Then she looked up at the group with a slow, knowing expression that immediately made Phong suspicious.

“What,” Jake asked.

Emma lifted the phone slightly. “The Diver Association app updated the roster entry.”

Dominic leaned over from his seat. “Already?”

Emma ignored him and kept looking straight at Phong.

“Team Nemean,” she read aloud.

That got a few smiles.

Emma’s mouth curved. “I know exactly which nerd came up with that.”

Alex made a pleased little sound.

Phong looked down at his coffee. “It was a practical name.”

“Of course it was,” Emma said.

“That doesn’t mean he wasn’t being a nerd,” Joanne added.

Rico popped up from behind the counter just enough to contribute. “Farm nerd.”

Phong chose not to dignify that.



After their usual stop at Hà Nội Corner, the group split up.

Dominic, Janet, Jake, Jack, and Joanne headed off to collect the dirt, seeds, and fertilizer they owed the Greencap Knights. Dominic had made the trade agreement, and none of them planned to show up empty-handed after asking for new gear.

Selena peeled away in another direction to meet Vanessa.

That left Phong, Alex, Séline, Camille, Alexei, Nyx, Bruno, Little Fireball, and unfortunately Rico heading toward the Vogels’ bakery.

Emma came with them.

Not because anyone invited her, but because she said she wanted the pastries.

That was hard to argue with.

The streets of Manhattan were busy, loud in the way only surface cities could be after too much dungeon fear and too much forced recovery. Christmas was close enough that lights already glowed in windows and decorations hung where they could. The city was still itself, even with the scars the world had put on it.

Phong kept his hood up and tried not to think too hard about how public all of this felt.

That became harder when Emma decided to amuse herself.

She pulled a can of energy drink from her bag.

Rico, who had been pretending he was still maintaining distance on principle, froze in place the moment he saw it.

Emma shook the can once.

Rico’s eyes widened.

She smiled, slow and evil. “Come here.”

The raccoon lasted less than two seconds.

He scrambled over without shame, accepted the drink with both paws, and then, as if this had always been the natural order of things, climbed onto her shoulder and perched there while drinking from it with full concentration.

Phong stared, then groaned. “You got bought so easily.”

Rico pulled the can down just enough to glare at him. “You introduced me to caffeine.”

Phong opened his mouth.

Rico continued mercilessly, “Also the only reason Rico tolerate shampoo.”

Silence hit Phong so hard it almost felt visible.

Alex looked at him.

Emma looked at him.

Séline and Camille looked at him.

Even Alexei looked interested.

Phong stood there like a man who had just been mugged by truth.

Rico took another sip with great dignity from Emma’s shoulder.

For one truly cursed moment, it did look like a celebrity diver and her raccoon sidekick had always belonged together.

And because the world hated Phong specifically, people noticed.

Phones came out.

First one. Then several.

The sight of Emma Tannenbaum walking through Manhattan with a raccoon on her shoulder drinking an energy drink from a can was apparently too strong for the public to ignore. Her walking together with Alexandra Vogel made it worse. By the time they had gone another block, people were already whispering, pointing, taking pictures, posting clips, going live.

Phong saw it happen in real time and knew exactly what came next.

“Great,” he muttered.

Alex glanced sideways at him. “You say that a lot.”

“Because a lot of things are great in the worst way.”

By the time they reached the district near the bakery, the small crowd had grown.

Interviewers had joined the chaos.

The questions started fast.

“Emma, is this about the national tournament?”

“Alexandra Vogel, can you comment on the rumors around Joshua Harlan’s statements?”

“Is Camp Stymphalian real?”

“What about the claims involving mutated plants in the dungeon?”

“Miss Vogel, what is your response to Olen’s public interest in you?”

“Are you and Phong Tran actually dating?”

Phong felt his social battery begin dying in real time.

Alex saw it instantly.

So she stepped half a pace ahead and took control before he had to.

Her posture straightened. Her face smoothed into something calm, distant, and very hard for strangers to push through.

When she spoke, her voice was clear and sharp.

“Joshua Harlan has already shown he is willing to lie to protect his own image.”

That quieted things enough for the next words to land harder.

“There is no Camp Stymphalian,” Alex said. “And there are no secret mutated plants waiting to rewrite the rules of the dungeon because Josh says so.”

Emma crossed her arms beside her, clearly content to let that stand. It fit the story already built around Josh after his failure and public mess. The more Alex denied it, the stronger Emma’s earlier framing became: Josh had been cowardly trying to hide his own actions by pushing fantasy onto other people.

Alex continued without hesitation.

“As for Olen, I have nothing to say about a man who mistakes obsession for worth.”

That got a few immediate reactions from the crowd.

Then came the relationship question again.

This time, Alex answered without even pausing.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m dating Phong Tran.”

That brought a fresh burst of noise.

She did not let it grow out of control.

“I didn’t choose my partner based on net worth, public influence, or what other people think looks convenient. I chose him because he is the person I want.”

There was no drama in how she said it.

That made it hit harder.

Just plain truth. Clean and unashamed.

Phong stood there looking at her, tired and a little overwhelmed and more grateful than he wanted to admit in public.

The questions kept coming, but Alex handled them with the same smooth pressure. She moved the topic when needed and shielded him from the worst of it without making it obvious.

She knew this sort of thing drained him.

That alone made Phong try to stay quiet and not getting in her way.

He managed for a while.

Then one interviewer pushed again.

“Mr. Tran, if there is no Camp Stymphalian, why do so many people keep linking your name to these claims?”

Phong exhaled slowly.

He really did not want to do this.

Television cameras, microphones, strangers, public interest, all of it felt like his soul getting peeled off in thin layers.

But he also knew when silence started looking worse than speech.

So halfway through the chaos, Phong stepped in.

Alex glanced at him at once, reading the strain on his face, but he gave the smallest shake of his head. He had this much, at least.

He looked at the interviewer and answered.

“Because people like making stories when reality is boring.”

That got a few surprised looks.

Phong kept going, despite how clearly this was chewing through his social battery.

“Josh made claims because it helped him, other people repeated them because scandal spreads faster than facts.” He shrugged once. “A level one farmer connected to dungeon rumors is more interesting than a guy buying gas and visiting family before Christmas.”

There was a touch of dry humor in it, tired but real.

Helpful in this situation.

Another question came at once.

“What about the mutated plants.”

Phong answered this one too.

“There are all kinds of strange things in the dungeon, that doesn’t mean every rumor attached to my name becomes true.” He looked straight at the cameras now, steady even if it was taking effort. “People should be careful about trusting loud men with something to hide.”

Phong didn't mention Josh directly, but he didn't need to. The media was too good at twisting people words and taking them out of context anyway, and the media would sure love a "David vs Goliath" rivalry between a farmer and a powerful public "hero".

Emma smiled faintly beside him, approving.

A woman from another outlet jumped in. “And your relationship with Alexandra Vogel? Do you think the public reaction has been fair?”

Phong looked at Alex for half a second.

Then back to the cameras.

“I think people can think whatever they want,” he said. “I know her enough to know she doesn't let the public influence her decision.”

Alex’s mouth softened at that.

He was obviously tired now, in the way his shoulders slumping down whenever he thought no interviewers were looking his way, and in the way his voice grew more hoarse after every question. But he stayed there anyway, trying his best to make it clear he could stand in front of questions too, even if he hated every second of it.

Rico, still on Emma’s shoulder, took another loud sip of energy drink and whispered, “Farmer evolved.”

Emma nearly laughed.

Alex did smile this time.

And with her beside him, with the cameras focused and the city watching, Phong endured the rest of the questions as best he could, drained but present, while Manhattan turned another strange little moment of his life into public spectacle.

            

    
        Chapter 78: Trip to the Vogels (celebrating 10 reviews and 100 followers)

    
    
    
    
                By the time they reached the Vogel bakery, Phong looked like a wet stray cat who had been dragged through public attention against his will and only barely survived.

He still tried.

That was the worst part.

He stood up straight at the entrance, tried to smooth his hair, tried to look like a respectable young man coming to visit his girlfriend’s parents instead of a socially battered farmer whose soul had just been peeled on live television.

It lasted maybe five seconds.

Papa Vogel took one look at him and snorted.

Mama Vogel’s expression softened immediately. She had clearly seen the interviews already.

Both of them had.

They knew exactly how much Phong hated being in the spotlight.

So when he stepped in and gave them his best attempt at a proper greeting, Papa Vogel waved a hand and said, “Enough, enough. Sit.”

That was all the permission Phong needed.

He made it to the nearest table and immediately draped himself over it like his bones had dissolved.

Alex, walking in right behind him, failed to hide her amusement.

Mama Vogel clicked her tongue softly. “Ach, poor boy.”

“I’m alive,” Phong muttered into the table.

“That does not look convincing,” Papa Vogel said.

Phong lifted one hand weakly in protest and let it fall again.

He had brought gifts, at least.

When he finally sat up enough to pass them over, it was with the solemnity of a man trying to prove he was still useful. Explosive Peas and Angry Chilies, both chosen because even for people who no longer cared about diving, small stat improvements still mattered.

Papa and Mama Vogel had classes and stats, same as everyone else.

They had simply chosen not to dive.

Not because they were weak, and not because they were foolish, but because they were satisfied with the life they had. A bakery. A family. Enough years already lived to know that adventure was not worth chasing just because the world offered it. They had no need to level up in dark places to feel complete. And if push come to shove, they had their trustworthy daughter standing between them an foolish goons.

Still, more strength was more strength.

And Phong knew that.

Mama Vogel accepted the gifts warmly. Papa Vogel inspected them with the serious respect of a man evaluating ingredients and practical utility at the same time.

But for the old couple, the real gifts arrived on their own feet.

Or paws.

Or tiny wings.

Mama Vogel fell on Nyx and Little Fireball immediately.

Nyx, to her own great dignity, allowed herself to be adored while pretending this was a burden she heroically bore for the sake of others. Mama Vogel scratched under her chin, cooed over her sleek fur, and declared her “such a beautiful little lady,” which Nyx accepted as obvious truth.

Little Fireball got the full treatment too. Mama Vogel cupped the chick in both hands, laughed at her tiny chirps, and looked so delighted that even Alex softened just watching it.

Papa Vogel, meanwhile, had more practical priorities.

He hauled out bratwurst, set up a proper grill arrangement, and called over Bruno and Rico like a master about to teach wayward apprentices.

“If you are going to eat sausage,” he declared, “you will learn to do it correctly.”

Bruno came at once, tail wagging hard enough to shake his whole body.

Rico climbed up onto a crate with all the seriousness of a raccoon entering sacred instruction.

Papa Vogel showed them the heat control, how to turn without splitting the skin too early, how to judge doneness by smell and color.

“This,” he said, pointing with the tongs, “is the backbone of German cuisine.”

Rico nodded with grave respect. “Sausage supreme.”

Papa Vogel did not even disagree.

Phong tried not to care too much about Rico twisting Dr. Strange title into a culinary achievement.

For Séline, Camille, Alexei, and Emma, this was their first visit.

That meant they got the full experience all at once. The warm bakery smell, the family energy, the sense that the whole place remained stubbornly normal despite the kind of people now walking through its doors.

Same as the Christmas market.

Or the Public Library.

And they knew, the reason was standing near their lv1 farmer, poking at his side in amusement.

Séline and Camille had come with a purpose.

Mischievous purpose.

They wasted almost no time before telling Papa and Mama Vogel about the trip to Lyon and Alex’s declaration of war against French baking culture on behalf of Germany.

Alex, who had not expected escalation this quickly, stared at them. “Really? With him like this?”

Séline folded her arms. “You started it. Don't drag farm boy into this.”

Camille nodded. “We simply return the favor.”

Papa Vogel’s eyes lit up at once.

“Ach...” he said, straightening. “...so.”

Mama Vogel laughed under her breath because she knew that look. “Now you did it.”

Séline gave a polite little tilt of the head. “We would like to test the truth of that statement through the Vogels.”

Papa Vogel put a hand to his chest like he had been formally summoned to national duty.

“As a proud German,” he said, “I accept.”

Alex covered part of her face with one hand. “I hate all of you.”

“No, you don’t,” Mama Vogel said cheerfully.

The tasting battle began almost instantly.

Trays were brought out.

Pastries arranged.

Alexei, who had not gone to Lyon and therefore lacked the context but not the appetite, took one look at the Wurstbrötchen.

His eyes widened after the first bite, then he ate the rest with the intensity of a man rediscovering purpose.

“This,” he said, voice thick with bread and sausage and revelation, “is good.”

Papa Vogel looked pleased enough to forgive many things.

Emma, on the other hand, chose chaos.

She took a croissant with pistachio crème, bit into it, and then, with full awareness of what she was doing, said, “This is better than the croissants I had in Paris.”

The room reacted exactly as it should have.

Séline stared at her.

Camille blinked once, very slowly.

Alex made a noise halfway between disbelief and delight.

Papa Vogel looked ready to adopt Emma on the spot.

Mama Vogel laughed.

Phong, still recovering at the table, pushed himself up just enough to object on pure nerd instinct. “Croissants are actually Austrian in origin.”

Emma did not even turn her head.

“I don’t care.”

“You should care.”

“I want the chaos, not trivia.”

That shut him up, mostly because it was impossible to argue with someone who admitted bad faith that openly.

Séline pointed at Emma with deep offense. “That is not a respectable metric.”

“It is a fun one,” Emma replied.

Camille, somehow managing to look elegant while standing in a bakery war zone, narrowed her eyes at the pastry tray like it had personally insulted French culture.

Papa Vogel puffed up even more. “Taste first. Debate after.”

This, naturally, led to more tasting, more arguments, more completely unserious national pride being treated like a matter of civilization. Alex got dragged into it. Then Phong did too despite trying to hide. Then Rico offered commentary from beside the grill with bratwurst grease on his paws and no right whatsoever to weigh in on European baking traditions. A lack of qualification didn't stop the racoon, though.

Bruno, after being allowed a carefully approved sausage portion, declared Papa Vogel a genius.

Nyx claimed a seat near Mama Vogel and watched the whole thing unfold silently.

Little Fireball peeped at a Kartoffelbrot crumb and was told no by three people at once.

And through it all, Phong slowly came back to life.

Not fully.

He still looked like public attention had wrung him out and left him to dry wrong.

But here, in the warmth of the bakery, with the Vogels laughing, Alex beside him, Papa Vogel grilling like national honor depended on it, and Mama Vogel fussing over the animals like they were grandchildren with fur and feathers, the strain eased.

Enough for him to sit a little straighter.

Enough to smile when Alex caught his eye.

Enough to survive Emma Tannenbaum deliberately choosing violence through pastry opinions and not collapse on the spot.

By the end of it, the bakery was full of heat, voices, and the kind of chaos that only happened when too many strong personalities met somewhere safe enough to be ridiculous.

Which, Phong thought tiredly, was probably the best kind of chaos there was.

Séline and Camille eventually called an end to the pastry war before Papa Vogel and Emma could turn it into an international incident.

“Agree to disagree,” Séline said with the grave tone of a diplomat signing a ceasefire.

Camille nodded. “For the sake of peace.”

Papa Vogel looked like he still had at least three arguments left in him, but Mama Vogel told him to stop puffing up like a bakery rooster, which did help.

Alexei left with the others, though not before securing more food for the road. Emma went too, still looking far too pleased with the chaos she had caused.



In the end, Phong, Alex, and the animals stayed the night at the Vogels’.

Mama Vogel wasted no time reclaiming Alex for what she clearly considered urgent maternal correction.

Into the kitchen she went.

Alex barely had time to protest before an apron was pressed into her hands.

“Mama,” Alex said, already suspicious, “what is this.”

“This,” Mama Vogel declared, “is your education.”

Phong, seated at the table with Nyx curled nearby and Bruno lying under his chair, wisely kept his mouth shut.

Mama Vogel pointed a wooden spoon at Alex like a commander issuing orders.

“You need to know how to cook proper German food for your future man at least three times a week.”

Alex blinked. “Three times.”

“At least.”

Alex immediately tried to negotiate. “I’m fine doing the dishes every time.”

Mama Vogel turned and stared at her daughter in deep disappointment.

“No.”

Alex raised both hands. “What do you mean, no?”

“I mean no.” Mama Vogel went back to arranging ingredients with firm purpose. “Chores are to be distributed evenly. You do not get to avoid cooking forever by trying to look useful near the sink.”

From the doorway, Papa Vogel muttered, “Your mother has spoken.”

Alex looked toward Phong for support.

The traitor in him failed her completely.

He took one look at Mama Vogel’s expression and dropped his gaze to Bruno instead.

Bruno, sensing danger, pretended to be asleep.

Nyx abandoned all loyalty and began cleaning a paw.

Little Fireball burrowed deeper into Phong's hood.

Alex made a face. “Cowards. All of you.”

Mama Vogel put a hand over her heart. “Look how unloved I am. I teach my daughter how to feed the man she wants to keep and she calls me cruel.”

Alex sighed with the heavy suffering of a woman forced to peel potatoes in front of witnesses.

Still, she stayed.

And to her credit, she learned seriously once the teasing stopped being the main event. Mama Vogel showed her proper family recipes, and the small things that turned cooking from “technically edible” into something worth remembering. Alex grumbled every so often, mostly on principle, but she listened.

Phong watched from the edge of the kitchen for a while and found himself smiling despite the earlier social nightmare.

This was easier.

This made sense.

Later, after dinner was done and eaten, with Mama Vogel satisfied enough not to call Alex hopeless and Alex looking privately pleased that she had not embarrassed herself, the dishes had to be handled.

Since Mama Vogel and Alex had cooked, that left Phong and Papa Vogel at the sink.

The bakery had gone calm around them. The animals had settled. Warm light spilled softly over the kitchen tiles. From the other room came the occasional murmur of Mama Vogel talking to Alex about recipes, family, and probably some other form of maternal instructions for future marriage life.

Papa Vogel scrubbed a pan in silence for a bit.

Phong rinsed plates beside him.

The quiet was not uncomfortable. It was the sort that let people step around harder things until one of them decided not to.

Eventually Papa Vogel did.

He did not look at Phong right away when he spoke.

“A lot has happened.”

Phong’s hands slowed only slightly.

Papa Vogel continued in that same practical tone of his, but the concern under it was obvious enough.

“With that Olen boy. With Joshua Harlan. With all this noise around you and Alex.” He set one clean dish aside. “And now this business with people in nice suits asking questions, making claims.”

He finally glanced over.

“You understand why we worry.”

Phong looked down at the plate in his hands for a second, then gave a small, wry smile.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

The Vogels had accepted him. As family, or close enough to it that the difference did not matter much. That kind of care always came with worry.

He rinsed the plate clean and set it aside.

“You don’t need to be too worried,” he said.

Papa Vogel grunted softly, which clearly meant he was not convinced yet.

Phong dried his hands on a towel and leaned one hip lightly against the counter.

“Olen is annoying,” he said. “Josh nearly caused a disaster, sure. But we handled it.”

Papa Vogel watched him steadily.

Phong’s smile went a little crooked.

“Honestly, my biggest concern right now is that Alex keeps trying to squeeze me dry every time we sleep together.”

The silence that followed was immediate and absolute.

Papa Vogel stared at him.

Phong realized, perhaps one second too late, that he had in fact said that aloud to his girlfriend’s father.

From the other room, Alex’s voice carried faintly, “Did he just say what I think he said?”

Mama Vogel burst into laughter first.

The kind of non-polite, unapologetic laughter that filled the whole kitchen.

Papa Vogel closed his eyes for one long moment and put both hands on the counter like a man praying for divine patience.

Then he let out a breath through his nose.

“…I asked because I was concerned,” he said.

Phong rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

“That answer did not help.”

“It was honest.”

“It was too honest.”

From the other room came Alex again, much closer now and sounding entirely too pleased with herself.

“I told you Mama would like him.”

Mama Vogel, still laughing, replied, “I do like him. I am deciding what to do about his mouth.”

Papa Vogel muttered something in German that Phong was fairly sure was not praise.

Still, the older man did not look angry.

A little pained, maybe a little ambushed.

But not angry.

If anything, there was some reluctant amusement beginning to win over the concern.

Phong, sensing he had already detonated whatever dignity remained in the conversation, decided there was no recovery anyway.

So he just picked up the next plate and kept washing.

Papa Vogel looked at him for a few more seconds, then finally shook his head.

“You are a strange young man.”

Phong nodded. “I get that a lot.”

“Yes.” Papa Vogel took the towel again and resumed drying. “I can see why.”

And in the warm kitchen of the Vogel bakery, with dishwater running, Mama Vogel still laughing in the next room, and Alex absolutely never letting him forget this conversation, the evening settled into something softer again.


            

    
        Chapter 79: Emma’s class: Swordsmaestro

    
    
    
    
                What Phong had said in the kitchen worked far better than he intended.

He had not even meant to say it out loud. It had just slipped free in that dangerous, tired way truth sometimes did when a person got too comfortable and forgot he was talking to his girlfriend’s father.

But somehow, after that, the mood shifted.

That night, in Alex’s room, Alex was gentler.

Not less affectionate, not any less hungry for him, but she was gentler.

She showed him, with the same quiet certainty she brought to everything she cared about, that she could meet him at his pace when she wanted to. The way she had after the Black Ant siege, when the world had been too bruised and too raw for anything rougher. Her hands were softer. Her kisses slower. She did not corner him under her pace and strength until he forgot his own name. She let him breathe. let him answer, stay present instead of just surviving her.

Which only confirmed what Phong already knew.

Alex could be kind.

She just enjoyed making him exhausted far too much.

In her heart, on every one of their love nights, she was apparently roleplaying some kind of smug succubus who took pride in draining the life out of one very willing farmer.

Phong was both fond of this and deeply betrayed by it.

The next morning, he got his revenge.

A little.

At breakfast, with Papa and Mama Vogel both present and the table warm with bread, coffee, sausage, and the easy comfort of a family meal, Phong cleared his throat and asked in the most serious voice he could manage, “So. Hypothetically.”

Alex looked up at once, suspicious.

Papa Vogel lowered his cup. Mama Vogel narrowed her eyes in interest.

Phong continued, “Do either of you have child-raising pointers to give.”

Silence.

Then Papa Vogel blinked. “What?”

Mama Vogel put down her knife very carefully. “What kind of hypothetical is this?”

Phong, still keeping the same grave tone, said, “It may become relevant for the elves.”

Alex leaned back in her chair and just shrugged.

“Considering you introduced Rico to caffeine just to bathe him,” she said, “I think it’s a reasonable question.”

Phong groaned immediately, all dignity gone in one hit.

Mama Vogel laughed into her coffee.

Papa Vogel stared at him across the table with the look of a man who had accepted many strange things about this young couple and now regretted ever thinking there might be a limit.

Rico, who was stealing a bit of breakfast from Bruno’s side of the table, lifted one paw. “I was manipulated.”

“You were greasy,” Phong muttered.

“I was free.”

“You smelled like sewer coffee.”

“That is true charm.”

Nyx churned her nose at the racoon definition of "charm".

Mama Vogel shook her head, still smiling. “Well, if you are somehow serious, then the first rule is patience.”

Papa Vogel nodded. “And routine.”

“Also boundaries,” Mama Vogel added, giving Alex a pointed look that somehow made Alex look accused.

Alex raised both hands. “What did I do?”

Mama Vogel did not answer that, which was probably for the best.

Phong accepted the defeat with what little grace he had left and focused on breakfast instead, though Alex kept looking far too pleased with herself across the table.



After breakfast, Emma brought them to a private gym.

It was not the kind of place Phong would ever have found on his own. It was too clean, too polished, too expensive looking without being flashy about it. The sort of place built for people with money, connections, or both. Somewhere along the way, Emma had apparently decided the team needed better space than camp clearings and improvised fields if they were going to think about a national tournament.

By the time Phong, Alex, and the others arrived, most of the group was already there.

Séline. Camille. Alexei. Vanessa beside Selena. Dominic and Janet. Joanne. Jake and Jack.

The guys were almost instantly distracted by the equipment.

Not all of them equally, but enough.

Rows of machines, weighted rigs, treadmills, specialized target walls, enough polished metal and carefully made mechanics to make Jake whistle and Jack stare with open respect. Dominic looked like he might start a sincere relationship with one of the heavier stations if left unsupervised.

The women, meanwhile, cared about one thing.

The combat simulation area.

It took up nearly a third of the space, ringed in layered lines of formation work that shimmered faintly when Phong looked at them too long. Emma explained that it had been built by people with Architect and Formation Master classes so combat skills used inside would not turn lethal. Damage could still hurt, still throw people around, still tire and strain them, but the area itself would keep things from crossing into real killing force.

Joanne stepped in first and looked around with naked greed. “Oh, this is nice.”

Camille nodded once. “Useful.”

Vanessa said nothing, but Selena was already explaining possibilities to her in a low, excited voice.

Emma waited until everyone had gathered near the edge of the simulation field before stepping forward.

Then, with all the practiced ease of someone who had spent a lot of her life standing where eyes would be on her, she said, “There’s something the rest of you should understand if we’re doing this properly.”

The room quieted.

Emma lifted one hand.

Three ethereal blades appeared around her in a ring of pale light.

They were beautiful in a way that was hard to separate from danger. Thin, elegant, almost translucent, each sword humming with a different tone. Floating beside each blade was a musical note formed of glowing script.

Do.

Re.

Mi.

Phong blinked.

Emma looked from one face to the next, then said, “My class is Swordsmaestro. It evolved from Songblader when I hit level thirty.”

Jake let out a low breath. “That is a very Emma class.”

Emma ignored that.

She raised her chin and sang one clear note.

The blade marked Do vibrated at once.

A pulse spread out across the simulation area, soft but unmistakable. Phong felt it hit his body like warmth sinking into his muscles. A clean, heavy lift in physical force.

“Do grants strength,” Emma said.

She sang again, this time higher.

The blade marked Re rang in answer, and a different pulse passed through them. Phong felt his balance sharpen, his body seeming lighter and quicker without actually moving.

“Re grants dexterity.”

Then the third.

Mi.

The pulse from that one settled into the body in a denser way. Tougher. Grounded. Like bones and muscle had both just been quietly reinforced.

“Mi grants constitution.”

Silence followed for half a beat while everyone understood what they had just felt.

Then Emma gave them the number.

“Each sword buffs one stat by thirty percent. They stack with each other. And they stack with other buffs.”

Janet’s jaw dropped.

Jake looked at Emma like she had just pulled a war crime out of her pocket. Joanne whispered something rude and admiring under her breath. Even Alex shivered lightly beside Phong.

That reaction made sense.

Thirty percent was huge.

More than Snow Lime.

More than Stoic Garlic.

Phong knew that better than anyone. His best stable buff plants were strong, but this was bigger. Cleaner too, in some ways. Direct. Immediate. Battlefield wide as long as people could hear her.

Emma, however, did not look smug.

Just matter-of-fact.

“There’s a catch,” she said.

Of course there was.

She lowered one hand and one of the blades dimmed slightly.

“My skills are extremely mana intensive. The cost rises hard when I run multiple effects at once.” She pointed to Do. “If I maintain one buff, I can last maybe ten minutes at best.”

Then she let all three blades hum together for a second, the notes brightening as the air itself seemed to tighten around them.

“If I run all three at the same time,” she said, “I can hold it for about one minute.”

That changed the mood again.

Alex folded her arms, eyes closed as if to process the many thoughts she had.

“That’s why,” she then said quietly.

Emma glanced at her. “Why what.”

“Why you didn’t really dive until you were with Josh.”

The room stayed still.

Alex continued, sharp as ever.

“Your buffs are too short for most normal encounters. Too expensive to sustain through long fights unless the team is built around protecting and exploiting that one minute.” She tilted her head. “Outside of that, you would burn through yourself too fast and end up useless once the window closed.”

Emma did not answer right away.

That alone confirmed enough.

Phong looked at her differently after that.

Now he understood why she just stood stunned during that time when Josh accidentally teleported into camp Stymphalian.

She had no real combat experience despite high exp.

Emma was probably escorted and fed all the exp she needed for level 30 on a silver platter.

That explained why Emma had always been rated highly by the government, by institutions, by people who thought in terms of national assets and wartime value. Now the shape of that was obvious.

She was a menace in a war.

If she had a sound system.

If her voice could reach rank after rank after rank of soldiers and divers at once.

Then Emma Tannenbaum stopped being just one strong diver.

She became a stats nuke.

Strength. Dexterity. Constitution. Thirty percent each, for thousands of people, maybe even ten of thousands.

Her voice could cover miles if properly broadcast, and she would be safely hidden away in some bunker, behind layered defense, unreachable by direct means.

No wonder she was valued so highly.

She shone brightest not in a corridor fight or a dungeon room.

But in war.

Emma saw them understanding and gave a small, dry smile.

“The government likes me because I look much better on a battlefield map than in a hallway.”

Joanne whistled. “That is disgusting.”

“Efficient,” Camille corrected.

“Both,” Séline said.

Vanessa, who had been quiet until now, looked at Emma with a more careful sort of respect. Selena too, though her expression had already shifted into proper field-test. Phong was quietly thinking about risks management for letting Emma joined the team.

Dominic rubbed his chin. “So if we use you right, one minute could decide a fight.”

Emma nodded. “That’s the idea.”

Alex looked at her for another second. There was still rivalry there. Maybe even pride. All the usual edges, but now there was something else too: recognition.

Phong stood near the edge of the field with his hands in his pockets and looked at the three glowing swords circling Emma, each marked with its note, each carrying enough value to change the shape of a battle if used right.

But letting her joined team Nemean would also mean more politicians eyes would be put on them.

And the last thing he wanted was more gaze from the elite anywhere near him, and his camp.

            

    
        Chapter 80: A farmer who tip the balance of war

    
    
    
    
                Dominic grinned the moment Emma finished explaining.

That grin never meant anything good.

Alex saw it too and folded her arms. “No.”

He put a hand to his chest. “You don’t even know what I’m asking yet.”

“I know enough.”

Dominic laughed and stepped into the combat simulation area anyway. “Come on. Just one round.”

Alex stared at him for a second, then looked at Emma. “He wants to borrow your buffs.”

Emma, who had already started drinking something to recover mana, raised a brow. “That is an ugly sentence.”

“It is also accurate,” Joanne said.

Dominic pointed between himself and Emma. “I want to gauge how her buffs feel in a real fight.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “Against me.”

Dominic spread his hands. “You are the best test target.”

“That is a very flattering way to say you want to jump me with support.”

“It is.”

Alex let out a breath through her nose, then stepped into the ring. “Fine.”

Phong stayed at the edge with Selena, who looked much too interested in the outcome for someone not participating.

Emma joined Dominic’s side once she had enough mana back to function. She rolled one shoulder, summoned the three ethereal blades, and looked at Dominic with the calm expression of a woman who knew exactly how dangerous one minute could be.

“Don’t waste it,” she said.

Dominic’s grin widened. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

The moment the match started, Emma sang.

Do.

Re.

Mi.

All three notes rang out almost together.

The blades vibrated in answer, and the buffs hit Dominic in a wave strong enough that even people outside the ring felt the pressure shift.

Phong saw Alex feel it too.

Her posture changed instantly.

Dominic came in like a storm.

And this time, he was not trying to be the immovable center/ the Greencap bunny captain’s lesson showed in every step. Dominic leaned harder into the raging side of his Raging Judgenaut path, using the strength buff not to anchor, but to overwhelm. His movement had more violence in it now, more momentum, more willingness to break the line in front of him by force instead of merely holding it.

Alex reacted at once.

Psychic light exploded into being around her.

A spear.

Two bows.

Two shields.

A vajra.

A rapier.

Seven constructs, all stable, all under control, all moving with the terrifying precision that made her who she was.

The first bow fired before Dominic closed half the distance.

He twisted through the line, fast enough that the shot grazed instead of hitting him square on the chest. The shields came down low to cut his angles, the spear stabbed for his shoulder, rapier flashed in from the side, then the vajra hovered just ahead of his most likely path, forcing him to stop or get a concussion as consolation prize.

Under normal conditions, that much control would have turned almost anyone into a pinned cuishion.

But today, with Emma behind his back, Dominic plowed through.

Re made him fast enough to keep up with openings that should not have existed. Do made every committed swing and shoulder check heavy enough that Alex could not treat them lightly. Mi let him absorb the punishment of getting through her first layers without losing the pressure he needed to stay in her face.

For the first time in a while, Alex was forced fully onto defense.

Her two shields smashed out to redirect him, one bow got broken apart and reformed to her left. The spear met Dominic’s advance head-on, only to be battered wide by sheer force. The rapier flashed up under his guard, forcing him to twist, as the vajra dropped across his next step. He took it on the shoulder and kept coming anyway.

Jake let out a sharp whistle from outside the ring. “Oh, that is disgusting.”

Joanne nodded with dark satisfaction. “I love having her already.”

Dominic slammed into one psychic shield hard enough to send a crack of force through the air. Alex’s other constructs shifted at once to punish the opening, but he was already inside again. His grin wild now, eyes bright with the joy of getting to be an actual problem for her.

Emma held the song.

That alone was impressive.

Phong could see the strain already building in the way she clenched her jaws, the way every second mattered as mana vaporized from her being like it was a runaway effect.

Alex held too.

She gave ground, but always in control. Every half step back was measured, backed up with newly created constructs. New defense lines formed, while the old one reshaped and adapted to Dominic's new position. Even being pushed, she was still Alex. Dominic had to pay for every inch.

Then the minute ended.

Emma’s voice cut.

The glow on the blades dimmed.

And just like that, the balance of the fight snapped.

Dominic had one glorious heartbeat where he realized what had just happened.

Then Alex beat the living crap out of him.

The spear slammed into his guard, then the rapier slipped through the next opening and tagged his ribs. One shield hit him from the side hard enough to turn him. while the vajra had already moved to block his retreat. The bows changed angles faster than he could recover. Dominic tried to reassert pressure and got punished for the attempt so badly that even Janet winced for him.

Within seconds, he was back to the familiar state of being manhandled by an Arbiter Mindblade who had run out of patience.

When the match ended, Dominic was on his back, breathing hard, staring at the ceiling with the look of a man who had briefly touched greatness and then been violently reminded of his place.

Alex stood over him, one psychic spear resting against her shoulder.

“You had fun?” she asked.

Dominic wheezed. “Actually, yes. Aside from the pain in the brain. I hate that passive from Mindblade with a passion.”

Emma was bent forward with her hands on her knees, breathing much harder than she liked letting people see. “Good,” she muttered. “Because I’m paying for it.”

After she recovered enough to stand straight again, the second test started.

This time, Emma walked to Alex’s side.

That alone made everybody else immediately less happy.

Dominic pushed himself up and stared at the two women. “Oh, come on.”

Alex gave him a small smile. “You wanted to test things.”

Emma summoned her three blades again. “So why don't we make a raid boss at home?”

This time it was Alex and Emma against everyone else.

Everyone combat-oriented, anyway.

Dominic. Janet. Joanne. Jake. Jack. Séline. Camille. Alexei. Vanessa.

Phong and Selena stayed outside the ring, as there was no point putting them in. Selena’s role was not front-line combat, and Phong was Phong. He could be manhandled by Rico without his plants.

That did not stop Emma from looking his way several times once the "prepping ritual" began.

Because prep, in Camp Stymphalian’s case, was absurd.

Phong handed out the consumables.

Snow Lime.

Stoic Garlic.

Weeping Onion.

Relaxing Shiitake.

Empathy Enoki and Arrogant Ginger were added just in case, since Camille class had poison in her toolkit.

Berserking Strawberries were obviously banned from sparring, as “overdrive fruits are meant for war”.

Still, he handed out an arsenal of system breaking buffs almost willy-nilly, like he was handing out school lunches.

Emma accepted hers almost automatically at first, more focused on the upcoming test than the vegetables in hand.

Then she started hearing what each one did.

Her expression changed.

Then changed again.

By the time she had taken in the actual numbers, the durations, the lack of immediate self-harm, the stack rules, the cooldown logic, the fact that these were edible and portable and could be prepared ahead of time, she almost forgot to sing.

Almost.

“Emma,” Alex said.

Emma blinked, swallowed hard, and looked from the food to Phong to Alex and back again.

Then she said, very carefully, “I think I finally understand how scary Phong and his garden are.”

No one laughed.

Because she was right.

She looked down at the Snow Lime and Stoic Garlic in her hands like they had just become much more dangerous than blades.

“With proper storage,” she said slowly, “he could do what I do. Not exactly, but functionally. Wide, scalable stat enhancement.” Her eyes lifted to Phong. “Without the same side effects.”

Phong frowned a little. “That seems dramatic.”

Emma stared at him in disbelief. “No. Dramatic is me on a battlefield.”

She held up the buff food.

“This is logistics.”

That made Selena make a small approving noise from the sideline.

Emma continued, mind already running faster now. “If your crops were stored the way nations store rockets, rationed, protected, deployed to units at the right time…” She exhaled once. “You alone could turn the tide of wars.”

The room stayed very quiet.

Even Jake had stopped joking.

Emma’s voice lowered.

“Modern wars too. I couldn't predict what old ones where foot soldiers were deployed, air raid and drones were sent for bombing. But wars between super soldiers with classes and skills? You could make or break a nation...”

That landed with the right weight.

Because coming from anyone else, it might have sounded like theory.

Coming from Emma, who had just explained exactly why the government valued her, it sounded like a warning.

Phong looked at the vegetables in everyone’s hands and felt, not for the first time, the strange chill of seeing his farming through someone else’s eyes.

To him, the plants were insurance. Something to help the people he care about survive the dungeon, and protect them where his defensive plants couldn't.

To the wrong people, they were national assets.

Or worse... bio weapons, same as the Super Soldier Serum.

Alex looked at him once, briefly, and he knew she was thinking something close to the same thing.

Then Emma shook herself out of it, took position beside Alex, and said, “Later. We can panic about the geopolitical implications of your garden later.”

Joanne groaned. “That sentence is horrible.”

“Accurate though,” Vanessa said quietly.

Emma raised one hand.

The swords hummed.

“Ready?”

Across from them, nine people settled into stance.

Dominic rolled his shoulders.

Janet lowered her center of gravity.

Jake spun his daggers once.

Jack’s fingers brushed the ground.

Séline and Camille angled apart already, preparing to become that trident point the Greencap captain had described.

Alexei looked almost happy to be on the wrong end of a terrible idea.

Then Emma sang.

And the second test fight began.

            

    
        Chapter 81: Duguqiubai 

    
    
    
    
                It went almost exactly like the first test.

Except worse.

Much worse.

The moment Emma’s song rose and the three blades lit in sequence, Alex changed from terrifying to absurd.

Do.

Re.

Mi.

With Emma’s buffs layered on top of her own class, plus the edible boosts from Phong’s garden, Alex stopped looking like a diver and started looking exactly like how Emma described her earlier: "raid boss at home".

She moved too fast.

And worse, her judgment got sharper with the speed. Her psychic constructs accelerated alongside their creator, and they hit harder with the added strength. Her stamina held together through the pressure with that boosted constitution. Spear, rapier, vajra, bows, shields, all of them moved around her like a private army, or more precisely, like funnels from Vanessa's gunpla kits.

For exactly one minute, nobody could really touch her.

Dominic crashed in first and got blasted back by a shield slam that sent him skidding.

Jake and Vanessa tried to split her attention from opposite angles and found out that her attention did not, in fact, split. It multiplied. One bow pinned Jake’s path, the rapier drove Vanessa off line, and the spear nearly tagged Janet when she came in to support.

Jack raised terrain to break her movement.

Alex used it as a firing perch.

Joanne swore with feeling as a psychic arrow forced her to abandon the spell angle she wanted.

Séline and Camille almost reached Emma once. Almost. Then Alex intercepted with the kind of clean brutality that made both women peel off before losing the trade outright.

Alexei, in the middle of all this, discovered that trying to tank an Emma-buffed Alex was a deeply educational mistake.

Outside the ring, Phong watched with his arms crossed and the expression of a man seeing a future logistics nightmare in motion.

Then Emma used a Weeping Onion.

A quick recovery, just enough mana back to stretch the impossible a little longer.

And so, with all the weeping onions down the hatch before reaching their daily limit, the one minute became one minute and twenty seconds.

That extra twenty seconds was awful for everyone else.

Dominic’s team got battered across the ring by a woman who looked almost serene while doing it.

Jake got clipped by the spear and pinned to the ring post.

Jack lost his footing once and paid for it with a vajra to the dome.

Janet had to burn movement to keep from getting poked from a blind spot by the rapier.

Joanne abandoned two cast lines she had clearly wanted because Alex’s constructs were dangerously closed to forming a pincer attack around her.

For one minute and twenty seconds, Alex was everything Emma had promised and more. A wall, a spear, a storm. A one-woman army with song behind her and Phong’s buffs in her blood.

Then Emma’s voice stopped.

Team Nemean only needed that one small opening to regroup and crack back.

The Greencap bunny captain’s training showed this time in ways that even Phong, who lacked all real combat experience, could appreciate.

Jack went from pure defense to zoning. Stone rose in ugly lines that narrowed space and cut clean lanes, herding Alex where they wanted her instead of merely trying to block her constructs.

Alexei planted himself in the choke point like a stubborn oak. Alex couldn't get past the paladin, not with the window she was afforded. Too short to do major damage, too risky to push less she wanted to be on the receiving end of 5 people's strongest attacks.

Dominic, freed from being the main tank, started going ham with all the damage he had soaked up from Alex's constructs. He leaned into rage, every blow, every punch hit with the force of a pile bunker.

Janet forced Alex into a zugzwang with her airborne mobility. Alex must either endure the morale and attack buffs the War Valkyrie gave to everyone else, or chase after Janet and take the bait that the Valkyrie had clearly set up for her.

Joanne found a way to make it worse.

Using Jack's stone pillars as platforms, she started looking for angles to snipe Emma with her magi-bullet. The constant threat of Joanne forced Alex to pay close attention to the Spell Sniper's position or risk losing Emma.

Jake, Séline, and Camille formed the trident, and took the responsibility of being the main DPSs.

Jake feinted low, then used his back as a launch pad.

Séline stepped on Jake and launched herself toward Alex, both fists glowed bright with mana.

Camille slipped in from behind and found an opening. She punished it before Alex could fully recover from the earlier two.

Then Jake swapped in to attack Alex precisely from an angle where Camille would force the Arbiter Mindblade into.

Emma, already winded from the buff window, tried to reset support with what she had left, but now Dominic’s team had seen enough to understand the rhythm.

Dominic put both hands together and tossed Joanne up high, opening up a whole bunch of new angles for the sniper to get to Emma. Alexei rammed into Alex, hard enough to send her reeling and force her to reposition.

A spell fired by Joanne hit Emma square in the forehead.

On a real battlefield, this would have been fatal.

Jack lifted a stone pillar and sent it toward Alex.

Alex dodged to the side, only to realize that Séline had used the pillar as cover to approach her. The French girl showed the slightest of a smirk, then both of her fists connected with Alex's guts, bringing the Arbiter Mindblade to her knees.

And just like that, Alex and Emma lost.



The ring fell quiet after the call.

Everyone stood there breathing hard, sweaty, bruised, and more than a little shocked by what they had just managed.

Dominic bent over with his hands on his knees and laughed first.

It was not graceful laughter.

It was the kind a man made when he had just survived something ridiculous and wanted the world to know he counted that as victory anyway.

“We did it,” he wheezed.

Janet wiped sweat from her temple. “Barely.”

“That still counts,” Jake said at once.

Emma straightened slowly, still recovering, and looked around at the team with a new sort of respect.

Alex rolled one shoulder and let her constructs dissolve. She was annoyed, obviously. But not in a bad way. More like a predator realizing the hunt was finally starting to become interesting again.

Phong, meanwhile, had opinions.

That was clear from the way he stood there frowning at Alex.

Alex caught it and narrowed her eyes. “What.”

Phong looked at her for a moment, then said, “You need a heavy hitter.”

That got everyone’s attention.

Alex folded her arms. “Go on.”

Phong did, because once the idea settled, it came easily to him.

Part of it was just how his mind worked. He was resourceful, practical, always looking for what the current setup lacked. Another part came from a childhood most of the people around him did not share. He had grown up in Vietnam until he was ten. Different stories. Different heroes. Different kinds of cool.

So while most of them would have framed it through games or raids or whatever the current surface culture liked, Phong’s brain reached somewhere else.

“You already have range,” he said. “And flexibility. No one here has to explain that. What you did against Samir, then against Dominic, proved it.” He nodded toward the ring. “But when someone can survive the pressure and stay in your face, you don’t have one decisive heavy strike. Not really.”

Alex listened.

That alone told everyone he was onto something.

Phong went on. “There’s a swordsman in Jin Yong’s works. Dugu Qiubai. His whole thing is that mastery keeps stripping away layers until flashy technique matters less than overwhelming force and simplicity.”

Jake blinked. “What.”

Phong ignored him completely.

He looked only at Alex now.

“Yang Guo too. After he lost his right arm, he stopped relying on all the flashy moves he used before. He trained with the Heavy Dark Iron Sword instead. Big. Crude. Heavy. No finesse compared to what he had before. But it forced him down a different path.”

Alex tilted her head.

Phong pointed toward where her constructs had been.

“You already do finesse better than almost anyone. Maybe that’s exactly why you need to learn the opposite too.”

There was a small silence after that.

Then Alex said, very slowly, “You want me to hit people with a giant sword.”

Phong shrugged. “I want you to have an answer when finesse isn’t enough.”

Emma, still catching her breath, looked between them. “I hate that he might be right.”

Dominic laughed. “That’s becoming a pattern.”

Alex stared at the simulation field for a second longer.

Then psychic light gathered in her palm.

At first, Phong thought she was making one of her usual weapons.

He was wrong.

The shape came out massive.

Broad. Brutal. Ridiculous.

A slab of psychic steel longer than her arm span and thick enough that it looked more like a heap of iron than a sword.

Phong blinked.

Then blinked again.

That was not just a heavy sword.

That was Dragon Slayer.

Alex rested the gigantic psychic blade against her shoulder like it belonged there.

Phong stared at her. “You read manga.”

Alex glanced back at him, faintly amused. “There are things about me you don’t know.”

Then she looked pointedly at him.

“Same way I never knew you read wuxia novels.”

That was fair.

Phong huffed a laugh.

Around them, the others reacted in their own ways. Jake looked delighted. Jack looked alarmed on behalf of future targets. Dominic grinned like he had just been handed a better problem to fight later. Emma watched Alex with narrowed eyes, already recalculating what this meant if Alex really added a true heavy hitter option to everything else she could do.

Alex gave the massive psychic sword an experimental swing.

The air groaned.

Everyone in the room took one unconscious step back.

Except Phong.

He just looked at her, at the absurd slab of force in her hand, and felt that strange mix of satisfaction and concern that came from realizing a terrible idea had worked immediately.

Alex smiled.

Then she started training with it.

            

    
        Chapter 82: Elf children

    
    
    
    
                They took one more slow circuit through the surface before leaving.

First the Vogels.

Then Hà Nội Corner.

There, between warm bread, coffee, and the kind of comfort that only came from people who already felt like home, Phong and Alex finally told them.

They were getting engaged.

Not someday.

Not vaguely.

For real.

The reaction hit in waves.

Mama Vogel went still for half a second, then covered her mouth, then immediately started crying in the happy, offended way only mothers could when joy arrived without enough warning.

Papa Vogel stood very straight, like he had to gather himself before the emotion made him too soft to speak. Then he clapped Phong hard on the shoulder and muttered something in German that sounded suspiciously like approval pretending to be complaint.

Long only raised a brow.

Then he nodded once, slow and certain, like he had expected this all along and saw no reason to make a dramatic show of it.

“When,” he asked.

“New Year’s Eve,” Alex said.

“Small ceremony,” Phong added. “Only the closest friends.”

Mama Vogel, still emotional, pointed at both of them. “Good. No nonsense. No giant crowd. No strangers.”

Emma, who had joined them for the second stop too, smirked lightly over her drink. “I like that I still count as close enough for this.”

“You invited yourself into the team,” Jake said.

Emma sipped her coffee. “And was clearly correct to do so.”

Long set down another cup with a quiet clink. “Then you should both survive until New Year’s Eve.”

“That is the plan,” Phong said.

“Good,” Long replied. “Try not to complicate it.”

Nobody made any promises.

After that, there was nothing left to delay for.

They had the gas for the generators. They had made the necessary visit. They had seen the Vogels, seen Long, acted normal in public, and let the city see them doing ordinary things. As much as people like them could still count as ordinary, anyway.

Selena stayed behind on the surface.

She still had university research to continue, and Vanessa remained with her as always. That part no longer surprised anyone. It simply fit the shape of their lives now.

This time, Emma returned with Team Nemean.

That still felt strange to think about.



The trip back down went quickly, helped by how familiar the route had become. In about an hour, they reached Camp Stymphalian.

And found that reality had broken again while they were gone.

The elves had hatched. And not just hatched, but they had moved.

They were no longer in the scorched land.

They were in camp.

Phong stopped dead the moment he saw them.

So did everyone else.

A cluster of small figures stood near one of the central paths, looking around with bright, curious eyes and the sort of eerie beauty that even childhood had not softened into anything fully human. Their ears were still sharply pointed. Their features still ethereal. Their hair fell in pale and dark shades that caught the light strangely. Compared to the adult forms they had seen inside the pods, these bodies were smaller, younger, clearly reduced.

Likely because the level one hundred and twenty privilege from Horns of the Earth had been stripped away.

They looked like children now.

Children with impossible origin stories and a direct line into Phong’s already complicated life.

The moment they saw him, all of them lit up.

Then they ran.

Straight at him.

“Dad!”

“Dad!”

“Dad, food!”

Phong took the impact of several newly hatched elf children colliding with his legs all at once and nearly forgot how to stand.

The camp froze.

Rico, who had seen many absurd things by now, still put both paws on his head. “No. No. This is too strong.”

Alex made a choking sound that was half laugh, half disbelief.

Dominic just stared. “You left for one surface trip.”

Emma looked at Phong with the awe of someone watching a man lose a war he never knew had begun.

The elves tugged at his clothes, speaking over each other.

“Dad, hungry.”

“Need food.”

“Sunlight bad by itself.”

“We came home.”

Phong stared down at them.

Then up at the camp.

Then back down again.

“…home,” he repeated weakly.

One of the little elves nodded with complete confidence. “Home.”

That was when his status menu pinged.

Phong opened it with the numb reflex of a man whose life had become too strange for surprise to function properly.

A message from Horns of the Earth sat there.

The writing looked almost lazy, as if it had been sent by someone barely awake after a nap.

[The children found their way. They can photosynthesize, but sunlight alone will leave them malnourished.]

Phong read it once.

Then again.

Of course.

Of course the ancient progenitor of elves would hand over the problem like that and phrase it with the lazy sleepy tone of someone who lived on the couch.

He closed the menu and looked down at the children still attached to him.

“Alright,” he said, because practicality was all he had left. “Alright. Let’s feed you first.”

That, at least, he knew how to do.

He headed for the cooking area with a train of elf children following him close enough to count as a moving crisis. Rico came too, partly because he never missed food and partly because this had become too unbelievable to watch from far away.

The others trailed after for a while, but once it became clear this was turning into a real meal instead of an emergency battle, the mood softened into stunned fascination.

Phong worked fast.

For the elves, he made a vegan phở broth. Mushroom, jicama, daikon, carrots, layered carefully until the stock carried enough body and sweetness to count as real broth that belong in a bowl of phở.

For everyone else, he used the same base and built it further into tái lăn, stir-fried beef with extra onions, the rendered fat running back into the broth and deepening it into something rich and fragrant enough to make the whole camp smell like tallow heaven.

The elves crowded near him while he cooked, watching with complete trust and no sense of personal space. Every time he moved, one or two of them shifted with him like ducklings who had imprinted on the wrong species.

Alex leaned in at one point and said under her breath, “You really are a dad now.”

Phong gave her a dead look. “Don’t start.”

“I’m just observing.”

“That’s worse.”

When the food was finally served, the elves accepted their bowls with the solemn intensity of very hungry children who had already decided Phong was the center of their world.

The first sip did it.

Their eyes widened.

Then the whole table was filled with small sounds of delight, quick eating, and the kind of chaotic focus only children ever brought to a meal.

Rico looked offended. “They are stealing raccoon’s style.”

“They’re eating phở,” Phong said.

“With messy commitment.”

“That's not a style, that just them not knowing how to eat properly. You, on the other hand, are not a child.”

The rest of Camp Stymphalian ate too. Veggie broth mixed with rendered fat, onions, warmth, the ordinary miracle of shared food settling over a camp that had once again become stranger than it had any right to be.

Even Emma, seated among them now as part of Nemean, watched the scene with that same careful look she always had when Phong’s life did something no amount of privilege could have prepared her for.

“You came back with surface gas,” she said. “And found elves calling you dad.”

Phong drank from his bowl. “Yes.”

“That sentence would kill normal people.”

“I’m not sure I count anymore.”

Nobody argued.

By the time the meal ended, plans had already started moving again.

Floor 2 still needed attention. The second camp still mattered. Nemean had training and work to do, and Dominic had no intention of letting the momentum they had built die just because Phong’s home life had become even more impossible.

So the team got ready to move.

Dominic. Janet. Jake. Jack. Joanne. Alex. Emma. Séline. Camille. Alexei.

Team Nemean headed toward Floor 2.

Phong stayed behind.

Not because he wanted to.

Because someone had to.

Someone had to watch the newborn elves. Someone had to keep Camp Stymphalian stable. Someone had to make sure the children did not wander into a mushroom patch, a trap line, a troll argument, or any of the other things that counted as Tuesday around here.

That left him alone.

Well, not alone.

Alone with Rico.

And the new elf children.

And Little Fireball.

Well, the chickens too, if he really wanted to count them.

The team disappeared down the route toward the lower floor, voices fading with distance.

Then the camp quieted.

Phong looked around at the little elves now gathered near him, full-bellied and drowsy, and at Rico who was walking around with a small cup of coffee like he was bad examples and chaotic influence shoved into a raccoon shaped mold.

Rico glanced at the children.

Then at Phong.

Then back at the children.

“…farmer really speed ran parenthood.”

Phong exhaled and sat down slowly.

One of the elves climbed right into his lap like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Another leaned against his side.

A third looked up at him and asked, “Dad, story?”

Phong stared into the distance for a moment.

Then groaned softly.

For the first time in a very long while, Phong’s battlefield was not a camp, a lake, or a war.

It was childcare.



After handing over the normal soil, the surface seeds, and the fertilizer to the Greencap bunny workers at Camp Harpy, Team Nemean continued toward Floor 2 as planned.

The trade went smoothly.

The Greencap knights accepted the delivery with the same stiff little professionalism they brought to everything. Their captain gave Dominic a short nod, clearly satisfied that the agreement had been honored without excuses or delay. Around them, the workers were already making plans for the expanded fields. Sacks were moved. Tools were gathered. A few of the bunnies were practically vibrating with purpose at the sight of good surface soil.

Rico would have called it agricultural ecstasy.

Unfortunately for Rico, he was not there.

So Dominic simply adjusted the pack on his shoulder and led the team onward.

The descent to Floor 2 was calm in a way the dungeon rarely allowed. No sudden shifting, no monster ambush, no strange weather rolling through the cavern air. Just the long route downward, weapons ready, senses sharp, everyone moving in the trained rhythm of coordination.

Emma noticed it too.

The way Dominic’s group no longer moved like skilled people traveling together, but like a team beginning to understand where each piece naturally belonged.

By the time they reached the second camp near the shore of Lake Baratok, even she herself looked a little less like a guest and a little more like a cog in a well oiled machine.

Then they saw what Phong had left behind.

The second camp overlooking the lake had changed.

It had not merely held.

It had grown.

The defensive lines near the shore, between the lake and the dense forest, had spread into something much nastier than the group remembered. Chilies launchers were rooted deeper and in greater numbers, angled in overlapping lanes. Garlic mines had multiplied into hidden lanes that challenge all who took a wrong step. Bonktatoes sat in clusters, ready to punch anything that had the gut to come close. The moletato work beneath the land had become even clearer too. The ground was subtly wrong in that way only a territory claimed by Phong ever was, as if it had stopped being neutral earth and started waiting for instructions.

Even the tree line looked less welcoming.

Jack stared at the spread of defenses for a second, then gave a low whistle.

Joanne folded her arms. “That is more than when we left.”

Jake crouched to inspect one of the hidden mine paths and decided against touching anything. “A lot more.”

Emma looked from one plant line to the next, visibly recalculating again. “He was not even here.”

Dominic shrugged.

“Seems like something worked overtime.”

That got a few grim little smiles.

Because that was exactly what it looked like.

Somewhere between Phong’s preparations, the plants’ own growth, and whatever strange ecosystem he had already started forcing into shape down here, the camp had continued fortifying itself like it knew its farmer would be back.

They did a full sweep anyway.

No shortcuts.

The lake edge was secure. The forest side held. The routes in and out were still usable. No lizardmen patrols pressed too close, which likely meant the old understanding still held. There were signs of movement in the wider area, but nothing immediate enough to force a fight.

Once they were satisfied, the group moved on toward Wraith Fort.

The fort still carried the shadow of everything that had happened there before. The Mushroompires invasion. The fight with Josh. The ice wolf. The strain. The fight. The retreat. But now Team Nemean came back stronger, sharper, and with a bigger goal in mind.

They would secure it properly this time.

Room by room.

Wall by wall.

Jack reinforced weak sections with stone until cracks and holes were gone, and the fortress turned into usable defense. Joanne marked lines of sight and started to learn the in and out of the watch towers. Jake and Camille checked entry points. Séline and Janet went over the interior for hidden threats or old fungal creep. Alexei hauled equipment like a man who considered heavy lifting a personal love language. Emma helped place the generator units with more practical patience than some of them had expected from her.

By the time the work was done, Wraith Fort had become something more than a ruin.

It was a real forward HQ on Floor 2.

The generators came online with a rough mechanical rumble that sounded strangely reassuring inside dungeon stone. Signal amplifiers were set up next, carefully placed and adjusted until the connection to the internet was stabilized.

Everyone was happy.



Once the fort was settled enough to hold, they pushed out again.

This time toward the direction where the Mushroompires had come from.

The same fungi monsters had attacked the fort before. Then Josh came, trying to make use of their exhaustion and nearly got his way had it not been for Phong ridiculous strawberries. That memory sat under the march like something sour, but nobody said much about it. They did not need to.

The land changed as they went.

The closer they moved, the more the cavern floor took on the ugly signs of fungal dominance. Pale growths spread across stone in layered fans. Thick stalks rose in clusters between broken walls and root lines. The air grew damp and stale, carrying the smell of spores and rot and the faint sweet note that always seemed worse for being sweet at all.

Emma wrinkled her nose. “I hate this already.”

“Correct reaction,” Joanne said.

Alex walked near the front with Dominic, eyes moving constantly. Emma stayed close enough to support but far enough not to get pinned in a bad lane if the Mushroompires came out in force. Jack kept one hand near the ground. Janet and Joanne stayed near the rear, protecting Emma from either sides. Jake, Séline, and Camille spread slightly apart, ready to form that three-point pressure line if needed.

But no attack came.

Not from the Mushroompires.

Not from anything.

Instead, the ruined fungal paths opened into a broad chamber they had not reached before.

And there, at the far end silently stood a massive golden gate.

The whole group slowed at once.

It was not natural dungeon stone. It was worked metal, old-looking in a way that did not feel human, set into a frame too smooth and exact for anything the fungi should have touched. Etched across the surface was the shape of a figure that made the eye want to slide away and then return despite itself.

Alien.

Tall.

Robed or layered in shapes that only looked like cloth from a distance. Its posture carried the same wrong kind of regality Phong had once described from the earlier gate. Something about it called up old dread even for those who did not have the words for it.

Emma stared. “A gate?”

Jake swallowed. “One that had not been discovered before.”

Jack’s voice came out low. “Or no other divers had lived to formally file a report on it.”

Dominic gulped once.

The gate looked exactly like the entrance they had used before to go from Floor 1 to Floor 2. Same golden structure. Same carved figure with that eerie, king-in-yellow sort of presence, like something hiding in an eldritch kaleidoscope of nightmares.

Which meant only one thing.

This gate would open to an uncharted territory of floor 3.

The chamber stayed quiet around them.

No monsters rushed out.

No system alert sounded.

The gate simply stood there, waiting.

Alex walked a little closer, studying the etching more carefully. “If this really is the way down, then should we descend?”

“The captain should be the one calling the shot, no? Dominic?” Emma replied with a question.

Dominic looked over the whole group.

Responsibility weighed on his shoulders, reminding him of his boxer days. The pressure, the expectation, it rested on his shoulders with even more crushing weight than doing deadlift.

They had found what they came for and more: A second camp holding better than expected, a fortified HQ at Wraith Fort, and now a confirmed entrance to Floor 3 in the same region where an old threat still lingered.

This was not the sort of thing you charged into just because curiosity bit.

Dominic let out a slow breath.

“Alright,” he said. “Take five.”

Everyone turned toward him.

He stepped back from the gate and gestured for them to gather.

“We discuss before anyone does anything stupid.”

Jake raised a hand. “That feels directed.”

“It is,” Dominic said.

If Rico was here, he would have bombarded them with bad ideas and reckless decision.

They were thankful that the racoon was left back at camp, for once.

            

    
        Chapter 83: The body snatchers

    
    
    
    
                Dominic checked the supplies one more time before making the call.

Buff plants: they had a steady supply of Snow Lime, Stoic Garlic, and dungeon grown sweet potatoes. Recovery options: Sympathy Enoki, Weeping Onion, and Relaxing Shiitake were abundant, as Phong had literally forced them to bring extra just in case. Utility plants: Alerting Carrots, Arrogant Ginger, Bright Sunflower Seed, Watering Oyster Mushroom. Emergency food: they had rations packs and several pounds of moletatoes.

And most importantly, the Overdrive panic button in the form of Berserking Strawberries.

Dominic had them check their gears one last time, making sure they were ready for the dive ahead.

Then he looked at the gate again and said, “We go.”

Nobody argued, as they all understood exactly why Dominic made that choice.

Emma had been right. If they wanted to protect the people waiting behind them, if they wanted the strength to stand beside Phong when the world’s powers finally came prying at the secret of the garden, then they needed more than loyalty and good intentions. They needed leverage: fame, influence, weight heavy enough that no one could quietly uproot them.

And Floor 3, the New Frontier, was exactly that.

If Floor 2 was the main battle field, then Floor 3 was the old wild west.

Filled to the brim with danger, as well as life changing riches and opportunity. The reason why the Chinese had stacked bodies to put Yue Ting firmly there, the reason why the reckless Vietnamese had been charging headfirst toward the nearest gate to floor 3 like maniacs. And the Russians... Vodka flowed in their body like blood, so of course they were fearless.

And so...

Team Nemean stepped through the golden gate.

Behind it waited the spiral staircase.

The moment they crossed the threshold, the dungeon changed.

The deep, layered, complex eco system they were used to was suddenly... gone. Total, complete absence filled every nooks and crannies of the void with darkness. No sounds, no smells, nothing. The only things they could sense were the dim light emitted by the stairs, and the cold of stones handrails. But even the stones here were wrong, like an AI was trying it best to replicate what it thought was the feeling of stone through words and memories alone.

The staircase twisted downward through absolute nothing.

Around them was the Void.

True emptiness, a darkness deeper than their ocean and thicker than tar, as if everything that should exist between one floor and the next had been hollowed out and denied. It was not a space you could measure. It was truly, utterly nothing, vast and still, with only the staircase behind the gate allowed to remain.

Jake stared out at it once and immediately looked back at the steps. His head spun, as if something was trying to force its way into his brain.

“Nope.”

Joanne swallowed. “That feels wrong.”

Emma’s voice stayed low. “If this is wrong, then try your best to not fall into that.”

No one laughed.

Even Dominic kept his eyes ahead more than anywhere else.

The spiral seemed to go on longer than it should have. Time felt wrong in it, distance too. The team moved carefully, close enough that no one could lose the others, quiet except for the measured sounds of steps and breath. The descent was torturous. The lack of almost all stimulations to the senses made it felt like a cruel joke, like the white room torture compressed into the only viable mean of traversing the dungeon.

Alex felt the Void at the edges of her senses and hated it instantly. Her psychic constructs could lock onto enemies, space, pressure, sometimes even hostile intent if she squinted hard enough. This was none of those things. This was nothing at all. Nothing yet somehow carried crushing weight on everyone mental, slowly edging them toward insanity.

Jack touched one of the steps once with his fingertips and said nothing after, which was worse than if he had cursed.

At last, the staircase ended.

The team stepped out onto Floor 3.



A canyon stretched before them.

At first glance it looked simple.

Then their eyes adjusted to the new surrounding, and the details came.

That was when it became wrong.

The rock was obsidian black, not rough and natural like a mountain should be, but smooth, too smooth to be natural. The canyon walls rose in hard, polished surfaces that caught light and returned it with dim reflections. Not clean mirrors, more like those copper mirrors Alex had seen in one of Phong's period drama. Yet, they were close enough that movement danced across them in warped shadows. It made the whole place feel watched by its own reflection...

The ground was dark too, though less polished, and broken here and there by long cracks like old scars split across glass.

Nobody rushed forward.

Dominic raised a hand, and the team spread with care.

Jack stepped toward one of the black walls and pressed a palm against it. He frowned once, then more deeply as sweat started to gather near his brows.

“That’s bad,” he said.

Dominic glanced over. “How bad.”

Jack kept his hand there another second, as if trying again through sheer stubbornness. Then, maybe he had realized his mana was better off used in a different way, he pulled away from the rock.

“My Stone Warden abilities can’t control this.”

That got everyone’s attention fast.

Jack had shaped cave walls, battlegrounds, fortifications, choke points, anything with enough honest stone in it. If he said he could not move this, then it meant their Stone Warden just had half of his kit rendered useless by the canyon.

Joanne stared at the canyon walls. “That is deeply rude.”

Emma looked around more carefully now. “So the terrain itself is outside your kit.”

Jack nodded once. “Yeah.”

Alex narrowed her eyes at the polished black surfaces. “Then we assume the worst.”

“It could just be weird,” Jake muttered.

“Doesn't make it any better,” Camille said quietly.

Dominic gestured forward. “Scout.”

Séline and Camille moved at once.

They slipped ahead into the canyon, moving through the rocky, reflective terrain with tensive care. The rest of the team held position and watched their lines, every second stretching longer in the strange stillness of Floor 3.

There was no wind.

No distant monster cry.

Only silence and the faint, wrong feeling of those black walls reflecting them back.

When Séline and Camille returned, both were moving faster than before.

Something had changed in their faces. It wasn't really panic, not that level yet at least, but there was indeed some fear there.

Dominic saw it first. “Report.”

Séline exhaled once before answering. “There are sculptures ahead.”

Camille’s jaw was tight. “Stone heads.”

Jake blinked. “What kind of heads.”

“All kinds,” Séline said.

That was bad enough.

Then she went on.

“Goat heads like the trolls. Goblins. Human divers.” Her voice stayed controlled, but only just. “Different species. Different sizes. Scattered through the canyon.”

Camille looked back the way they had come, as if she still did not trust the memory of it. “They are too lifelike.”

A quiet settled over the team.

Emma’s voice came out lower than usual. “Statues.”

Séline shook her head.

“That’s what I thought at first.”

Camille finished for her.

“The expressions are all the same.”

Dominic did not interrupt.

Camille’s eyes lifted to meet his.

“Absolute horror.”

Nobody spoke for a moment after that.

The polished canyon walls threw back their shapes in dark reflections, and somewhere ahead, deeper in Floor 3, waited a field of stone faces twisted into the last moment of terror.

Alex’s hand drifted toward her side without thinking.

Emma stood very still.

Jack looked at the obsidian underfoot as if he suddenly trusted it even less than before.

Dominic took one slow breath, eyes on the path ahead.

Then Team Nemean moved forward into the canyon.

Jake went ahead this time.

It made sense. Out of all of them, he had the best mobility for peeking into a bad situation and getting back out before that situation decided it hated him personally. Rift Striker II was built for exactly that kind of ugly scouting.

So while the rest of Team Nemean held position among the black canyon walls and the scattered stone heads, Jake slipped forward alone.

The obsidian made everything worse.

Every step reflected wrong. Every angle seemed to offer sight and hide it at the same time. Even sound felt thin here, as if the canyon swallowed it before it could properly travel.

Jake moved anyway.

He reached the next bend and leaned just enough to look past it.

Then he froze.

A group of monsters had gathered in the widening of the canyon beyond.

At first glance, Jake’s brain rejected what he was seeing.

Humanoid bodies.

Not fully human, but close enough in shape to trigger the instinctive wrongness of it. Arms. Legs. Torsos bent at familiar angles.

And on top of those bodies, where heads should have been, were spiders.

Not spider-headed, not humanoid spider folk like the Ettercap in DnD.

These things had a Whole. Freaking. Spider for a head.

Their bodies sat where skulls should be, bloated and dark, pulsating with liquid running through half translucent veins while their legs hooked down into the necks beneath them like cruel fingers sunk into meat. Each movement of those legs made the humanoid body twitch and shift in perfect response.

Jake felt his skin crawl.

Worse, they were on a hunt.

In the middle of them was a Greencap bunny soldier.

Alive.

Or at least, still breathing for now.

He had clearly fought. His little armored body was scuffed and bloodied, one ear torn, one knee down, his tail was tattered. He held a short blade in both paws and was still trying to face the ring of monsters closing around him, trying his best to uphold the Greencap chivalrous tradition. He was shaking, his eyes widen as impending doom weighed on his pounding heart.

Jake’s hand tightened on his dagger, he assess the situation, gauging the distance between him and the clearing.

Too far.

Too many.

He knew it instantly. He couldn't have made it even if he tried. And then, it didn't take a genius to figure out at the very first glance he would not be able to escape.

Then one of the spider-things lunged.

There was no captain insight. This was one of the rank-and-file knights, smaller, younger maybe. He slashed once and took off two spider legs, then he kicked the thing hard enough for gooey black spider juice to spurt all over his face. But another monster caught his arm, another his side, and the first spider-headed thing clamped onto his face.

The bunny screamed.

And his head turned to stone.

It happened fast. too fast for Jake to even count from 1 to 2.

A crawling gray spread from face to ears to neck in one nightmare rush, freezing expression and flesh together. Absolute terror locked into the features. The scream stopped because stone could not carry it.

Then another of the monsters stepped in.

With one brutal, practiced motion, it cut the petrified head clean off.

Jake felt his stomach twist.

The stone bunny head, missing its left ear, hit the black ground and rolled once.

Before the body could even finish collapsing, one of the spiders detached from its own humanoid host, leaped, and landed on the open neck.

Its legs drove down into the body, piercing the neck in one clean motion.

The Greencap knight’s corpse jerked in a way almost like a puppet got its strings attached against.

Its joints cracked, its bones made a creaking sounds almost like they were grinding against each other. Then, it started to move.

The movements were wrong, stiffs and in sudden staccato burst instead of fluid and swift motion. Yet, the corpse was indeed moving however the spider wanted.

Jake was gone before the last twitch settled.

He rift-stepped back the way he came, fast enough that the canyon walls blurred wrong around him, and reached the group with his breath sharper than when he had left.

Dominic saw his face and knew at once this was bad.

“What.”

Jake bent once, hands on his knees, then straightened.

“There are monsters ahead,” he said. “Spider things. Humanoid bodies, spider heads, except the spiders are actually riding the bodies.”

No one interrupted despite how ridiculous his story sounded. They were divers. Worse. They belonged in Phong's circle. They might be among the few who truly knew how ridiculous the dungeon could get.

Jake kept going, voice flatter now because horror was easier to say if he sounded angry instead of shaken.

“They had a Greencap bunny surrounded.” His jaw clenched. “I watched them petrify his head, cut it off, and stick a spider on the neck. The body got back up.”

A beat of silence.

Then Joanne said, “No.”

Jack’s expression darkened immediately.

Emma swore under her breath.

Jake pointed back the way he came. “Arachnid body snatchers. That’s what I’m calling them.”

“That is disgusting,” Janet said.

“It is also accurate,” Camille added.

As if summoned by the act of naming them, the enemies came.

The sound reached them first.

Skittering.

Too many feet against black stone.

Then shapes rounded the canyon bend and rushed down toward Team Nemean in a jerking, terrible wave.

Some were full spider-headed divers like Jake described, still wearing their Amazon Choice armor with clear patches of rust. Others wore the frames of what had clearly once been dungeon creatures. One moved with the compact, wrong gait of a Greencap bunny body forced into humanlike stride by something that should not have fit there at all.

Janet’s reaction was immediate.

She drew out her recording setup and started capturing the monsters as they advanced.

Jake shot her a look. “Now?”

She did not blink. “Yes now. Information worth a lot these day. If we want the fame, the influence, then we record.”

Emma, somehow not even surprised, muttered, “Respectfully deranged.”

“That's its own reputation,” Janet replied.

The first arachnid body snatcher hit their line.

That ended the conversation.

Dominic took one look at the canyon, the approaching horde, the lack of any defensible hold nearby, and made the call fast.

“Fend them off and retreat to the gate.”

No one argued.

He did not need to explain it. The canyon was empty and smooth all around, there was no foothold worth fighting for like the Wraith Fort, no place worth defending to make a base. And most importantly, not a single soul in the team wanted to be buried by a horde of arachnid body snatchers.

Jack glanced once at the obsidian walls he could not control and grimaced. “Agreed.”

Emma was already summoning her blades. “So we call this an espionage mission?”

Dominic nodded once. “Yes. So move.”

The waves of spiders crashed onto them with the full force of body horror and fate worse than death.

Alex met the first wave with psychic force, spears and blades punching gaps into the charge. Dominic crashed into the side of the line like a human cannonball, knocking dozens off the mountainous trail and into the valley below. Janet stayed on the ground, as she didn't trust the canyon walls to their side. Losing her flight was detrimental to her kit, so Dominic assigned her the duty to protect Emma without even having to vocalize it.

Alexei rammed his shields into the body snatchers formation, knocking one after another down before stabbing them with his sword.

Joanne used spells exactly the way the bunny captain had told her. She refrained from aiming her spells just to do as much damage as possible, and thought about area denial as well. She cut off several advancing lines with her spells, relieving a lot of pressure for the frontline tanks.

Jack cursed the useless obsidian and adapted. He fell back toward the rear, standing on the opposite side of Janet, with Emma safely stood between them.

Séline, Camille, and Jake became the trident again.

Losing Jack's ability to create and manipulate terrains as the glue made teamwork harder, as they could no longer bounce off stone pillars to attack from otherwise impossible angles. And so, the lack of flashy tactics force the three to fall back and rely on the basics. They made a small triangle formation, with Camille in the back and Séline and Jake on the two sides.

Still, the body snatchers were relentless.

They did not fear.

They did not hesitate.

Wounded bodies kept moving until torn apart enough to stop. Spiders leaped from ruined hosts when openings appeared, trying to hook into fresh flesh, fresh necks, fresh lives. Some tried to attach themselves to Alexei or Dominic in hope of petrifying their head, but Alex made sure the only thing waiting for them was a psychic arrow.

Alexei kept kicking the ruined bodies off the cliffs, denying the arachnid body snatchers of the most valuable resources.

Step by bloody step, Team Nemean fought backward toward the golden gate.

Halfway there, Jake cut down another spider-rider and shouted, “How many of these things are there?”

“Don’t know,” Joanne answered, blasting a charge lane open with lightning, “but... what are those?”

Then something moved in the distance.

A skittering shape across the canyon wall.

Then another.

Then several.

Everyone saw them at once.

Cockroaches.

Each the size of a minivan.

Their carapaces shone with an oily black-brown slickness under the eerie light, and their bodies moved with that same awful insect speed that made size feel even more wrong. But the worst part was the front.

Instead of proper mandibles, half their bodies split open like mouths.

The whole front section peeled apart into layered jaws lined with rows and rows of leveled maulers, just like human teeth.

Too many, far too many cockroaches swarmed them from behind.

For a second, even the body snatchers seemed less urgent than that new shape of horror sliding through the canyon dark.

Jake stopped mid-breath.

Emma’s song faltered for one dangerous beat.

Dominic looked at the skittering giants, then at the still-closing spider-things, and the situation got worse in a single heartbeat.

Because now there were two swarms.

And Team Nemean was caught between them.




The cockroaches looked something like this. Source: manga "Hakaijuu"
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        Chapter 84: A twist no one had foreseen

    
    
    
    
                The canyon turned into a death trap in seconds.

Spider body snatchers poured down one side in jerking waves of stolen limbs and hooked legs. The giant cockroaches came from the other, skittering over obsidian with those half-open bodies gaping wide, rows of teeth shining wet in the dark. There were dozens, 40 or 50 something, each the size of a minivan.

For one heartbeat, Team Nemean was caught between two nightmares.

Then Dominic made the call.

“Alex, you, me, we punch through the roaches,” he barked.

Alex turned at once.

No argument.

No hesitation.

They became the spearhead.

Behind them, the formation snapped into place with the kind of speed that only came from trust and drills and having no better options.

Alexei took the rear, planting himself in the center of the triangle formation. Jake, Séline, and Camille folded around him, giving his shield the spikes it needed so relentless attackers would think twice before doing anything stupid. Jack and Janet locked the sides, covering the dangerous angles where the body snatchers could slip in and turn retreat into collapse. Emma took the center, blades already humming around her, and she became the heart of the whole formation.

The first cockroach hit Dominic like a wagon dropped off a cliff.

He met it with a roar and a two-handed blow that cracked chitin and drove it sideways into the canyon wall. Alex’s spear and rapier flashed past him an instant later, carving open the softer flesh beneath the split plates while her shields slammed another monster off balance.

But there were too many.

Their chitin shell were too thick, the momentum their heavy body generated hit like a freight train. Dominic groaned in pain, and retaliated with a force that left his own fists bloodied from the reaction.

Emma saw it.

And she made the decision.

Without warning, she reached into her pouch and pulled out a Berserking Strawberry. Even now, the strawberry pulsated with the violent tremble of condensed power and bad ideas. Its flesh red like blood, the seeds gleamed wrong.

Janet saw it and went pale. “Emma, wait—”

Too late.

Emma bit down. Immediately, power rushed down her spines as if a dike had broken, all her stats doubled at once.

The air around her blades screamed.

Do. Re. Mi.

And then something new was born in the ring of sound around her: a fourth blade appeared.

Fa.

It came into being in a burst of shimmering force, brighter and less stable than the other three, vibrating so hard the note above it looked like it might rip free of the air. Emma’s eyes widened for half a second, even as the strain hit her. Unlocking a fourth sword with pure stats instead of proper leveling come with its own downside. Emma received a penalty in mana regeneration as long as Fa blade was manifested.

She didn't care, not right now, not in a pincer attacks from monstrous roaches and spiders who want their bodies.

Emma sang.

The new pulse rolled through Team Nemean.

The effect was immediate. The stats increase not only allowed Emma to unlock the fourth blade, but it also push her buffs from 30, to 40%, across four stats: strength, dexterity, constitution, and intelligence.

Everyone felt it. Dominic hit harder, Alexei held firm, Séline and Jake attacks broke clean through exo skeleton and spider flesh.

But on Alex, it changed something else.

Alex felt it too, and her eyes sharpened.

There it was.

The thing she had been missing.

She had felt it before, most clearly when she ate the Berserking Strawberry, but the 40% buffs from Emma gave the same sensation, albeit a bit more vague. Alex felt the things she her constructs were missing: presence, weight.

Even before Phong had pointed it out, she had known.

She had known since the Ice Wolf, since Samir, since every fight where her precision and speed and flexibility were terrifying, but not enough to become that one crushing answer when she needed to break something outright. Her constructs felt like an illusion, the pain they caused were mostly psychological. They could still draw blood if she hit flesh, but they felt like weird light sabers that had all the downsides of a weightless blade and none of the upside of a plasma based weapon.

That was why she started experimenting with the drill attack against the Mushroompires, then the Ice Wolf. That was why she had started experimenting with spear constructs after Samir.

Her constructs had lacked weight.

Alex's mind raced toward a decision, or more precisely: an experiment, and it was a dangerous one. She pulled out a Berserking Strawberry of her own.

Dominic saw it. “Alex—”

She ate it anyway.

Her stats exploded.

Emma’s forty percent buffs stacked on top of doubled everything.

For one impossible stretch of moments, Alexandra Vogel stopped being merely one of the strongest divers on the East Coast and became something monstrous enough that even her own team felt it.

Psychic force roared out from her in a violent bloom.

Every construct around her thickened, sharpened, deepened, carrying real weight like they were made of steel and iron.

The spear in her hand became a weapon that broke formations, her shields hit like moving walls, the vajra crashed down with all the certainty of divine punishment. Even her rapier, normally all finesse and surgical threat, started punching through chitin with horrifying solidity.

Dominic laughed, half feral, half awed.

“Now that’s a spearhead.”

And Team Nemean drove forward.

Dominic smashed open the first lane.

Alex widened it.

Together they tore into the cockroach swarm with the kind of raw force only great teamwork and doping strawberries could create. One roach got split open by Dominic’s strike and then caved in fully when Alex’s weighted shield hammered it into the wall. Another leaped and got impaled so hard by her spear that the back half of its body tore itself off and fell into the cliff below.

Behind them, the line held.

Alexei anchored the retreat with inhuman stubbornness, shield and armor locking down the back while Jake, Séline, and Camille turned every attempt by the body snatchers to close in into a blood price. Jake cut spiders out of the air before they could land. Séline broke legs and body joints. Camille went for the neck connections with cold, exact violence, severing controller from stolen flesh whenever she got the angle.

Jack and Janet held the sides with everything they had.

Jack could not control the obsidian, but Stone Warden was still a semi-tank class. He shoved enemies into each other, threw whatever cockroach body parts he could reach toward the spiders. Janet rallied, handing out morale buffs like a vending machine.

In the middle, Emma sang.

Her voice was shaking now.

Each note burned mana like a furnace.

Each second cost gnawed at her reserve.

But for that short, blazing window, Team Nemean became too strong to stop.

They ran in a brutal, disciplined formation, and retreated straight at the gate.

Cockroaches died in heaps.

Spider-snatchers shattered against the back line and got thrown aside.

The golden entrance back to Floor 2 came into view ahead, closer with every horrible second.

Then Emma’s voice broke.

The fourth blade shattered first.

Then the others dimmed.

Alex felt the borrowed edge start to slide away even as they crossed the last stretch, and the Berserking Strawberry in her system had begun to turn from a miracle to an impending penalty.

Dominic roared.

That, strangely, was what they needed. Not a numeral, calculatable buff, but an inspirational burst from a leader they could trust, something even the system could not quantified.

Team Nemean made one final burst.

Then, they spilled through the gate and onto the staircase back toward Floor 2.

The moment they crossed the threshold, the pressure behind them changed.

Jake risked one glance back.

The cockroaches had reached the body snatchers.

And, instead of following Team Nemean through the entrance, the two swarms turned on each other.

The canyon erupted into fresh violence.

Cockroach mouths peeled wider, rows of teeth crushing spider-ridden bodies in sprays of black blood and shattered limbs. The body snatchers leaped and latched and petrified what they could. Compared to territory and survival, preys and extra bodies were second priority. Roaches slammed into the body snatchers from both sides. Spiders dropped from stolen bodies and vanished under churning mass.

None of it came through the gate.

Not one.

Emma hit the stairs on one knee, breathing raggedly.

Alex braced herself against the golden frame, chest rising hard.

Dominic looked back once, judged the chaos beyond, and said the only thing anyone sensible could say.

“Back to floor 2.”

So Team Nemean retreated up the spiral staircase between the floors, battered, alive, and savoring the first real taste of what Floor 3 meant. Behind them, in the obsidian canyon below, the monsters tore into each other while the gate to Floor 2 stood like a border even nightmares obeyed.



The moment Team Nemean crossed back through the golden gate and into the safer side of the threshold, the whole group felt the shift. Not safety exactly. Floor 2 was still Floor 2, but compared to the obsidian canyon and the things living down there, the air here felt almost merciful.

Dominic did not push them farther than needed.

“We camp here,” he said, looking at Alex and Emma first. “Close to the gate.”

No one disagreed.

They needed to stay near the entrance they had just found. They also needed to wait out the Berserking Strawberry backlash before trying anything ambitious again.

Nyx and Bruno were already there when they arrived.

The two had stayed behind from the Floor 3 push because level twenty was still too low for that kind of madness. The moment they saw the team coming back, both rushed over. Bruno first, all open worry and restless energy. Nyx right after him, faster, quieter, her tail low and her eyes sharp as she counted injuries at a glance.

Bruno reached Alex and made a distressed sound in his throat.

Nyx’s ears flattened.

Because Emma and Alex got hit by the crash immediately.

The crackback for 1 minute of doubling stats, was extreme weakness for 1 day. Both woman had their stats dropped to single-digit level.

As low as Phong.

Emma staggered first, one hand shooting to the wall as her knees nearly gave. The four glowing blades around her were already gone. Her face went pale in seconds, all that deadly battlefield value stripped away by the punishment that followed the fruit.

Alex had it worse.

Much worse.

The moment the power left her body, the damage underneath it showed. Her muscles had been pushed too far, her bones had taken strain they were not meant to take. There were tears, bruising, internal stress, cuts where pressure backlash had broken skin, and deeper injuries from forcing her body to withstand all those stacked buffs at once.

She made it three steps before Dominic caught her.

“Alex.”

She hissed through her teeth, trying to stay upright from pure stubbornness, but the sharp pain rushed in and left her gasping for air.

Joanne went cold. “She’s bad.”

Emma, weak and unsteady herself, looked at Alex and stopped trying to hide how worried she was.

They got her down carefully.

The camp near the gate turned into controlled frantic chaos.

Dominic barked order, Jack and Alexei secured the perimeter, Jake and Camille checked the approaches. Séline got medical supplies ready. Emma sat with her back against stone, breathing shallowly, furious at her own body for failing this quickly. And then Nyx and Bruno, useless in Floor 3 but very much present here, hovered near Alex and tried to comfort her. Bruno wagged his tail, barking at the ground. Nyx threw him a glare and said: "Calm down pup. Not all problem could be bitten to submission."

They used Sympathy Enoki on her.

The healing effect took hold, knitting the smaller damage, closing what it could, easing the worst of the immediate danger. It stabilized her, it kept the situation from tipping into something life-threatening. But even they could not fully solve it.

The wounds were too deep, too widespread, too wrapped into the exhaustion of the Berserking Strawberry backlash.

Alex would live, but she was going to need more than a day to recover properly.

When her breathing finally steadied enough that everyone could stop expecting the next second to get worse, the whole camp seemed to exhale at once.

That was when they realized they were not alone.

A presence had settled nearby, patiently, silently, waiting until the crisis passed enough that they could notice.

Dominic turned first.

Then Emma.

Then the others followed his gaze.

A tiger stood beyond the camp line.

Not a normal tiger. Not even close.

Its coat was white as fresh snow, so clean it almost shone in the dim dungeon light. Its body was large enough to make every instinct in a human body say run before a conscious thought could form. But the strangest part was the legs.

They were not flesh.

From the shoulders and hips down, the limbs dissolved into wind. They weren't transparent exactly, but more like pale currents shaped into the idea of legs, holding the body aloft through motion that never truly stopped. Every shift of stance stirred the air around it in soft spirals.

Jake checked the status menu and went very still.

“...yeah, no.”

Everyone else saw the same thing.

Name: ???Level: ???
Stats: ???
Everything red.

A floor boss.

Another one.

It wasn't hostile.

Which, at this point, was about the best news they could hope for.

The white tigress watched them with calm, bright eyes. She did not seem bothered by their fear. If anything, she looked faintly amused by how quickly the whole group had re-formed around the weakened Alex and Emma despite their own exhaustion, despite what stood before them was a Pillar of the dungeon.

Then she spoke.

Her voice was feminine, smooth, and far too clear for a beast that size.

“So. These are the mortals that little brother complained about.”

Nobody moved.

Nobody was stupid enough to interrupt.

The tigress looked at Alex first, then Emma, then past them in the direction of Floor 1 as if distance meant nothing to her.

“Little Yama has been grumbling,” she said. “He says our eldest has helped the farmer of Camp Stymphalian several times.”

That made a few people glance at each other.

Everyone there knew who she meant.

The eldest.

The Sky Emperor.

The white tigress’s eyes narrowed in lazy interest.

“That made me curious.”

Emma, still weak enough that her voice came out softer than usual, said, “And curiosity brought you here personally.”

The tigress’s whiskers twitched.

“Yes.”

Dominic stepped forward half a pace, placing himself between her and the rest without pretending the gesture would matter if the White Tigress chose violence.

The floor boss looked at him and did not mock the effort.

Instead she said, “Relax. If I wished to kill you, your concern would not slow me.”

Jake muttered under his breath, “Comforting.”

Joanne elbowed him without looking away from the tiger.

The tigress padded one step closer, the wind-legs making almost no sound on the stone.

“I have no interest in your deaths,” she said. “Not today.”

That was something.

They let out an audible sigh of relief.

Her gaze drifted briefly toward the golden gate to Floor 3.

Then back to the group.

“There is a colony of Mushroomoids nearby,” she said. “A civil war is eating through them.”

Dominic frowned. “Mushroomoids?”

The tigress nodded once.

“The aggressive faction you call Mushroompires can be reverted. They were not born that way. Not entirely.” Her tail moved once behind her, slow as a cloud. “I would prefer the colony returned to Mushroomires.”

Emma’s eyes sharpened even through the weakness. “You’re giving us a quest.”

“Quest entail rewards. More like a friendly request.”

The tigress sat then, all effortless power and impossible grace.

“Settle the civil war. Restore the colony’s balance. Turn Mushroompires back into Mushroomires.” Her tone remained calm, almost detached. “Do this, and I will consider my curiosity satisfied.”

She stated no rewards, and no threats either, at least not openly. Yet, no one in team Nemean was foolish enough to think that they could turn it down.

It was a floor boss asking something of them.

Which meant it was a quest whether the system marked it or not.

No. It was worse. The system had never once forced any of them to do anything, not even a single punishment was handed out for not doing quests assigned to you.

But request from a floor boss was a different beast. No one knew for certain how it would react to being turned down, and no one was foolish enough to be the lab rat to test that theory.

Alex, still lying against rolled blankets, managed to crack one eye open enough to look at the white tigress.

“Why us?”

The floor boss’s gaze settled on her.

“Because little brother’s farmer has become everyone’s strange problem,” she said. “And because those who walk with him keep surviving things they should not.”

That was rude.

But it was fair, too.

The wind around her legs stirred once more.

“So,” the tigress said, looking over Team Nemean as they stood bruised, drained, and one bad day richer. “Will you hear the details.”

No one answered immediately.

Because they knew, that this single answer could be the differences between life and death.

            

    
        Chapter 85: A raccoon uncle on babysitting duty

    
    
    
    
                Back at Camp Stymphalian, Phong was fighting his own battle.

It was called fatherhood.

Elven fatherhood, which turned out to be worse.

He learned the first problem almost immediately. The newborn elves were level one, that part sounded harmless right up until he checked their status more carefully and realized their stats were ridiculous anyway. Every single one of them started at thirty minimum.

Thirty.

At level one.

Just for a bit of bitter context, Phong glanced at his own stat. The highest one was his intelligent: at 10.

The elves' stats were not enough to threaten the trolls, the treants, or most of Phong’s defensive plants.

But they were more than enough to make life miserable for one tired farmer.

Because when children cried, they threw a tantrum.

When elf children with absurd baseline stats threw their tantrum, they flailed hard enough to bruise.

One of them threw itself dramatically at his leg after being told no to climbing a moletato mound and nearly kicked his shin hard enough that the nearby plants rustled in alarm.

Another started sobbing because Phong would not let her chew on a garlic mine and managed to headbutt him in the ribs with the force of a personal grievance and a low-grade battering ram.

By the third time a crying elf child nearly triggered the plants into defensive response, Phong made a decision.

“Rico,” he said flatly.

The raccoon looked up from where he had been trying to hide behind a basket. “No.”

“Yes.”

“I’m too small for this responsibility.”

“It’s you or me. At least you had your Kamen Rider armor.”

“That is unrelated.”

Phong bent down, picked up one of the elves who had attached himself to his leg, and deposited the child directly into the raccoon’s paws.

“You’re on babysitting duty.”

Rico gasped like a nobleman sentenced without trial.

“This is oppression.”

“This is delegation.”

“This is child labor.”

“You’re not a child.”

“I’m barely 3 years old.”

“By raccoon standard, you’re already middle age.”

Phong pointed toward the treant territory. “Take them somewhere safe and keep them busy, uncle Rico.”

Rico opened his mouth to protest again, looked around, saw six bright-eyed elf children now focusing on him as if he had suddenly become entertainment, and realized the trap too late.

The raccoon sighed with the weight of a man carrying civilization.

“Fine,” he muttered. “Rico will lead the small leafy menaces into the woods to do Rico’s stuff.”

Phong did not ask what that meant.

Mostly because he did not want to know.

Rico waved at the elves with forced confidence. “Come, children. We go commit harmless nonsense.”

That was apparently good enough.

The little elves followed him at once, fascinated by everything about him. His tail. His paws. His ability to speak in full sentences while also being obviously shaped wrong for normal authority.

Within a minute, Rico had led them into treant territory, muttering under his breath while six elf children marched behind him like a tiny cult.

And Phong, for the first time since they hatched, finally got a breather.

He stood there in the blessed quiet and did not move for a full ten seconds.

Then he got back to work.

The scorched land still needed healing.

Little Fireball peaked out from his hood, chirped loudly, and demanded the attention she deserved. Apparently, the retired floor boss in the form of a chick didn't like to share the attention of her caretaker.

Now that the elves had hatched and moved to camp, the patch had changed again. The pod grove was gone. The thick wrongness of gestation had faded. In its place, the terraforming continued, steadier now, likely due to the bulk of nutrients no longer being constantly drained by the elves pods. The moletatoes had kept working beneath the soil, breaking up the dead layers. Green had begun returning in patches where blackened earth once dominated.

Phong helped it along.

He moved tomatoes there first, then basil, then dill. None of his mutated plants, not yet at least. Just useful, living things that belonged in healing earth. The scent changed almost immediately once the herbs settled in. The sort of smell that made a place feel less cursed.

He crouched near one patch, brushed loose dirt off his hands, and let himself breathe.

Then, while taking a short break, he pulled out his phone.

News.

Mindless surface noise, something to let his brain idle for a few minutes without having to solve a new crisis involving children, gods, or ancient monsters.

That was the plan.

He noticed almost right away that he still had a French news tab open from when they visited Lyon, and he had forgotten to close it.

Phong stared at it for a second, then shrugged.

Out of curiosity more than anything else, he tapped it open.

The stream loaded.

And on the screen was Olen.

Phong sat up straighter.

Olen looked sharper than before. Harder around the face, more practiced in front of cameras too. And his level, clearly displayed in the segment overlay, had climbed.

Level 21.

The bastard was speaking fluent French.

Phong blinked once.

Then twice.

That alone would have been enough to annoy him.

But behind Olen stood trolls.

Not just one or two, but an entire army of goat head mossy monster.

Twenty of them, at least from what the camera showed.

Large. Armed. Obedient.

Phong’s eyes narrowed.

The clip continued in rapid French, too fast for him to catch more than scraps. So he opened the translated comments and pieced the context together the ugly way, one clue at a time.

Olen had gone to France. He had farmed trollings, maybe through the help of French mercenaries and the auctioned Vorpal Sword. Then, before those trollings matured into full trolls, he had tamed them.

And now he had a personal army of regenerating bodyguards.

Phong stared at the phone for a long moment after that.

Then leaned back on one hand and exhaled slowly.

“…you creative, ingenious bastard,” he muttered.

Phong gave credits where credits were due.

Olen was still Olen. Still a hypocrite. Still a rich parasite with too much confidence and too little shame.

But this?

This was clever.

Disturbingly clever.

Phong looked at the screen again and began picking apart the logic behind it.

The most likely theory came together fast.

Step one: Olen hired French divers and killed enough trollings to level up and gained a troll-related skill. This also meant he had unlocked the condition to use the ability given to him by Em. Step two: using his weird ability, Olen ate the flesh of a troll raw, and assume the form of a full grown dungeon troll. Step three: he used this form to approach the trollings as an alpha.

He likely had tamed the trolls that way.

By the time they matured, the connection stayed.

Phong grimaced.

It fit too well.

And worse, it worked within the same kind of ugly creative space that Phong himself lived in. System loopholes, monster biology, farming logic taken somewhere nobody expected. That made it dangerous, because clever enemies were worse than strong enemies. That was also nauseous, because it reminded him how similar he and Olen were, yet so different at the same time.

A shout in the distance broke his concentration for a second. Somewhere over in treant territory, one of the elf children yelled, “Rico, higher!”

Rico screamed back, “Leafy children are menaces!”

Phong looked up toward the trees, listened to the treants groaning in what might have been amusement, then lowered his eyes to the phone again.

Olen on the screen looked confident and sharp. He was not like Josh. Josh was like a Michael Bay movie: loud, expensive, lots of explosion, in your face action-packed, wrapped into a heroic package. Olen though, the bastard was like Game of Thrones. Cold, calculating, efficient, ruthless, and hiding the ugly ass rotten core right at the ending.

Olen had found a working angle and was leaning hard on it.

Phong locked the screen and slipped the phone away.

The scorched land still needed work. The tomatoes needed settling, the herbs needed water, the camp needed him grounded. Phong could not afford to spiral over a French news segment, not when a floor boss had personally told him results were expected.

Still, the thought stayed with him.

Olen the bastard was growing along side him, just like what Em wanted.

That felt like he just bit into a cake, then saw the front half of a fly wiggling on it.



Bad news did not stop there.

Phong switched from the French tab to a US news stream. Mostly because he had already grown customed to the sound of people speaking around him, and he missed conversations. The other reason was: if his mood was already ruined, he might as well let the knife go in properly.

It did.

Josh was on the screen.

Joshua Harlan stood with a pile of dead trolls at his feet, armor bloodied just enough to look impressive. His expression set into that practiced mix of determination and wounded nobility rich bastards always seemed to learn young. The headline bar beneath him was already doing the work.

LEVEL 35 DIVER JOSHUA HARLAN LEADS PUSH AGAINST DEATH PEAK!

Phong stared.

Of course.

Of course that was the angle.

Josh, now level thirty-five, claiming he was leading an expedition to strike at Death Peak and expand human controlled territory, and putting America to where it belong: at the top of the world. The campaign was familiar: big goal, big patriotic energy, clear enemy, easy to understand narrative. Exactly the kind of thing the Harlan media machine could polish until the public forgot what he really was.

And it was working.

Phong kept watching, jaw tight.

Clip after clip rolled in. Josh helping wounded divers, Josh pulling strangers away from danger, Josh stepping between civilians and monsters. The camera shook, the quality dropped to mushy 240p, static ran rampant all over the screen. The Harlan media knew exactly when to pull the "found footage" strategy and it was clearly working.

Josh slowly turned from a lunatic coward to a young hero trying to redeem himself out of guilt.

The internet loved a redemption narrative, especially when it came wrapped in violence, patriotism, and confidence.

People on socials didn't react to truth, they reacted to emotions.

Phong remembered that from his professor in E-Marketing.

Then came the part that made Phong’s stomach sink harder.

Emma.

Josh appeared on camera talking about her with the careful sadness of a liar who had rehearsed remorse until it sounded sincere. He said leaving her behind had been wrong. He "took responsibilities", but slip in an angle for the marketing machine to spin: he was scared, he just wanted to survive, selfish instinct took over, public pressure for him to remain a knight in shining armor led to lies and cover-ups.

Josh apologized, voice low, eyes cast down at exactly the right moments, and "took the breakup with full understanding".

And the media took that and ran.

The truth if he was guilty or not didn't matter.

All they needed was the emotions he could trigger. They spun the story into proofs that Josh had felt bad, felt guilty, and had trying to be better person. and proof that Emma’s accusation had maybe just been a misunderstanding born out of stress, fear, bad timing, battlefield chaos.

On socials, the hashtag #everyonedeserveasecondchance trending like crazy. Rappers, singers, actors, KOLs in multiple niches like health, fashion, cooking all chimed in with their own redemption story.

"We have grown better, so can Josh" was the story they were trying to sell.

Phong watched the spin happen in real time and hated how cleanly it moved.

Then... Josh made it worse.

A reporter asked about Emma’s strength, about how dangerous she had been in the conflict, and Josh, in that same falsely reluctant tone, let one detail slip.

“Duration.”

Just that.

A careless reveal, positioned as part of his regret and battlefield explanation.

But it was enough.

Phong’s eyes narrowed.

Josh had just aired the biggest weakness of Emma’s class on live TV in such a way that sound like an accidental slip up rather than a petty malicious revenge.

The comments below the clip were already crawling with it.

People started defending Josh, saying that he had been under pressure, that any man would choose survival first, that Emma was being unfair with how much of a burden she was in that survival situation, and that selfishness was natural.

At the end of the day, far too many modern men followed egoism the way other people followed faith. Dress it in the language of realism, survival, masculine logic, and they would forgive almost anything.

Phong lowered the phone slightly and thought.

Then the worse truth hit him.

Josh had not given up.

None of this was about redemption.

This “expedition” against the trolls, this push toward Death Peak, this call for manpower and public support, all of it had another purpose: to bring people to his door. Camera footage could not expose Camp Stymphalian. The Sky Emperor’s influence and the dungeon’s weirdness had already made that unreliable. So Josh was changing methods.

If enough bodies pushed toward troll territory.

If enough human forces advanced.

If enough eyes physically reached the right elevation and the right angle.

Then Camp Stymphalian would come into sight by naked eyes.

And once enough witnesses saw it, Phong would be in deep water.

The realization settled cold in his chest.

Camp Stymphalian stabilizing the ground on Floor 1 had never been all upside. Losing the threat of Shifting nearby had made their zone safer, more stable, easier to build in.

It had also made it predictable.

Predictable territory could be mapped. Approached. Planned around. And humans were very, very good at adapting to predictable problems.

Phong looked out over the camp, over the healing land, over all the impossible things he had built and all the lives now depending on that secret staying hidden a little longer.

He needed to escalate.

Quickly.

But the plants had to stay hidden. Bringing mutated plants to defense the trolls mountain would exactly be what Josh wanted. Providing the trolls with consumables from his garden would be another way, but then he risk letting this buffs fell into the hands of the expeditioner. And that would be all the proof Josh needed. If mutated plants that granted buffs existed, then the existence of a camp that could mass produce them would not be so implausible after all.

And finding that camp would have a potential profit so big that it outweighed all the opportunity cost in the world combined. Phong would be the target of a joined witch hunt by every corporation in the world.

That left him but one choice.

Phong needed to bring other pieces to the chess board.

Phong stood at once.

He headed toward the lake.

By the time he reached the shore, his mind had already narrowed into practical lines again. That was what he did best. Panic got maybe three minutes of his time. Then he focused on the practical part of things: solving the actual problem.

He called for a formal meeting with the queen of the lizardmen, which was very unlike him. News of the farmer of camp Stymphalian wanted a formal meeting with the lady on the Scale Throne sent ripples across lake Baratok.

Still, the message went through the proper channels quickly. Camp Stymphalian’s relationship with Lake Baratok’s people had long since passed simple tolerance. Honorary vassal, ally against the black bamboo ants, joined defense for the lizardmen eggs, important trade partner. Enough weight existed now that when Phong requested an audience, the request mattered.



The queen came with her royal guards: 40 lizardmen in silvery scaled armor, wearing a golden circlet. 20 on the left were warriors, each held a trident on their hand and was a bit taller than Phong. The half on the left carried a scepter, back hunched from old age, eyes gleamed with the deadly edge of wisdom and experience.

The queen herself walked between the guards, carrying herself in that proper diplomatic manner of a descendant from a long line of royalties. Her scales gleaming under the dungeon light, posture regal in the cold-blooded, watchful way lizardmen nobility always seemed to carry. The lake behind her reflected the faint mana glow from above, and for a moment the whole shoreline looked like a place older than human politics deserved to stand in.

Phong bowed his head just enough to respect rank without pretending subservience that did not fit their relationship.

“Your Majesty.”

The queen studied him for a beat.

“You asked for formal speech, farmer.”

“I did.”

That was enough for her to take the matter seriously. Ever since she heard about this farmer 9 moons ago, the queen had never once heard or seen Phong being this serious about something. The corner of her mouth curled up slightly. The lizardmen biology was too alien for Phong to realize her mischievous smile/

He got straight to it.

“Human forces are beginning to mobilize toward Death Peak,” he said. “Not only for trolls. Not really.”

The queen’s slit pupils narrowed.

“They seek your camp.”

“Yes.”

He did not waste time dressing it up.

“If they push far enough, and in enough numbers, Camp Stymphalian risks exposure.”

The queen was silent for a moment, the lake breeze barely moving the edges of the cloth and armor around her.

Then she said, “And so you come to me.”

Phong nodded.

“Yes.”

He held her gaze.

“I want to hire mercenaries to defend the troll mountain. Lizardmen first, if you are willing. And any allies you can gather.”

One of the guards shifted at that.

Mercenary work was one thing. Wasting the lives of their good men to defend the trolls for a human farmer was another. But the queen herself only looked thoughtful.

Phong continued before silence could harden the wrong way.

“I will pay in crops and harvest.”

That mattered.

Not a favor, not a promise, not those metal trinkets, but actual benefits: sustenance, buffs, a chance to live another day without starving. In the dungeon where civilizations were fractured into various tribes of monsters, food was the strongest currency, a truly universal currency. Phong had just offered the only kind of payment that could speak with the monsters.

The queen’s eyes rested on him longer now.

“You ask me to place warriors between humans and another allied mountain.”

“Yes.”

“You ask me to do so not for my territory, but for yours.”

Phong let out one slow breath.

“Yes, but it would not only be in my interests,” he said.

That made one of her attendants flick its tongue once in quiet interest.

Phong pressed the advantage.

“If Death Peak falls under human control, the next pressure point is obvious. The line only moves closer to every allied territory tied to Camp Stymphalian. Today trolls. Tomorrow forests. After that, lakeshore.”

The queen knew that already. He could see it in the way her posture shifted by half an inch.

So he added the last, most useful truth.

“And if humans learn how many monster factions now stand together under mutual trade and support, they will come harder next time.”

The queen actually respected that.

She was wise enough to know that the farmer wasn't fear mongering, but rather, he spoke of a pattern that the lizardmen had recognized after various encounters with human divers. Humans, despite starting out weaker than their tadpole, grew stronger terrifyingly fast. They were crafty, relentless, they learn and adapt so quickly it almost baffle her.

The queen looked out over the water for a few seconds, thinking in the still way predators did.

Then she looked back at him.

“And the trolls?”

Phong did not blink.

“Losing them means your force will be thinned out, one more front line, one more side of the lake for the human to attack, the side that was closer to their home world too. And with the war with the Kamohai still yet to be settled, you can’t afford another prolonged defense line. A swift attack to stop the humans in their tracks is your best bet.”

That earned him the faintest change in her expression.

At last, the queen spoke.

“I can call warriors.”

Phong stayed quiet.

“I can also send word through debts and exchanges. There are some who will listen.”

She stepped nearer by one pace, close enough that the formal weight of her title did not soften the hardness beneath it.

“If I do this, farmer, then the harvest you pay must not be late.”

“It will be paid out in due time.”

“If I gather others, they will expect the same.”

“I know.”

“And if your crops fail.”

“They won’t.”

That answer came too fast to be pride.

It was promise.

The queen studied him one last time, then gave a single sharp nod.

“You would be considered to be committing treason if this got out, farmer.”

“I know my own kind... they would tear this camp apart and loot everything valuable off my corpse if they found it.”

He stopped for a moment, then sighed:

“I’ll tell the the trolls, the treants, and whoever comes to aid to keep the casualties at the minimum. That the most I can do.”

The queen nodded.

Then she spoke:

“Kamohai needs food. That was the reason they attacked us. I’ll negotiate a cease fire with them. And you, farmer, will feed them in my place.”

Phong nodded at that.

Only just now did he realize, camp Stymphalian just escalated a war by stopping another.

And he now had power that looked dangerously close to what politicians had.

            

    
        Chapter 86: Bai Hu

    
    
    
    
                The white tigress did not let them linger near the gate for long.

“You should move,” she said, her voice smooth as cold water. “The present condition of Alexandra Vogel and Emma Tannenbaum is no obstacle to the task ahead.”

Joanne looked openly doubtful at that.

Emma, still pale from the Berserking Strawberry backlash, had to lean on her sword arm just to stand properly. Alex was worse. The Sympathy Enoki had saved her life and stabilized the damage, but she still moved like her body had been stitched together by sheer stubbornness alone.

The tigress’s eyes narrowed faintly.

“You mistake my meaning. Violence will only drag the colony farther from what it was.”

That made the team go quiet.

Because they understood.

If the civil war among the Mushroomoids was already twisting them into Mushroompires, then fighting their way through the problem would likely make it worse. More fear. More chaos. More pressure. More conversion.

Dominic exhaled slowly and nodded.

“Then we go see first.”

The white tigress dipped her head once.

That was enough.

So Team Nemean left the gate behind and moved deeper into the bog lands of Floor 2.

The terrain shifted gradually as they advanced, the stone underfoot grew wetter, air turned heavier, rich with damp soil, rot, and fungal sweetness. Thin vapors clung low to the ground. Strange growths pushed through black mud in pale clusters, and the cave walls here and there had become furred with moss and lichen that pulsed faintly under dungeon light.

No one rushed.

Without Phong, they lacked a farmer’s instinct for plant territory, and without their strongest members at full strength, caution became even more important. Dominic kept the pace slow, Jack watched the ground while Jake and Camille checked the edges of the mist. Emma walked near the middle, conserving every scrap of energy. Alex did the same, one hand brushing the wall once in a while when her balance threatened to slip. Alexei and the animals took charge of the rear, making extra sure that their downed members were well protected.

They found Mushroomires first.

The little fungal beings waddled through the bog in loose, aimless paths. They were still vaguely humanoid, with squat bodies, soft caps, and tiny arm-like protrusions, their forms more awkward than threatening. At first glance they almost looked harmless enough to pity.

But not peaceful enough to ignore.

Not anymore.

The Mushroomires flinched at movement.

Not just when they noticed Team Nemean.

When they noticed each other too.

One waddled too near another and both jerked back. A third froze entirely when Jake shifted his stance. A cluster near a wet stone shelf scattered in alarm when Emma coughed.

They all had the kind of wariness that born when something familiar had become dangerous.

Alex narrowed her eyes at the nearest Mushroomire, who was peeking out from behind a swollen stalk of fungus as if trying to judge whether the humans were another threat or simply another bad omen.

“This is spreading,” she said.

Nobody argued, nobody asked, they all knew what she meant.

The bog itself felt tense, the air carried that foul smell of rotten fungal bodies mixed in with invisible pressure for Mushroomires to go violent.

Far behind them, once Team Nemean had moved out of sight, the white tigress remained near the gate for a little while longer.

Then her form shifted.

Snow-white fur blurred and shrank, wind legs dissolved. Bone and flesh rearranged with the effortless wrongness only a floor boss could make look natural. In the tiger’s place stood an old woman, her back slightly bent, her hair long and white, her robes pale enough to stir in the draft like lingering cloud.

She looked once toward the path Team Nemean had taken, satisfied enough, and then left.



The Tigress next destination was Em.

The mountain of flesh sat where it pleased, as it always did, vast and unpleasant and wearing the shape of a problem too old to be solved by decency. It various eyes and mouths vanished, signs of injuries given by the Azure Dragon as punishment.

It noticed Bai Hu at once, of course.

It always noticed.

Bai Hu stopped before it with the calm expression of someone who had known chaos too long to be impressed by it.

“I have kept Team Nemean away from the war to come,” she said.

Em’s mass shivered in what passed for amusement. The folds of flesh shifted, and the thing that might have been a mouth curled.

“So elder sister Bai Hu stirs at last.”

Bai Hu did not rise to the teasing.

Em’s eyes, or the nearest things it had to eyes in its current shape, gleamed with interest.

“What do you want?” it asked. “And why help me now of all times?”

Bai Hu shrugged, the motion small and almost human despite the age in her form.

“I want this Camp Stymphalian to take a more active role in the conflict ahead.”

Em went still enough to count as attention.

Bai Hu continued.

“But unlike you, I respect the eldest brother verdict.” Her voice stayed level. “I will not interfere with Floor 1.”

That made Em’s grin widen.

Bai Hu glanced toward the deeper dungeon, toward where Team Nemean now moved through mushroom bog and quiet fear.

“Giving them a request while they are already on Floor 2,” she said, “does not challenge the eldest from my point of view.”

Em smirked.

That was fair, in its own sly way. She was not touching Floor 1 directly, didn't crossing the line the Sky Emperor had drawn. She was only making use of those already elsewhere.

And yet Em kept one very important thing to itself.

Humans had telecommunication.

Bai Hu, who spent her existence inside the dungeon and paid almost no attention to the test subjects except when they became personally interesting, did not really understand that. To her, distance still meant separation. Busy on Floor 2 meant absent from Floor 1.

Em, however, knew better.

And because chaos loved an edge kept hidden until the right moment, it said nothing.

It only cracked its wet, ugly smile and let its elder sister believe she had neatly tied one thread out of the coming knot.



Team Nemean made camp before the bog could swallow the last of their strength.

Dominic made the call after watching Alex and Emma for the better part of an hour and deciding there was no point pretending otherwise. Their stats had crashed so far from the Berserking Strawberry extreme weakness that even walking through damp ground and mushroom-choked air had started to wear them down too fast.

Single-digit constitution was cruel like that. No stamina.

A healthy body could carry fatigue.

But a wrecked one, it collected it like debt.

“We stop here,” Dominic said.

Alex looked up from where she had been leaning against a black root shelf, face tight with frustration. “I can keep moving.”

“No,” Dominic said.

He didn't need to raise his voice, but the rest of team Nemean were already start to prepare the camp for the night.

Emma, seated nearby with one knee drawn up, let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “For once, I’m grateful he said it first.”

Alex glared at both of them.

Dominic folded his arms. “You’ll exhaust yourself into the ground if we keep pushing.”

She hated how right he was.

Still, after one more second, Alex looked away and muttered, “Fine.”

That was all the agreement he needed.

A small camp was quickly set up in a patch of firmer bog ground near a broken stone rise, just enough cover to matter if something stupid wandered too close. Jack hated the terrain but made do, because to him now everything was miles better than the obsidian rocks of floor 3. Joanne set warning lines, planted Alerting carrots around the camp sight. Jake and Camille checked the nearby paths, making sure that there were no hidden pathways or cracks big enough on the wall for ambushers to hide. Janet took first watch with Séline. Emma lowered herself onto a rolled blanket with the careful dignity of someone who did not want witnesses to how weak she felt.

Alex sat not far away, one arm wrapped around her middle, breathing slow and deliberate through pain and irritation.

Dinner was inelegant.

Canned food, ration bar, and some moletatoes taken from camp.

Bruno and Nyx, however, immediately decided this was a social event.

The two animals had taken surprisingly well to the Mushroomires’ existence, or maybe they just responded to anything small and vaguely pathetic with curiosity. Either way, once the first few passive fungal beings had wandered close enough to stare at the camp from a safe distance, Bruno nudged one of the moletatoes toward them and Nyx, after pretending not to care, did the same with another.

Jake looked up. “Are we feeding the mushrooms.”

Bruno wagged once. “They look hungry.”

Nyx flicked her tail. “They also look stupid.”

One of the nearest Mushroomires, barely ten inches tall, waddled forward with enormous caution and tapped the moletato like it expected betrayal.

Then it took a bite.

Its whole body seemed to brighten.

That was apparently enough to trigger a movement in the bog.

More Mushroomires emerged.

Then more.

Then hundreds.

Then so many that the team had to stop talking just to watch.

They came from the mist, from behind fungal shelves, from mud hollows and root gaps and low caverns in the bog floor. The smallest were barely ten inches tall, little more than waddling caps with stubby limbs and huge uncertain eyes. The largest rose nearly ten feet, broad and towering and still somehow carrying the same soft uncertainty as the little ones.

Thousands.

Camp became crowded with them in slow, cautious circles.

The smaller ones kept nearest, drawn by food and the warmth of other living things. The larger ones stayed farther out, wary but protective of the smaller mushroomires.

Joanne stared around at the sea of fungal bodies. “Oh, I hate this.”

“Why,” Dominic asked.

“Because they’re cute enough to become a problem.”

That was when the team started to consider sharing food more seriously. Obviously they wouldn't share so much that it bankrupt their camp stock, but it would be a lie to say they weren't curious about what would happen.

The smaller Mushroomires accepted it with timid, almost desperate gratitude. Even Jack softened a little when a tiny one took a piece of food from his hand and bowed like it had just received a royal favor.

Emma, who had been quiet while eating, looked out over the gathered colony and then slowly lowered her spoon.

Her expression changed.

Dominic noticed. “What.”

Emma looked from the smallest Mushroomires to the larger ones hanging back in anxious clumps, then toward the deeper dark where the Mushroompires likely roamed.

Then she said, “I know what the White Tiger gave us.”

Nobody liked that tone.

Jake pointed his ration spoon at her. “Go on.”

Emma rubbed her forehead. “It’s an escort mission.”

Silence hit the camp.

Then Joanne said, with deep disgust, “Absolutely not.”

Emma nodded grimly. “Yes.”

Dominic’s face hardened as the same logic landed in his head.

Because of course.

Of course it would be that kind of quest.

The most annoying kind of quest that every single person who had played video games would hate with every fiber of their being.

Keep vulnerable, passive, nervous Mushroomires alive and somehow stop them from being turned further was the real objective.

Because if the Mushroompires wanted their colony to grow more aggressive, then attacking Mushroomires was the easiest way to force the change. Every assault would create even more fear and anxiety, pushing more of the Mushroomires toward the harsher variant. It was a runaway effect waiting to happen.

Emma gestured at the crowd around them. “The enemy’s victory condition is built into the civilians.”

“That is vile,” Janet muttered.

“And efficient,” Camille said.

“And vile,” Janet repeated.

Alex closed her eyes briefly. “That tiger really is awful.”

Nyx, seated atop a supply crate like a judgmental queen, looked at the nearest Mushroomire trying to drag half a ration cracker and said, “I am beginning to dislike this floor boss more.”

Bruno wagged once at a cluster of tiny Mushroomires nibbling around him. “I still like the mushrooms.”

“You like everyone. Well, almost everyone.”

Dominic sat back a little and thought through it.

The biggest problem was obvious. They needed Phong.

Not because he could solve everything.

Because their farmer understood plant-based life better than any of them. Especially given how the Mushroomoids seemed to react to external stress just like the plants of camp Stymphalian. What counted as stress, what kind of environmental changes could calm or worsen this sort of transformation? If anyone could see a path here that was not just violence and damage control, it was him.

“We ask Phong,” Dominic said.

Everyone agreed fast.

Joanne had the group chat open in seconds.

The signal amplifiers at Wraith Fort and the setup they had worked to establish made contact more stable. Not perfect, but stable.

Dominic sent the message first.

Then Alex.

Then Emma.

A quick explanation. Mushroomires. Passive colony. White Tiger quest. Need advice.

They waited.

Nothing happened.

Jake frowned. “Maybe he’s asleep.”

Alex shook her head. “Not with the elves.”

Another minute.

Still nothing.

Emma checked the chat again and looked annoyed. “He’s not answering.”

Joanne tried a call.

No response.

Then, without warning, the chat lit up.



One look and they knew it was not their farmer typing pattern.

Phong overthought a lot of things. He tended to be self-conscious about him being a non-native speaker, and would check his message twice for grammatical errors and typos before he hit send.

Only one menace in existence could have this erratic of a typing pattern:

Rico!

There was a pause around the fire as everyone stared.

Then... hell broke loose.

Jake blinked. [Why is the raccoon in the group chat?]

Message sent.

Joanne’s brows shot up. [How is the raccoon in the group chat?]

The answer came immediately.

[I saw and memorized farmer password long ago.]

Silence.

Then Emma said, “That is somehow the least surprising part of today.”

Rico kept typing.

[Phong busy. Big human war problem.]

Dominic straightened. [What war problem?]

The messages came in bursts, sloppy and too fast, clearly dictated by a raccoon who knew what mattered and not much about elegant reporting.

[Josh leading big push against trolls. Media say hero again.][Phong figured out he wants reach mountain and expose camp by body count since cameras bad.]
[Phong now hiring mercenaries to help trolls. Lizard queen involved.]

The camp went quiet.

The Mushroomires around them kept nibbling, peeking, waddling and shifting in the dark, oblivious to the shape of the larger problem closing elsewhere.

Emma read the messages twice.

Janet swore softly.

Jack looked toward the gate as if Floor 1 might somehow be visible through stone.

And Alex, despite the penalty from the strawberry which made her brain feel like mushy peas, felt the last piece click into place.

She looked up into the bog dark where the White Tigress had long since vanished.

Now she understood.

What concept the White Tigress floor boss represented.

War.

The White Tiger had kept Team Nemean on Floor 2 with a quest that demanded presence, patience, and time. And by doing that, she had removed them from Floor 1 right when Josh’s push toward troll territory was building.

Alex’s fingers tightened around the edge of her blanket.

“She knew,” she said quietly.

Dominic looked at her.

Alex’s voice hardened.

“She wanted this.”

Emma followed the thought immediately. “You meant the wars?”

Alex nodded once.

“The Mushroomoid civil war here. The troll war there.” Her eyes stayed fixed on nothing, seeing the shape of it now. “And by keeping us here, she isolate Phong, forcing him to escalate, making both worse.”

No one had a good answer to that.

Because it fit too well.

The White Tiger had not attacked them, but she had simply given them a quest in a situation where refusing would have its own consequences.

And now Team Nemean sat in a bog surrounded by frightened fungal civilians, while on Floor 1 Joshua Harlan was gathering public force toward Death Peak and Camp Stymphalian’s secret.

Emma looked down at Rico’s messages again and said, “War.”

Across the fire, one tiny Mushroomire tugged gently at a moletato bigger than its whole body and fell over backward with it. Bruno hurried over to help. Nyx watched with profound disappointment in the world.

Around them, thousands of Mushroomires shifted and breathed and waited.

And somewhere above, another war was already beginning without them.

            

    
        Chapter 87: The farmer ingenious solution

    
    
    
    
                Back on Floor 1, Phong only realized something was wrong when he looked over and saw Rico with his phone.

The raccoon had clearly gotten hold of it while Phong was busy with diplomacy and had left it on a flat stone by the lakeshore, while he worked out terms with the lizardmen and the other mercenaries.

Phong stared.

Rico stared back.

For one second, neither said anything.

Then Phong looked past him and saw the elves.

The children had noticed Rico too.

And worse, they looked delighted.

Phong gave them a slow, approving nod.

The effect was immediate.

“Uncle Rico!”

The little elves rushed him like a flood.

Rico gasped as three of them grabbed onto his shoulders, two more clung to his tail, and another tried to climb onto his head like he was playground equipment.

“This is betrayal,” Rico wheezed.

Phong shrugged.

The elves were strangely light compared to human children. Strong for their size, yes, but light. That made it easier for them to swarm the raccoon without flattening him outright, though the look on Rico’s face suggested he would have preferred flattening.

One of the little elves perched on his back and declared, “Fast uncle.”

“No,” Rico protested, staggering sideways as another child climbed up, “uncle not horse.”

“Fluffy uncle.”

“That is worse.”

Phong sat down, opened the group chat, and answered Team Nemean at last.

He started with the immediate problem on Floor 1.

[Found more mercenaries.]

The reply from Dominic came almost instantly.

[Who.]

Phong typed with the blunt speed of a man whose mind had already shifted into logistics mode.

[Kamohai.]The sharkfolk that fought the lizardmen over Lake Baratok. Team Nemean had fought against them once before.
[Also 3 Wolven and 5 Tortura.]

There was a pause on the other end, then Dominic.

[You hired sharkfolk?]

[Yes.]

Jake was next.

[What the hell is a Wolven?]

Phong leaned back a little and explained.

[Centaur-like. Upper body humanoid. Lower body of a wolf.][Adults can reach level 55.But they stay juvenile until they pass a maturity ritual. War participation counts. Boss hunts count. Rare weapon acquisition also counts.]
[These three chose war.]

Joanne’s response appeared.

[Of course they did.]

Phong continued.

[Tortura are humanoid tortoises. Excellent archers on Floor 3.][Their levels decline when they reached certain age. Once they “fall from grace” and drop below level 50, their tribe banishes them to Floor 2.]
[I got 5. Levels 45 to 48.]

Emma answered next.

[That is an absurdly good mercenary package.]

Phong did not disagree.

He was about to ask for their exact situation again when more messages came in about the Mushroomires, the camp in the bog, the escort problem, and the White Tiger’s quest.

Phong read it all in silence while an elf child tried to use Rico as a throne.

Then he went still.

He turned slightly and called for Thassir.

The lizardman envoy came after a short delay, posture as composed as ever. He was the same one who had negotiated the peace treaty with Phong and formalized Camp Stymphalian’s honorary vassal status. He was also the same person who warned them of the parasitic snail. If anyone near Lake Baratok understood local fungal threats, it would be him.

Phong got straight to the point.

“What do your people know about Mushroompires?”

Thassir’s slit-pupiled eyes narrowed faintly.

“They are troublesome.”

“I noticed.”

The envoy ignored that.

“They do not enjoy cold,” Thassir said. “Strong enough freezing magic can knock them out, as with most fungal things.”

Phong stared at him for half a second.

Then smiled.

It was not a warm smile.

It was the sort of smile people had learned to fear from him, because it usually meant he had found a loophole.

Back in the group chat, the typing bubble appeared.

Alex saw it and immediately sat up straighter despite her weakness.

Phong sent the message in a block.

[I found a loophole.]

That got everyone’s attention at once.

[Escort the Mushroomires to Lake Baratok.][Lizardman mages will be ready there.]
[They can knock the Mushroompires out with cold.]

Dominic replied first.

[Then what?]

[The Mushroomires get relocated to camp.]
[Then later moved to the scorched patch after I finish planting more defensive lines there.]

A beat.

Then Emma asked:

[And the Mushroompires?]

Phong’s answer came fast.

[Shipped directly to the battlefield.]

Silence followed in the chat for almost five full seconds.

Then Jake.

[That is evil.]

[That is efficient,] Emma typed right after.

Phong kept going.

[I think the Mushroomoids have a herding stress response like grasshoppers. When enough pressure accumulates, they shift into aggressive form known as Mushroompires. The same basic principle as grasshoppers turning into locusts, just with different conditions.]

Selena was not there, but if she had been, she would have loved that theory.

Phong laid it out anyway.

[If the number of Mushroompires drops enough, or if they vent that accumulated stress through conflict, they should revert. The civil war may be a feedback loop where stress creates Mushroompires, and Mushroompires create more stress.]

Jack responded after a pause.

[So we break the loop?]

[Yes.]

[By moving the passive ones somewhere safe.]
[And using the aggressive ones somewhere they’d be useful anyway.]

Another pause.

Then Phong added the last piece.

[Also remember Olen.]

Dominic answered.

[What about him.]

[He slaughtered Mushroomires earlier this year to create optics.]

That landed heavily even over text.

Because it fit too well.

Emma replied first this time.

[So Olen might be the origin of this problem all along?]

[Yes.]

Alex typed next, slower than usual.

[Then this can work. Not perfectly. But it can work.]

Phong looked up from the phone for a moment.

The scorched land lay quiet nearby, greener than before. Tomatoes, basil, dill, signs of recovery clearly showed even more now, after the elves had hatched. Around him, Camp Stymphalian held steady in that strange, layered way only it could. The elf children were still trying to ride Rico while the raccoon complained with whatever left of his tiny raccoon dignity.

Then he looked back down and finished the plan.

[Do not engage in battle with the Mushroompires. You should only focus on herding the Mushroomires toward the pickup location at Lake Baratok, and fight only if it was the only choice to defense yourself. Let the lizardmen drop the aggressive ones. I’ll prepare the scorched patch to receive the Mushroomires.]

Then, after a beat, one more message.

[And don’t die. I already have enough problems at camp.]

That got the first real break in tension.

Jake replied immediately.

[Does Rico count as one?]

Rico, still pinned under elf children, screamed, “Bad leafy children! No biting uncle ears,” as an elf child ignored that completely.

Phong groaned.

[He counts as half of the problems I have.]



Rico helped.

That alone told Phong the raccoon wanted something badly.

The little menace could not plant, not really, but he carried what Phong needed from one point to another without complaint for almost an hour. Seed bundles, young sprouts of defensive variants, water and snacks that strangely remained intact, untouched by raccoon paws and teeth. Rico hauled all of it, sometimes with the help of the small treant bonded to him, sometimes with the focus of a raccoon with hidden agenda.

Phong knew that look.

Rico was only this hardworking when he wanted something he could not steal.

Coffee could be stolen.

Moletatoes could be stolen.

This could not.

So Phong let it play out.

The scorched land changed steadily under their work. Defensive lines were planted properly this time. Garlic mines went in with careful spacing. Chilies had clear firing lanes. Bonktatoes were positioned where they could punch anything that moved too close for comfort. Moletato support spread underneath the whole patch, tying the land together with hidden canal of communication. The new herbs and vegetables he had added earlier, tomatoes, basil, dill, remained in the safer inner lines, part recovery, part nourishment, part signal that the place was no longer a dead patch of land.

Only when the perimeter was done did Phong finally straighten, wipe dirt off his hands, and look at Rico.

“What do you want?”

Rico froze mid-step with a crate in his paws.

“…why assume I want thing?”

“Because you worked.”

“That is slander.”

Phong gave him a flat look.

Rico sighed dramatically, set the crate down, and crossed his arms.

“Rico wants join war.”

Phong answered immediately.

“No.”

Rico’s ears shot up. “Unfair.”

“It’s not a debate.”

“Yes it is.”

Phong shook his head and started checking one of the garlic lines, but Rico followed him anyway.

“The trolls are basically family.”

That made Phong pause.

Rico pressed his advantage.

“You know this.”

And annoyingly, Phong did.

He remembered all those times Rico had drunk too much caffeine, turned into a furry natural disaster, then vanished only to be found later sleeping in troll caves like he belonged there. The trolls had put up with him. Fed him. Let him be a menace near them without treating him like extra protein. By monster standards, that was practically kinship.

Phong exhaled once through his nose.

He hated that Rico had a point.

The raccoon saw the hesitation and immediately moved in for the kill.

“Raccoon will be useful.”

“You’ll be trouble.”

“Useful trouble.”

“That’s worse.”

“Depends who receiving trouble.”

Phong looked at him for a few long seconds.

Then sighed.

“Fine.”

Rico straightened so fast he nearly saluted.

Phong held up a hand. “Under conditions.”

The raccoon deflated a little. “There are always conditions.”

“Yes. Because you’re you.”

He crouched so they were eye level and made himself very clear.

“First. No trace of you being a raccoon can show.”

Rico blinked. “Because of Lyon?”

“Specifically because of Halloween in Lyon,” Phong corrected. “You already caused enough problems there. So no whiskers, no visible paws, no tail, nothing.”

Rico opened his mouth.

Phong kept going before interruption could start.

“Better yet, modify your Kamen Rider armor. Make it look more like a juvenile treant than a raccoon in living armor.”

Rico looked offended. “Raccoon form stylish.”

“Raccoon form identifiable.”

“That is racism.”

“That is survival.”

Rico muttered darkly but did not argue harder, which meant he knew Phong was right.

“Second,” Phong said, “Josh is fair game.”

Rico’s eyes lit up.

“But no killing humans unless they try to seriously harm you first.”

That killed some of the delight.

Rico frowned. “What if they are annoying?”

“Then run. You’re good at that.”

“That is anti-raccoon policy.”

Phong ignored that.

“Third. Your safety comes first.”

That made Rico pause for real.

Phong’s voice stayed even.

“You do not get to die for a dramatic moment, you do not get to overcommit because you’re angry, you do not get to treat this like a coffee-fueled stunt. If troubles too big to deal with come, run back here, let my plants handle those humans. Don’t be afraid of exposing the camp when in danger. You hear me?”

Rico stared at him for a beat, then nodded once.

That was enough.

“Agreed,” the raccoon said.

Phong studied him, trying to judge whether the agreement was sincere or merely theatrical.

It seemed sincere.

Mostly.

That was as much as one could ask from Rico.

So Phong stood and headed for the lake.

The mercenaries he had hired were already waiting.

The Kamohai were the easiest.

Sharkfolk did not waste much time on conversational elegance when terms were already clear. Their leader spoke plainly: food for battle service, extra food for risk, and extra extra food for the family of the fallen. They wanted enough practical gain to justify joining the defense around troll territory. Phong appreciated that. Straightforward people, or sharkfolk, were simpler to work with.

They accepted the contract without fuss.

The Tortura were different.

The five banished tortoise archers stood together with the quiet dignity of old warriors who disciplines had been tattooed into their souls with years of steel and blood. Their shells were worn, their eyes sharp, their levels, still in the forty-five to forty-eight range, made them dangerous enough without needing to show off.

Their spokesman listened to Phong’s terms and then gave one of his own.

“We have seen your work on Floor 2,” he said.

Phong looked at him. “My work.”

“The perimeter,” the Tortura said. “Your plants. Your habit of turning ground into defended life.”

That was one way to put it.

“When such a place exists on Floor 2,” the Tortura continued, “we wish to settle there.”

Phong blinked once.

The old archer went on. “Safety suits those whose grace declines.”

It made sense, their levels would keep falling with age. A stable, defended zone close to useful terrain would be valuable to exiles like them.

Phong nodded slowly. “If the perimeter holds and there’s room, we can discuss settlement.”

The Tortura retreated its head into its shells. For their kind, that was showing gratitude.

Then came the Wolven.

The three juveniles had the upper bodies of lean, sharp-featured people and the lower bodies of wolves, powerful and restless, paws shifting against the ground with impatient energy. They looked young, but not naive by any means. Their levels and species alone made them dangerous, and the hunger of their chosen ritual sat openly in their posture.

They did not start with contract terms.

Their leader looked Phong over once and said, “We want a duel.”

Phong stared. “What?”

“You are the farmer who negotiates with Titans.”

That stopped him harder than expected.

“What are Titans?”

The Wolven frowned, as if the answer should have been obvious. “He Who Walks. Sky Emperor. Monkey Kings. Those.”

Phong’s mind caught on the names immediately.

He Who Walks.

Horns of the Earth.

Sky Emperor.

Clear enough.

Monkey Kings.

Plural, maybe title, maybe group, maybe one pillar with several manifestations. But the important part came first.

Titans were how the monsters called the Pillars, entities human called floor boss. And the Wolven had revealed a sixth Pillar, or at least a known power in that same tier, that bore the moniker of Monkey Kings.

Phong filed that away instantly.

Then came the more immediate problem.

The Wolven still wanted a duel.

He looked at his own status out of reflex.

Level 1 farmer, single digit stats, it would be more of a one sided slaughter than a duel if he was ever foolish enough to accept the Wolven term.

“No,” he said.

The Wolven leader’s ears twitched. “You refuse?”

“More like passing the torch on to someone else.”

That made all three of them tilt their heads.

Phong glanced back toward camp, where Rico was still probably testing poses in his not-yet-modified armor and enjoying the consequences of being taken seriously for once.

Then Phong smiled faintly.

“Rico will fight you.”

The Wolven looked unconvinced.

Phong did not elaborate.

He simply stood at the lakeshore with mercenaries gathered around him, the newly fortified scorched land behind him, war building in the distance, and the next ridiculous move already beginning to take shape.

For once, being a level one farmer had an advantage.

When someone demanded steel and honor and ritual combat, it was perfectly reasonable to send the raccoon instead.

            

    
        Chapter 88: Chou Henshin! Kamen Rider Rico

    
    
    
    
                Rico looked personally offended, and it was not the dramatic kind he used for coffee theft or minor insults. He turned toward Phong with both paws on his chest like he had just been betrayed by the world itself.

“Farmer throws Rico into battle trial like spare goblin.”

Phong did not even blink. He knew the drama racoon too well to buy the act. “If you can’t keep up with the Wolven, I revoke your allowance to join the war.”

Silence.

Then, the changes in Rico was instant. His ears went still, his back straightened, the raccoon locked in with the intense focus of a coffee thief, or a challenge runner.

Jake would have called it a gamer moment, Dominic would have called it "the zone". Phong, watching from a safe distance, simply called it dangerous. Rico stepped forward, and threw an empty pack of instant coffee at the Wolven like he was throwing glove.

“Then witness greatness.”

The raccoon stroke a pose, then screamed at the top of his tiny raccoon lungs.

“Chou Henshin!”

The baby treant on his back reacted at that command. Roots and vines burst outward in a tight, practiced rush, climbing over Rico’s body like living snakes as wooden plates locked into place. In merely an instant, the raccoon was covered from head to paws with the living wooden armor. Every joints, every veins were pulsing with mana, but this was not the usual form the camp had seen before.

This time, the armor grew thicker, heavier. Caps of Shielding Shiitake pushed out in layered plates over the shoulders, chest, and thighs, forming broad, sturdy sections that looked closer to dungeon-made hulkbuster than the sleeker rider look he had used before. The mushroom caps overlapped like curved shields, pale and hard, giving the suit a bulkier, tougher silhouette.

Then there were the changes made to the fists. Bonktatoes swelled along the gauntlets, dense and ugly and full of brutal promise. Thick vines ran from the shoulders down the arms and into those oversized fists, twisting tight like cords under tension.

By the time the transformation finished, Rico no longer looked like a raccoon playing hero. He looked like a tiny living siege weapon.

Phong stared.

The outline to that wooden armor was absurdly familiar. The bulky mushroom plates, the massive gauntlets, the heavy, stomping build, the rounded helmet.

“…that looks like Hulkbuster,” he muttered.

Rico pointed proudly. “Correct. Rico a modern kamen rider. Rico had different forms! This is Judgement Form!”

The three Wolven had looked openly contempt before. Now they were all staring with bright, eager eyes. Whatever contempt they had felt at the idea of dueling a raccoon vanished on the spot. The Wolven were practically vibrating. In their eyes, there was now something else, something dangerous.

Excitement.

One of them stepped forward immediately, baring sharp teeth in a grin. Another snapped back at him, using the human hand to shove the first back. The third wedged in between them with a growl. For a moment they were actually arguing about who got to fight Rico first.

Phong folded his arms and watched them bicker like battle-starved teenagers.

Eventually the first Wolven won the right.

He paced out into the open, all coiled legs and sharp muscle, then lowered his stance toward Rico. Rico rolled one shoulder under the mushroom armor and planted his feet.

The juvenile Wolven struck first. He shot forward in a blur, claws aimed low and then high in the kind of snapping combination meant to test how serious the little armored thing really was.

Rico didn't dodge. Speed wasn't the strength of the Judgement form anyway. The raccoon held in place, on hand raised up, pointing the mushroom cap bracer toward the advancing Wolven. The claws slammed into the Shielding Shiitake plating with a heavy crack, carving grooves and sending dust off the mushroom caps. But it was not enough to break through. The impact rocked Rico back one step.

Then came the retaliate.

If Dominic was here, he would laugh proudly while filing for a violation of copyright.

Rico fought just like how the gentle giant would fight.

The bonktato gauntlet came around in a brutal hook. The vines running from the armor’s shoulder plates into the gauntlet tightened and snapped forward at the same time, working almost like hydraulic pistons, adding both power and speed to the attack. Thus, a hook from a tiny raccoon quickly turned into something that carried the force of a jack hammer behind it.

The Wolven saw it coming, and made a very bad choice. Curiosity lit in his eyes for one stupid second, and instead of dodging, he decided to tank the hit and feel what the weird little armored raccoon could really do.

The bonktato fist smashed into him.

The sound was horrible.

A thick, meaty crack that echoed off the lakeshore stones.

The Wolven left the ground.

He flew backward a full two meters and hit the dirt like someone had clipped him with a speeding car.

Phong’s mouth dropped open so wide a tennis ball could have fit inside. The other two Wolven froze, the Tortura collectively looked down at their chest shell and all took one cautious step back just in case. Even the Kamohai stopped arguing with the Lizardmen and turned to look.

Rico put both arms on his waist in triumph. “Observe! This is the pinnacle of raccoon science!”

Phong found his voice again. “What did you do.”

Rico puffed out his chest. “Fed baby treant parts of defensive plants.”

That was bad enough.

Then the raccoon added, with unbearable pride, “This only one-third complete. Rico has two more up sleeve.”

Phong stared at him in horror.

“You’ve been experimenting.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Got your permission.”

That, annoyingly, tracked perfectly.

Phong remembered the raccoon had approached him to ask for permissions to use the defensive plants after Josh came to the camp. He had naively agreed under the condition that Rico didn’t harm his plants, thinking the raccoon was just scared of Josh and his hyperactive mind would get bored of experiment in give or take a few days. Phong was wrong. He had created this.

A raccoon whose intrusive thought won 90% of the time, with a powered armor that had multiple forms.

Phong felt like a dungeon Dr. Frankenstein.

The Wolven on the ground got back up bruised and battered. But he got up, shaking out his arms and grinning now in a way that made it clear the hit had not insulted him. It had delighted him.

He came in harder, faster, more vicious the second time.

He aimed for the seams in the armor, testing the mushroom plates, aiming to sweep the legs, trying to break Rico’s balance before the next bonktato fist could land. But the problem was much simpler to see now. The Shielding Shiitake was too sturdy to chew through quickly, and every extra beat spent hitting it meant risking another one of those club-like gauntlets smashing his face inside out.

The Wolven feinted left. Rico, lacking any real battle experience, swung anyway.

The Wolven barely twisted off the line in time as the bonktato fist missed by inches and cratered the dirt hard enough to make everyone nearby flinch.

The Wolven tried to move behind, but his tail were caught by the massive gauntlet of Judgement Form. Rico, cackling like a complete maniac, slammed the Wolven toward the ground like what Hulk did to Loki. The wolf centaur back hit hard against the floor of the ruin with a loud thud, but it was not enough to incapacitated a high level monster. The Wolven broke free by kicking the fingers of Rico armor hard enough to break it. Chunks of wood fell onto the ground, forcing the treant to repair the broken fingers on the spot.

The Wolven took this opening to back out of the danger zone.

For a few more exchanges, despite his experience, the Wolven could not safely commit enough force to break the armor without entering the danger zone. Rico could not quite tag him cleanly again unless the wolf-boy got greedy.

Then... the whole suit shuddered.

The baby treant on Rico’s back trembled once, then twice.

And Rico, who had just started to laugh like a tiny dungeon tyrant, suddenly flopped onto the ground face first.

Thunk.

Phong blinked.

The armor peeled back in exhausted strands of vine and mushroom flesh. The baby treant sagged against Rico’s back, utterly spent.

Rico groaned into the dirt. “…five minutes.”

Phong crouched beside him and picked the raccoon up by the collar. “That’s the limit.”

The raccoon turned his head weakly. “Rico would have won if baby treant didn't go on a strike.”

Phong snorted, but now he knew that at least Rico could protect himself on the battlefield. And Josh... given how Rico's armor had incorporated parts of his garden into itself, was about to have a Vietnam flashback moment. Phong had thought about getting a baby treant for himself ever since Rico showing off his kamen rider armor back before the trip to Lyon, but the treant had denied his request.

Somehow, they seemed to tolerate a raccoon, but human was off-limits to them.

The Wolven who had dueled Rico stood there breathing hard, dusted in dirt and still rubbing his chest where the bonktato fist had sent him flying. Then, slowly, he started laughing. His two packmates joined in a second later, bright-eyed and thrilled.

The one who fought first looked at Rico with open respect now.

“We judged too early,” he said.

Rico raised one paw while being held by Phong. “Correct.”

Phong looked between the raccoon, the exhausted baby treant, and the grinning Wolven, and felt the strange shape of the situation settle.

This had worked.

And worse, if Rico had not been exaggerating. If that was only one-third of whatever insane armor ideas he had been feeding into the treant, then Phong too had another future headache to deal with after the wars against Josh.

For now though, one thing was clear.

The Wolven were interested.

And Rico, flattened in the dirt and grinning through exhaustion, had just earned their attention the hard way.



That night, after the first wave of Mushroomires had been settled and the camp had a moment to breathe, Phong updated Team Nemean on Rico’s latest disaster.

The group chat stayed quiet for a full five seconds after he described the armor.

Then Joanne sent:

[You let the raccoon become a miniboss.]

Jake followed right after.

[Correction. A tokusatsu miniboss.]

Phong did not bother defending himself.

There was nothing to defend.

Rico had somehow fed the baby treant parts of defensive plants, turned the result into a three-stage Kamen Rider armor system, and punched a Wolven hard enough to launch him backward like roadkill in reverse.

That was simply reality now.

Emma replied next.

[Interesting.]

That one word carried enough dangerous interest that Phong immediately regretted saying anything.

The next morning, Team Nemean started moving the Mushroomires.

They could not rush the colony. The smaller Mushroomires panicked too easily, and the larger ones reacted to that panic by clustering tighter, which made the whole migration messy. So Dominic split the group properly. Jack and Janet handled the flanks. Jake, Séline, and Camille kept watch for threats. Nyx and Bruno helped surprisingly well, mostly because the Mushroomires seemed to trust them faster than they trusted humans. Emma and Alex, both still recovering, stayed with the rear elements and the more nervous groups while Dominic coordinated the whole miserable procession.

The Mushroompires were another matter.

Those had to be handled in pieces.

The lizardmen mages met them near Lake Baratok exactly as planned. Cold magic rolled in controlled pulses over the more aggressive fungal forms, knocking them inert and letting the team secure them without turning every contact into another fight. From there, the subdued Mushroompires were transported out toward the meadow between Deathpeak and the Dungeon Gate leading to Manhattan.

For Josh and the divers gathering under him, that stretch of land was the safest route. It avoided the Black Ant Colony and the regular patrol lines of the Greencap cavalry. It looked like the cleanest path for a human advance.

Phong had chosen it for the same reason.

If Josh wanted safe ground, then that safe ground could become a hell pit filled with fungal demons very quickly.

Emma had also given the group some insight the night before, while they worked through the logic of how the elites would react.

Most of them, she said, had already guessed Josh’s true intention. Not every detail, maybe, but enough. They knew this was not pure generosity.

Not pure heroism either.

To them, Josh looked like a stubborn rich young man whose ego had grown too large to survive embarrassment. A man trying to reclaim his own image by forcing reality to cooperate. The heroic spin they built around him was starting to feed back into him, and now he wanted to prove he could be the main character for real.

But that did not mean the powerful would stop him.

Because the divers moving with Josh were not heirs, they were students, aspiring talents. They were young people from families outside the inner circle, wanting to change the world, to be different, to stand out. They were bright with hopes and dreams, and were perfect to be used and taken advantage of just by dangling a carrot in front of them.

If they died, or if things turned ugly, the elites could still use the story.

A noble push into dangerous lands. Brave sacrifice. Noble heroic attempt. Human expansion. The forging of new heroes on the frontier.

Emma had said it with cold disgust.

“Worst case,” she told them, “they spin it into a westward expansion story.”

She was right, and everyone in team Nemean and camp Stymphalian hated every single bit of it.

Trolls would get far less empathy than Native Americans ever did. Most people would not even try to pretend otherwise. That ugly truth sat in the back of everyone’s mind as the relocation continued.

By the time the first of the Mushroomires had been safely guided toward the lake routes and onward to Camp Stymphalian, Dominic made another call: Alex and Emma would be sent back first.

Neither woman liked it.

Neither had enough strength to argue convincingly.

The worst of the Berserking Strawberry debuff had passed, but that only meant they were no longer collapsing. It did not mean they were fit to keep escorting a fungal migration across hostile land. Emma's class made her simply unfit for long, dragged out battles that were expected in an escort mission. Alex was indeed team Nemean's strongest DPS, but the damage done to her body by the extra stats were still very much present.

So they went back.

The moment Emma reached Camp Stymphalian, she found Rico.

More accurately, she hunted him.

The raccoon had been in the middle of slacking off while trying to look busy when she scooped him up under one arm like a personal pet she had every right to own.

Rico made a startled noise. “Excuse—”

Emma held up a can of energy drink, and Rico stopped protesting immediately. His eyes locked on it with the focused reverence of a pilgrim spotting a holy relic.

Emma smiled. “Show me the other two forms.”

Phong, watching from a short distance, put a hand over his face.

Of course.

Of course this was how Emma chose to recover.

Rico, to his surprise, clutched the can to his chest and said with full dignity, “Negotiations unsuccessful.”

“I’m surprised,” Phong muttered.

Rico cracked the can open. “Rider forms are secrets that are nonnegotiable!”

Emma set him down and crouched to eye level, entirely too amused. “How about two?”

“Two cans?”

‘Two dozen packs.”

The raccoon's whiskers twitched, and he thought long and hard about a good price to sell out his principles.

Phong abandoned them to their madness and turned to the problem that mattered more to him: Alex.

He brought her back to their lodging himself, carrying her like a princess, just like how she demanded after the run in with Olen earlier this year.

She insisted she was fine the whole way.

Alex wasn't being loud, wasn't being stubborn enough to start a fight. She did so in that flat, composed tone she used when she wanted to pretend pain was irrelevant because admitting otherwise felt too close to troubling other.

Phong ignored all of it.

The moment they got inside, he pointed at the bed. “Rest.”

Alex leaned one shoulder against the wall and crossed her arms. “I said I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

“I can still walk.”

“That’s not the standard.”

Her mouth twitched faintly, but she held the line. “You’re being dramatic.”

Phong looked at her for a moment, then stepped closer in a firm, unyielding way very much unlike the usual him.

“You’re hurt,” he said. “You’re recovering. And you’re going to rest until you actually recover. This is final.”

Alex blinked once.

He almost never pushed like this.

Not with her.

He was steady, yes. Quietly stubborn, yes. But this sort of direct insistence came out less often, maybe because he knew she hated being handled, maybe because he usually chose softer angles first. Now he did not.

“Sit,” he said.

And somehow that hit harder than any argument would have.

Alex stared at him for another second, then looked away first.

“…bossy.”

“You can complain from the bed.”

That got the smallest huff out of her.

She surrendered after that, letting him guide her down, letting him settle the blankets, letting him fuss in that practical, gentle way of his that always felt more honest than grand declarations ever could. He checked her bandages, made sure she had water, set food nearby, and adjusted the pillow when she tried to pretend it was fine the wrong way. Every motion was careful and intent and just pushy enough to make it clear he was not negotiating this one.

Alex watched him in silence for a while.

Then, when he turned away to get one more thing, her expression softened where he could not see it.

Because the truth was simple: She liked this side of him.

The part that stepped forward and decided for her when he truly thought she needed protecting, even from her own pride.

It was rare.

And because it was rare, it mattered more.

By the time Phong came back to sit near her, still looking like a man managing three wars at once with sleep deprivation and sheer spite, Alex had already stopped fighting the order.

She leaned back, closed her eyes, and said, “Fine. I’ll rest.”

Phong nodded once, like this had always been the obvious outcome.

Then he stayed there with her, keeping watch while the camp outside shifted toward the next phase of crisis, and Alex let herself enjoy, quietly and without ever admitting it aloud, the pushier side of her soon-to-be fiancé.


            

    
        Chapter 89: One final toast before the war

    
    
    
    
                Alex reached out before Phong could leave her side.

One hand caught his sleeve, the other pulled him down against her. Before he could say anything, she shifted, wrapped both arms around him, and dragged the blanket over them both until the world narrowed into warmth, dim light, and the steady sound of her breathing.

“Sleep,” she whispered.

Phong opened his mouth to object.

Alex saw it before the words came out.

She was injured, tired, both of those were true, but she was not blind. The moment he leaned close enough, she saw them: The faint bulge at his temples, the strain in his face, the way his focus kept holding only because he refused to let go of it.

He was exhausted, maybe had not sleep properly in days. And somehow, he was still trying to stand upright on duty for everyone else. So, before he could turn this into another argument about her recovery, Alex shifted the whole battlefield. If he wanted to show her his pushier side, then she would show him her needier side.

Then Alex looked up at him with the most unfair expression she could manage, soft and needy and far too vulnerable compared to the strong, unshakable woman he was used to seeing every day.

She pouted.

The gap between that look and Alexandra Vogel’s unshaken self hit him like a crit.

Phong’s resistance lasted maybe three seconds. Then he sighed, and surrendered.

“Cheater,” he muttered.

Alex’s mouth curved faintly. “Sleep.”

This time he listened.

He settled into her arms, still trying to hold onto some last scrap of awareness at first, like he might get one more thought in, one more plan, one more responsibility handled before rest dragged him under.

It did not work.

Within minutes, Phong was sound asleep against her.

Alex felt the exact moment his body gave up the fight. The tension eased out of him all at once, his breathing deepened, and the stubborn line in his shoulders vanished into sleep so fast it would have been funny if it had not also been a little sad.

She held him a little closer after that, just because she could.

In another room, Rico had finally realized the truth.

He stared at Emma with dawning horror. The can of energy drink was already gone, the second one sat within reach like a mocking promise. And somehow, in the time between one bribe and one “small favor,” he had gone from valued combat innovator to glorified plushie.

Emma looked entirely too pleased with herself.

Rico pointed a shaking paw at her. “I was deceived.”

Emma rested her chin lightly on one hand and nodded. “Yes.”

“That is villain behavior.”

“That is bargaining.”

Rico looked betrayed down to the soul.

Emma, because she enjoyed this too much not to explain it, said, “It’s called the house strategy.”

The raccoon blinked.

She held up one finger. “First, you ask for something unacceptable. Like tear the whole house down.” She smiled lazily. “In this case, seeing your other two forms.”

Rico gasped. “Monstrous.”

“Then,” Emma continued, holding up a second finger, “you step back and ask for something smaller. Like open another window in the house.”

Rico’s ears slowly lowered.

Emma folded her hands in her lap. “That second request feels more reasonable in comparison, so people tend to agree more. Guess raccoon wasn’t an exception.”

The raccoon stared at her, then at the blanket he was currently trapped under, then back at her.

“…the true request,” he said weakly.

“Was to use you as a plushie.”

Rico made a noise like his soul had left his body and come back disappointed.

Emma smiled with unbearable calm.

“And you agreed.”

“I agreed under false emotional weather conditions.”

“You agreed under energy drink.”

“That too.”

There was no escaping it now. Emma already had him tucked against her side, one arm around him with the casual confidence of someone who knew the trap had fully closed. Rico, flabbergasted and deeply wounded by the elegance of the con, had no choice but to endure it.

So he tried to feel better.

He closed his eyes and imagined the future, a raccoon lying on top of two crates of imported sodas.

Cold... Fizzy... His.

That helped a little.

Around them, the elves had naturally flocked over.

Partly because Rico was there, and wherever Rico went, some degree of nonsense followed. Partly because they had already been taught one very important household rule: do not go to daddy’s lodging when Alex is there.

The children did not fully understand why, but they did understand that violating the rule got them redirected very quickly by everyone in camp. So now they clustered around Emma instead, curious and energetic and perfectly willing to treat her like temporary furniture while Rico suffered in her arms.

Emma found the whole thing funny, especially one specific detail.

The elves called Phong “dad” or “daddy” with total certainty, like there had never been any room for doubt in the world.

But Alex?

Alex was just Alex.

No title, no parental instinct attached, no effort to elevate her. Alex to them was Alex, the dangerous woman sometimes slept in daddy’s room.

Emma, amused by the pattern, tried once.

“You know,” she said lightly, looking down at one of the little elves trying to climb onto Rico’s leg, “you could call me mommy.”

The elf looked up at her, then said, with perfect seriousness, “Emma.”

Another elf echoed it immediately. “Emma.”

A third one, not wanting to be left out, pointed and announced, “Emma uncle thief.”

Rico made a weak sound of support.

Emma stared at them for one second, then shrugged.

Fair enough.

She wasn't some heroine in a harem fic, and didn't develop feeling for the farmer just because he had saved her once anyway. Well, she was grateful to be alive, that much was guaranteed. But it wasn't the same as romantic feelings. The title "elves mom" would have been funny, nothing more. If the children wanted to see her as Emma, then Emma she would remain.

She scratched Rico lightly behind one ear just to irritate him.

The raccoon sighed from somewhere deep and dramatic. “Humiliation complete yet?”

“Not complete,” Emma said. “You still haven’t shown me the other two forms.”

Rico opened one eye. “I demand compensation in caffeine.”

Emma smiled.

Around them, the elves settled into a loose pile of limbs, blankets, and light chatter, comfortable in the kind of impossible safety Camp Stymphalian had become. Somewhere deeper in the camp, the plants rustled softly under the ground. The scorched land from a far continued its slow healing, the wars above and below still waited.

But for this one stretch of evening, Phong slept in Alex’s arms.

Emma held a raccoon plushie while six little elves climbed over both of them like they had been born for exactly this kind of chaos.



The night before the planned skirmish, Team Nemean came back to camp. They were neither loud, nor triumphant, just tired in that specific way only people who had spent too many hours escorting frightened fungal civilians through dungeon territory could be tired. Even Dominic was quiet. For anyone who knew him, that was enough proof of how taxing the escort mission was.

Rico saw them first.

He was perching on a crate like a self-appointed sentry, one of the elves leaning against his side and another trying to braid a bowtie with the fur on his tail. The raccoon lifted one paw the moment Dominic came into view.

“Bad news,” Rico announced gravely. “Farmer already lost to cuddle abyss.”

Dominic stopped mid-step.

Jake blinked. “What?”

He was not surprised by their farm boy being abducted by Alex. That was Tuesday for them by now. Everyone in camp knew Alex loved to roleplay a succubus whenever she was near her lover. He was more surprised by the raccoon picking up his vocabulary.

Rico pointed toward the lodging area. “Alex swallowed him with blanket. No recovery.”

Joanne snorted, Jack looked deeply unsurprised, Janet only shook her head. Nyx and Bruno immediately went to look for Little Fireball, because for them, this was normal for the farmer.

Dominic let out a breath and then, because he was Dominic, made the obvious call.

“We assume cooking duty then.”

That got immediate approval.

And because everyone there had suffered enough for one day and nobody wanted to think too hard about war, politics, or fungal migration while hungry, Dominic declared pizza was on the menu. So that became the camp’s project.

They used leftover beef, tomato sauce they had hauled back with the fuel earlier in the month, plus the fresh tomatoes Phong had grown - which strangely, had yet to show any signs of mutation. Cheese too, because Phong’s pantry had changed a lot since the year he had spent living mostly alone. A year ago, he did not stock cheese at all.

Unlike his aunt and uncle, he wasn't lactose intolerant, Phong just had no craving for cheese whatsoever, and neither knew how to use nor appreciate it properly.

Now Camp Stymphalian had enough people passing through it, living in it, trusting it, and the pantry had grown with them.

Flour got mixed, dough got stretched, topping was prepared. It was a joined effort. Rico stole some cheese and stuffed them into a moletato. Bruno happily helped slicing the beef and nearly got away with eating some raw meat had it not been for Dominic's watchful eyes. Nyx lay lazily on the countertop, letting Little Fireball scratched her head with those tiny talons.

Jack handled heat, Joanne took over sauce distribution with the same concentration she had when aiming her spell. Jake stole toppings and got hit for it twice by the French girls. Emma, still recovering, sat and supervised in the exact tone of someone helping while doing very little. Dominic observed a basil leaf on his palm. Those and the dill had not mutated either. The elves clustered nearby and watched the whole process like it was the latest entertainment. The Mushroomires stayed farther back, timid as always, but curious enough not to leave.

By the time the pizzas were baking, the whole camp smelled like cheese, tomato and warm bread.

That was what woke Phong.

He surfaced slowly out of sleep, still wrapped in Alex’s arms and the blanket she had trapped them under, and for one blissful, confused moment his brain decided that nothing said"good morning, welcome back" as clearly as the growl that came from his stomach. Then, Phong blinked his eyes open and remembered where he was.

Alex had already woken before him. She was watching his face with that quiet look she got when she was pleased with herself and not even pretending otherwise.

Phong looked at her. “Pizza.”

Alex smiled faintly. “You woke up for pizza.”

“You say that like it’s unreasonable.”

“It’s very you.”

He sat up slowly, rubbed at his face, and then paused long enough to realize something important. He had slept. Actual, proper sleep. He did not passed out from exhaustion, not collapsed in the middle of a planning session. That alone made the world feel less sharp around the edges.

By the time they stepped outside, the camp was already gathered.

The pizzas had been cut into rough slices and passed around on boards and broad leaves. People sat in loose circles near the fire and the common tables, eating in the sort of comfortable mess that only happened when everyone was too tired to care about neatness.

The elves loved pizza immediately.

That became obvious after the first bite.

One of them took a mouthful, froze in total revelation, and then made a sound of joy loud enough that three others rushed in to steal from the same slice. Within minutes every child had cheese on their face and absolute devotion in their eyes.

Rico pointed at them with offended authority. “No stealing my crust.”

One elf looked him dead in the eye and stole his crust anyway. Another took a bite and bit off half of Rico's stuffed moletato. The raccoon shrieked in disbeliefs, while Phong quietly laughed. Someone finally had a taste of their own medicine.

The Mushroomires were there too.

Still timid.

Still quick to flinch at sudden movement or loud voices.

But somehow, maybe due to the mutated plants, they were calmer here than down in floor 2.

Phong noticed it the moment he sat down with his slice. The closer the Mushroomires drifted to the Sympathy Enoki and the Relaxing Shiitake set near camp, the less tense they seemed. Their little bodies stopped bunching so tightly, their caps eased, and even the larger ones, although still wary, did not seem ready to bolt at every shift of shadow.

He noticed another thing too.

They liked the elves.

Or at least tolerated them more easily than humans.

Small Mushroomires sat close to the elf children and accepted pieces of crust or soft bread with only mild uncertainty. The larger ones hovered in protective arcs around them without taking offense at the closeness.

And for Phong himself?

He seemed to be the only human who did not trigger the Mushroomires’ flinch response when he walked near. They watched him, closely, and still a bit wary of him. But they did not recoil.

He filed all of that away without comment.

Left all of those discoveries for later.

For now, Dominic sat down nearby with a slice in one hand and looked at Phong over the firelight.

“So,” he said. “You figured something out about the White Tiger.”

Phong nodded.

“At least one thing.”

The others quieted down enough to listen.

Phong took another bite, swallowed, and then said, “She’s simple minded when it comes to politics.”

Emma raised a brow. “That is a dangerous thing to say about a floor boss.”

“It’s also true.”

Alex glanced at him, interested now.

Phong gestured lightly with his food. “She thinks in sides. Who fights who. Who stands where. Who is allied with who. Direct conflicts.” He looked around the circle. “She saw that keeping Team Nemean on Floor 2 meant you wouldn’t be on Floor 1 when Josh’s war started. That part is true.”

Dominic nodded once.

“But,” Phong said, “she didn’t think through the bigger political picture.”

Emma’s eyes sharpened before he even finished.

Because she saw it too.

Phong went on. “Even if Team Nemean had been on Floor 1, there was no way you could openly join the trolls against Josh.”

Emma continued in Phong stead. “Because that would be public suicide.”

Phong pointed at her. “Exactly.”

He looked back to the others.

“The moment you openly side with trolls against human divers, Josh gets everything he wants. He gets to pin you as traitors to humanity. Doesn’t matter why you did it. Doesn’t matter what he’s actually after. Publicly, he wins that framing.”

Jack grunted. Joanne muttered something rude about propaganda. Janet’s mouth tightened because she knew it was true.

Phong leaned back a little.

“So Bai Hu thought she was removing a major player from the board. In reality, she mostly removed a player that couldn’t have moved the way she imagined anyway.”

Alex and Emma both looked dissatisfied. They had both been maneuvered, and their egos had clearly taken a hit from that realization.

Phong saw it and laughed lightly.

That earned him matching looks from both women.

“You two were probably too tired from the Berserking Strawberry to think straight,” he said.

Emma narrowed her eyes. “I hate that you might be right.”

Alex folded her arms. “I hate that you’re enjoying being right.”

Phong smiled. “A little.”

Then his expression shifted, growing more serious.

“Actually, that brings me to something .”

That changed the mood faster than any lecture could have.

Because when Phong sounded like that, it usually meant practical consequences.

He looked at Alex first.

Then Emma.

“Berserking Strawberry has a bigger weakness than just the backlash,” he said.

No one interrupted.

“It only buffs the stats. Not the body’s actual durability.”

Emma frowned. “Explain.”

Phong held up his hands a little as he searched for the simplest version.

“It’s like doubling the amount of water in a balloon. If the original amount is still within the balloon’s threshold, then fine. It holds.” His gaze settled on Alex. “But on Floor 3, you were getting dangerously close to bursting.”

Alex did not argue.

That alone told everyone enough.

She had felt it too.

Phong continued, calm and blunt in the way only he could be. “The problem isn’t just surviving the weakness after. The problem is that at a certain point, your body would destroy itself from the buff.”

Emma leaned back slightly, thinking hard now.

Janet looked from one woman to the other and grimaced.

“So,” Dominic said, “your ruling.”

Phong nodded once.

“Either Team Nemean finds a new way to increase how much buffed output the body can safely take…” He let the sentence settle. “Or I ban the Strawberry entirely for a while.”

That landed hard.

Jake groaned first, Joanne looked offended. Emma did not protest immediately, which was telling, Alex’s jaw tightened, but she still said nothing.

Because they had all seen what happened.

How close the edge had been.

How little room there was between miracle and disaster when that fruit entered the picture.

Phong looked around the fire, at the pizzas, the elves, the Mushroomires, the camp they were all trying to protect, and finished in the same steady tone.

“I’m not letting one minute of power turn into a funeral.”

Phong knew that the strawberries alone didn't push them to "bursting", stacking it on top of Emma's ability did. He also knew that the strawberries had saved his friends multiple time, and taking that away would be silly. So, in actuality, he didn't really mean what he said. But for Phong, that was necessary to show where he drew the line. If the team would be that reckless with buffs stacking again, then he'd rather be taking away the strawberries entirely than seeing them destroying themselves with his overdrive fruit.

No one had an easy answer to that.

So for a while, they just ate in the firelight, with cheese and tomato in the air, elves happy and messy at their feet, Mushroomires calmer near the right plants, and the reality of the next day waiting just beyond the warmth of dinner.

            

    
        Chapter 90: A night raid (celebration for making RS main)

    
    
    
    
                Josh had expected Phong to move.

So he moved first.

The raid came at night, earlier than the date he had fed to the media, because Josh was not stupid enough to believe Phong would sit still and wait for a public countdown to reach zero. He pushed his army of divers across Floor 1 under darkness, using the meadow route toward Death Peak and trusting the night to hide numbers that would have looked far less heroic in daylight.

They had prepared for the approach.

Each diver had sprayed on a special deodorant made through one of the Harlan companies. The scent mimicked goblins well enough to foul up ordinary monster tracking, or so Josh had been told. To him, that meant the trolls and the Greencaps’ mounts would not know what was coming until human steel was already at their throats.

It was the kind of trick Josh loved.

Clever on paper, cruel in practice. It was built on the assumption that everyone else was as shallow in their bonds as he was.

Because Josh thought he understood Phong.

He thought Phong had carved out Camp Stymphalian the way Josh himself would have done it if he had access to a garden full of mutated plants. With force, intimidation, and enough strength to make monsters tolerate his presence while secretly hating him.

Josh was a colonialist through and through. That was in his blood, in his family history, in the generational wealth that had raised him. Land existed to be taken, natives existed to serve their superior race, and alliances were just domination with nicer branding.

So he expected weak ties built on fear alone.

He expected a camp held together by coercion. He expected that, even if the "stain" was smart enough to see through his motive, the trolls would ignore the warning of a farmer they "hated".

What he did not know was that with the exception of the Black Ants and Greencap Bunnies, Phong was allied with almost every strong faction on Floor 1. his relationship with the trolls and the lizardmen indeed started out pretty tense, and they did not show him respect until he earned it with their blood. But that was just monsters logic. Phong had always chosen to deescalate, find the middle ground, and co-exist peacefully with the monsters whenever he could.

Phong might not know the exact hour Josh would strike, but he knew the route. He knew human logic. And by extension, he knew where an army that wanted Death Peak while avoiding the Black Ant Colony and the Greencap cavalry lanes would have to pass.

So when Josh’s force reached the meadow that night, they did not find an open path.

They found thousands of Mushroompires.

The fungal humanoids were still furious, still agitated from the cold ambush near Lake Baratok and the forced transport that had dumped them right where human ambition would trip over fungal rage.

The first contact was chaos.

Diver lights flashed in the dark. Mushroompires surged out of the meadow in waves of hostile motion, caps flaring, bodies twisting, making strange sound like a plastic tube being spun. Thousand of voices echoed off each other, harmonized in a hymn of fungal warfare, making the whole field alive with the kind of mushroom aggression Josh had not planned for.

His front line hit the first cluster and stalled immediately. Men shouted. Weapons came out. Skills lit the dungeon night.

Then the trolls were made aware.

On Death Peak, deep voices rose in warning. Fires flared up in front of every cave, every cavern. Horns of stone and bone sounded through the mountain paths. The tribe had not been surprised after all, thanks to being informed by their farmer.

And at the gate, Rico was already ready.

The raccoon, nocturnal by nature and vibrating with battle energy, had barely been containing himself since sundown. The moment the distant noise rolled in, he was there, eyes bright, tail twitching profusely, the small treant already hung on his back.

Phong stood at the gate waiting.

He heard the first clash, heard the war cry of the Mushroompires, tilted his head once, and only shrugged.

“Should have known that bastard would pull a trick like this.”

Rico bounced on the his feet. “I'm going.”

Phong held out several packs of instant coffee.

Rico took them with reverence.

No buffs plants, because Phong knew exactly how bad it would be getting the garlics, gingers, and the limes on cam. The 1% didn't push toward Death Peak themselves when Josh tried exposing camp Stymhaian because the defensive variants weren't interesting for them. Sweet potatoes that acted like clubs, Enoki Mushrooms that shot like Gatling were novel, but they already had a trillion dollar industry in weapons manufacturing.

Weaker artilleries that could not be moved once planted, while cheap, quickly lost their values.

And so, the risks of pushing for Death Peak through treacherous terrains to expose camp Stymphalian far outweighed its rewards.

But the equation changed once the consumables variants were caught on , and everything Emma had warned Phong that day would become a reality he would hate to exist in.

He would be used by people like the Harlans and the Ellisons again.

His finding would usher in a new worldwide conflict over the dungeon. And worst case: world war 3.

So, Phong didn't give Rico any consumables, not because the raccoon was any less treasured to him than team Nemean, but because of the risks.

“Come back alive,” Phong said.

That cut through the mania more cleanly than any order could have.

Rico looked at him once, serious for a heartbeat.

Then nodded.

And vanished into the dark.

He moved fast up the mountain routes, faster than most humans would have guessed possible, especially for something his size. By the time he reached a good vantage point, the battlefield had already shifted.

Josh’s army had regained its footing.

For all his flaws, Josh was not incompetent in live combat, and his divers had enough numbers and levels to stop the first Mushroompire surge from swallowing them outright. The front had stabilized, skills flashed across the meadow. Fungal bodies burst under coordinated strikes. Human formation lines were beginning to form under shouted orders.

They actually had the advantage against the Mushroompires now.

Rico clicked his tongue.

That would not do.

Rico had watched a lot of human television. From them, he had learnt that the best outcome of a fight between your enemies was for both sides to suffer heavy losses. Running through the raccoon head right now was but one thought: he needed to fan the flame.

He darted higher, up toward the troll positions, and found the king among the gathered warriors. Goat-headed, red moss hanging from his back, broad shoulders hunched with the heavy stillness of a someone who decide how much blood was going to shed tonight.

Rico did not waste time.

“Join fight,” he said at once, jabbing a paw down toward the meadow. “Join Mushroompires. Crush human.”

Some of the trolls grumbled at that. Mushroompires were not kin, not allies, not even allies of the farmer, they were just another weird thing in Phong’s plan.

The king looked down at him, silently observe the raccoon.

Rico pointed again. “Human wants mountain. Mushroompires angry but losing. Human win, trolls face them. Heavy loss. Trolls hit. Human can't win. Tribe remain many.”

That was enough to convince the troll king, as he heard reason in Rico's voice - an honorary member of the tribe.

He lifted one huge arm and roared an order.

And so, the mountain moved.

Trolls poured down in the dark like a landslide with legs.

When the trolls moved, so did the allied force, as per their agreement with Phong.

And suddenly the fight turned from human versus mushroom into human versus everything.

The Tortura had already taken positions from cover farther back, where dark stone and broken rises gave them clean lines without exposing their aging bodies. Their arrows started falling into the diver ranks with terrifying calm. They were experienced, that much was certain. Maybe not against humans, but the strategies were similar enough. They sniped the healers first, then aimed for the casters. The Tortura upheld their agreement with Phong and refrained from taking life outright. But a hand with a hole punched clean through by an arrow was enough to make most modern men fainted from pain alone. Then, their arrows found the officers who answered directly to Josh.

At the same time, the Kamohai hit from the side.

The sharkfolk came in low and hard, using the flank where human attention was already fraying under too many threats. Fast in bursts, brutal up close, they tore into the edges of the diver formation with the raw confidence of mercenaries who had been paid in food and expected to earn every bite. They used weapons made from their own teeth with deadly precision, leaving gashed wounds that kept on bleeding even when healing skills were used.

Then came the Wolven.

All three juveniles wolf centaur saw Josh, and immediately agreed, with the total instinct of a warrior species, that he was the biggest fish on the field. they did not even need to discuss it. They had seen Josh as the target that would help them complete their rite.

A long howl sent shiver down Josh's spine as he instinctively felt 3 pairs of hungry, bloodshot, battle crazed eyes locked on to him. He turned to look just in time to see three Wolven launched toward him together.

For the first time that night, Joshua Harlan looked genuinely rattled.

Because a battlefield could be spun, a camera angle could be managed.

But three war-hungry Wolven deciding you looked fun to kill was harder to edit.

Rico watched from a rise above the fight and felt wild delight rising in his chest.

It was going well.

Too well, maybe.

The Mushroompires, trolls, Kamohai, Tortura, and Wolven were folding the field in ways Josh’s army had not expected. Human lines bent, then broke, then reformed uglier each time. The meadow was turning into exactly the kind of nightmare Phong had wanted it to be.

Rico began to think he might not need one of his new forms after all.

That was before Josh's reinforcements came.

At first, Rico only heard the noise. The movement was fast, heavy, but uniformed. It was too organized to be panicked retreat, yet too disciplined to be wandering monsters. Most importantly, around the meadows, there were only two species of monsters with that kind of orderliness. The first was obviously the Black Ant, but the sounds Rico heard wasn't the skittering of ants. The second was the lizardmen, but the lizardmen was not that heavy to made this thumping noise just by running.

Then the shapes emerged.

Olen.

And behind him, an army of tamed trolls.

Rico’s grin faltered.

Below, the battlefield reacted instantly.

Some of Death Peak’s trolls hesitated, confused about the present of these new creatures. The newcomers smelled like kins, but with a wrong sense of human. They looked familiar enough, but they seemed to be not part of the king influence.

And Olen’s trolls were confused too.

The moment they came within range of the true king’s presence, something in them seemed to catch. Their line wavered, their heads turned toward Death Peak. Some of them slowed down. Some let out uncertain sounds deep in their throats. Yet, in the end, they refused to be integrated into the troll king's tribe. Olen felt this shift in his trolls and let out a sigh of relief. His fingers around the hilt of the Vorpal Sword loosen.

Olen then looked toward the Death Peak, toward the troll king, and wondered what would happen if he were to eat the king flesh raw. Would he be able to control the entire Death Peak by assuming the king's form?

His thought was cut by the arrow of the Tortura, forcing him to retreat back behind his trolls.

In the middle of the human push, with Mushroompires shrieking, Kamohai circling, Tortura sniping like deadly phantom, trolls charging and Wolven trying to tear Josh apart, the field suddenly gained a new axis of uncertainty. And the small raccoon who had stayed an observer until now was about to add so many different levels of chaos to the meadow down below.

Rico squinted his eyes and observe the battle one last time.

The battlefield was already chaos. Josh’s force was wavering, Olen had arrived and made everything worse. Trolls were confused, mushroompires were still tearing at anything that moved, and the coalition had momentum but not enough to end it cleanly before rich idiots found another way to survive.

So the raccoon took matters into his own paws.

He planted himself on the slope of the mountain and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Chou Henshin! Fortress Form!”

The baby treant on his back, already pushed hard tonight, answered anyway.

Wood, vines, and other plant matters wrapped around Rico in mere seconds.

This form was different from the Judgement Form he had used against the Wolven. The silhouette rounded out, becoming broader and heavier in the torso. Roots shot down from the boots and drilled into the mountainside, locking Rico in place. The backplate split open in layered sections like the shell of some mechanical seed pod. His gauntlets unfolded too, opening hidden seams at strategic locations.

Now, Rico started looking like an artillery battery.

The first volley came all at once.

Chilies pods blasted out in streaks of red-green fire, Enoki caps snapped loose and spat rapid bursts, Carrockets launched with shrill force trails, Ice Lime projectiles arced out in pale blue flashes and burst on impact into freezing mist and slippery death.

Rico cackled like the hyperactive raccoon he was as the rain of 4 different kinds of fruits vegetable projectiles rained down upon the divers.

Josh saw the barrage and felt his soul leave his body for one long second.

He knew those plants.

Knew them too well.

For a brief, cursed moment, his face went blank with the exact same haunted disbelief soldiers got when an old nightmare came back louder than before. It was the kind of look people joked about in “Vietnam flashback” memes, except there was nothing funny about it on Josh’s face now.

He opened his mouth, probably to scream about mutated plants, or camp Stymphalian.

But another A-class diver beat him to it first.

“There!” the diver shouted, pointing toward the mountain slope. “That weird treant on the mountain slope!”

Rico’s position stood out now, Fortress Form was subtle in exactly zero ways. It was big, round, and menacing. The roots, the armor, the little treant-grown siege silhouette bolted to the side of the mountain, all of it was too strange to miss once someone saw it.

Rico saw Olen at the same time.

And his tiny raccoon heart immediately decided that lv21 farmer was now target practice.

“Oho,” he said. “Rich weed found.”

Three Carrockets fired in rapid sequence.

They screamed across the battlefield toward Olen.

The heir barely had time to register the incoming before the missiles hit his position and exploded hard enough to tear up the mud around him in a violent bloom of dirt, stone, and fire. Olen was thrown sideways and rolled across the ground in a thoroughly undignified mess, losing all the sleek, calm and collected optics he had been trying to build the moment his body started tumbling through mud like expensive trash.

The Vorpal Sword flew from his hand.

One of the Wolven saw it instantly, and pounced.

The juvenile hit the weapon before anyone else could react, snatched it cleanly from the mud, and skipped away with the delighted look of a youth who had just stolen a legendary knife from a rich idiot in the middle of war.

Olen scrambled up, saw the empty hand, saw the Wolven running with his deadliest weapon, and something in him broke.

“My sword!”

Then he looked at the battlefield again, at the trolls, the mushroompires, the Kamohai, the Tortura, that weird living artillery line, and whatever composure he had left finally gave way.

He screamed toward Josh, voice raw with panic, “Retreat!”

That was when the final nail to their coffin started approaching.

The Greencap army was coming.

Not fully committed just yet, but visible enough now in the distance that everyone on the field could see the shape of it. The cavalry line had arrived near the edge of the meadow. Flame-horn wildebeests stamped and snorted under their riders, but they had not charged.

The Greencap knight captain watched from afar, war banners flapped vigorously behind him, making him looked like a winged hussar. He was calm as ever, not moving his force in because the wildebeests’ poor eyesight made a night charge through this kind of mess too risky. Even then, his presence alone changed the feeling of the field. Everyone knew that if the knights committed, the retreat routes would turn into a slaughter.

Before the coalition could fully capitalize on that pressure, another problem burst in.

Professional, heavily armed private body guards burst into the meadow.

They came from Josh’s side in disciplined lines, laying down enough concentrated firepower and skill pressure to push the advancing coalition back by sheer force. Guns weren't enough to turn the tide of the battle, but pure fire power from semi automatic rifles was enough to stop the collapse from becoming a massacre.

Dominic would have cursed the timing.

Phong, somewhere far off, would have expected it. The sun would have to rise from the west before an heir of the elite showed up in a battle field his father created. At least not without a freaking private army disguised as "security".

Josh saw the bodyguards, saw the Greencap cavalry in the distance, saw his line fraying, saw Olen weaponless and panicking, and finally bit down on his ego hard enough to make the smart call.

“Fall back!” he roared. “Now!”

It clearly cost him something to say it.

The divers began pulling out in rushed, ugly order, dragging wounded, covering each other, retreating before the Greencap knights could decide the distance was good enough after all.

The coalition pressed as hard as they safely could. Kamohai harried the flanks, Tortura arrows kept punishing the slowest bodies, The trolls roared triumph from the mountain, Mushroompires kept chasing to vent their bloodthirst. Rico, locked into the slope and laughing like a tiny war criminal, kept firing until Fortress Form sputtered and the baby treant nearly passed out from strain.

By the time the field began to truly clear, Josh’s forces were gone from the meadow.

On the slope, Rico let the last artillery ports close and wheezed proudly. “Rico remains strategic genius.”

Then the roots released, the armor sagged, and he tipped sideways into the dirt like an exhausted cannoneer who had fired himself empty.

The war, and Josh's ambition, might not be over.

But tonight, it had gone badly for the bastard.

Very badly.



Josh belike:
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        Chapter 91: A political shift

    
    
    
    
                Rico came back to camp like a conquering warlord.

Mostly because he expected to be received like one.

Phong was still half trapped in a quiet moment with Alex when the raccoon arrived. He had been sitting near her under the softer lights of camp, letting her play with his hair again while pretending he was not enjoying it. Alex had one hand in his hair, idly combing through the longer strands with slow fingers, and Phong was caught in that awkward place between annoyance and peace.

Little Fireball, meanwhile, had tolerated Alexei enough to sleep in the chicken coop again. She still went to Phong's lodge to watch K-drama until very late at night, though.

Rico burst into the edge of the firelight.

“Victory!”

Phong looked up with the expression of a man whose rest had just been personally insulted.

Alex’s fingers did not leave his hair. “That sounded self-important.”

“It was,” Phong muttered.

Rico puffed out his chest and kept going anyway. “War successful. Rich bastards humiliated. Rico contribution immense.”

The camp gathered around fast after that. Dominic came in from one side, Joanne from another, Jack, Janet, Jake, Emma, even some of the half-awoke elves drifting nearer because Rico’s tone promised drama.

And the raccoon delivered.

The first big news came immediately: one of the Wolven had evolved.

The one who stole the Vorpal Sword had crossed whatever threshold his species needed and become an elite variant. Rico described it with great hand motions and even greater exaggeration, but the core of it was clear enough. The battlefield, the risk, the rare weapon, all of it had completed the ritual in one brutal stroke.

Then came the contract results.

The Tortura had the agreement they wanted, the Kamohai got the food payment they had fought for. The trolls were safe, treants were undisturbed and the Greencap Knights had showed up to force a retreat from the human. No issues there. And then, to Phong surprise, the Wolven didn't keep the Vorpal Sword they stole from Olen. They returned it to the Greencap Bunny captain.

That one made more people go quiet.

Phong looked toward the edge of camp where the Wolven and Greencaps did the exchange, and noticed the way both the wolves and the bunnies kept their distance, and how certain glances lingered. It was too sharp to be casual, too old to be fresh offense, and it was not his problem, at least not tonight. But he saw enough in the set of their bodies to know there was history there, the kind that had teeth.

He decided, with the wisdom of a tired farmer, not to touch that problem with a ten-foot pole.

Instead, Phong threw a party.

He was still knee-deep in sleep debt and would probably stay there for another week, but a victory was a victory, and Camp Stymphalian had earned one warm night where thanks to its network of alliances, the rest of the world was kept at bay.

Dominic took over cooking at once, and that was a mistake for everyone’s arteries and a blessing for morale.

“Baby back ribs,” Dominic announced, like he was revealing a holy vision.

Jake cheered, Joanne raised both hands in immediate approval, Jack just nodded once like he had expected nothing less. Bruno clung to Dominic, effectively begging for the right of first taste. Nyx slept near the Tortura, enjoying the quiet unique to old tortoise people. The Wolven, now high on battle success and young male stupidity, challenged the Greencap knights to a hunting contest before the fires were even fully set. Just enough words, enough pride, and enough history between two warrior species that everyone nearby knew this had become a matter of deeply personal nonsense.

Rico protested about losing his spotlight, just for Phong to find the raccoon snoring inside a crate of moletatoes 15 minutes later.

Two hours after the challenge, the hunting parties came back hauling a boar the size of a school bus.

It belong to neither side.

Both sides, grudgingly, because apparently the competition had escalated beyond reason and then landed on “kill the most absurd thing available.”

The camp lost its collective mind.

Phong stood there staring at the carcass for a second, then slowly turned to Alex.

“That is too much ribs.”

Alex looked at the boar, then at him. “There’s no such thing.”

Phong snorted.

At some point during all of it, he ended up standing beside Alex in front of the giant rib rack while someone took a picture. The ribs were taller than Phong, stacked and hung for prep like some prehistoric monument to bad decisions and good eating.

Alex stood straight, one hand on her hip, looking absolutely too pleased with herself for dragging her low-key, socially awkward boyfriend into a selfie.

Phong, meanwhile, still looked like he had not fully recovered from being alive this whole week.

He looked horrid in the picture. Only under camera lenses did Phong realized how big his eye bags were, and how shriveled his hair was from all the playing Alex did to it. He still liked it regardless.

Dominic got to work smoking the ribs with the focus of a man whose religion was barbecue. The smell of smoked rubs alone started changing the whole mood of camp. Phong took the cheek meat for himself, because some things were non-negotiable. He used it for grilled pork cheeks, the kind of drinking food that always vanished too fast in Vietnam because everyone with any sense loved it.

Half the belly he handed to Dominic for bacon, while the other half went to Phong for char siu. The rest were shared among the allies of camp Stymphalian. Trolls took the hind trotters. Wolven wanted the head. Kamohai and Lizardmen bickered about who got to have the stomach and the intestine. The Tortura asked for the tusks. The Greencap bunnies took the shoulder meat and immediately started making a salty brine to preserve it.

Even then, Phong looked at the amount of meat still left and groaned.

“We either need to start paying the lizardmen mages for ice magic,” he said, “or we need a bigger fridge.”

“Bigger fridge,” Jake said immediately.

“Obviously bigger fridge,” Joanne agreed.

"That is impractical."

"It's funny."

And that was how Phong lost the debate.

Emma, seated with Rico in her lap again because she had decided raccoon ownership was now a social category, said, “Ice magic sounds more elegant.”

Rico murmured while half-asleep. “Imported soda also needs cold storage.”

Phong pointed at him without looking. “You are not the priority.”

“That is a lie.”

Meanwhile the Mushroomires settled into the scorched land in ways that felt more and more right the longer Phong watched.

They took the boar livers, pancreas, and the bones no one wanted, carrying them away in small groups or hauling them together in larger clusters. The bones and the innards then became food for their fungal roots. Whatever exact fungal purpose they served, the Mushroomires seemed visibly calmer when nobody stopped them from taking what the others discarded.

The simple act of letting them belong enough to clean what others left behind seemed to be the factor that calmed them down.

Later, after the meat had been set to smoke, after enough food was underway that nobody would starve while waiting, after the fires settled into a deeper orange and the camp slipped into the easy noise of people temporarily safe, Phong and Alex found a quiet place beneath the lime oak tree.

The elf children gathered there too, because of course they did. They were like sharks when it came to their dad, and almost could sniff out Phong's scent from miles away. Alex had a book in hand, sitting in an almost lady-like posture that people rarely saw from her. Phong had every intention of staying awake. His valiant attempt lasted maybe ten minutes.

He sat beside her, then a little closer, then let his head drift down until it rested on her shoulder.

Alex adjusted without comment.

By the time she started reading aloud to the elf children, Phong was already asleep.

The image would have looked backward to some people.

The woman sitting straight and steady, the man asleep against her shoulder, the children gathered around her feet and knees listening to the story.

Normally, in old stories, it went the other way. The lady leaned on the gentleman, the man held the line while his woman softened against him.

But neither Phong nor Alex cared about that.

She could be stoic and feminine around him without contradiction.

He could be awkward and nerdy and deeply unheroic in the way he rested against her without contradiction too.

That was one of the reasons they worked.

Around them, the camp breathed in warmth and smoke and victory.

The lime oak leaves stirred softly overhead. Mushroomires moved in calmer paths near the healed land. The elves listened to Alex read, interrupting now and then with questions that only half made sense. Rico, somewhere near the fire, was probably being overfed by Emma and loving it while pretending he was oppressed.

And Phong, with his head on Alex’s shoulder and his body finally giving in to rest, slept through all of it like a man who had fought too many wars in too many different ways and had, for one night, earned the right to be still.



On the surface, the footage hit like a bomb.

Josh’s failed skirmish had not exposed Camp Stymphalian, but it had shown the world two things that mattered far too much.

First, it was the coalition against the advance. Theories about how the high-level monsters of Floor 1 seemed to have formed some kind of alliance against divers flooded the internet like a plague. It was bad for the optics around divers and diving the elites planned to spin after the Holiday in preparation to the national divers' league.

Second, and even more important depending on who you asked, there was a strange treant-looking monster in the middle of it all, one that did not show a status menu when being appraised from afar.

And the internet exploded. News channels ran the clips over and over again, experts and content creators talked over shaky battlefield footage. Theory videos about another floor boss, a juvenile catastrophe tier entities dominate all major platforms. Footage of the Fortress Form even made it into Pornhub and Onlyfans where divers in revealing outfit tried to cash in on the latest trend. Politicians got dragged onto social medias as the public demanded an answer.

Back in Camp Stymphalian, Rico nearly threw himself into the screen.

“That’s me!” he screamed, bouncing in place and stabbing a claw at the image. “I’m famous!”

The recovered footage showed Fortress Form from a distance. The rounder armor, the barrage of chilies pods, enoki shots, carrockets, and Ice Lime blasts turning the slope into a living gun line.

Most people in camp were too stunned to answer right away.

Because this was their first time seeing the full thing too.

Jake stared at the screen. “That is disgusting.”

Joanne slowly lowered her cup. “You were a whole artillery platform.”

Jack rubbed a hand over his face. “How did you even think of this?”

Rico puffed up so hard he nearly became spherical. “Raccoon genius.”

Emma tried to use appraisal on the armored Rico, and indeed, nothing come up. She then tried to appraised his armor, and immediately information about the baby treant started filling her status menu.

She tap a finger on the couch she was sitting, and said: "Interesting. Appraisal differentiate its target with intent. Good to know. And I can see why people compare you to a floor boss."

Rico didn't have a status menu full of red ? like a floor boss. He didn't have one at all. But to the panic public, that was close enough to a floor boss to send shiver down people spine.

Phong stood there watching the footage in silence for a moment.

Then he leaned slightly toward Alex and asked in a low voice, “Is this how people see my garden.”

Alex smirked immediately.

Then, because she could, she poked him lightly in the ribs.

“Worse.”

That got agreement from every direction, and from every species, human and monsters alike.

“Way worse,” Jake said.

“Much worse,” Emma added.

“Yes. Farmer had been a very bad influence. I'm a victim.” Rico nodded his tiny head.

One of the Kamohai snorted, a Wolven laughed into his drink, the Tortura slightly retreated into their shells, even Thassir gave the smallest nod that somehow carried judgment.

Phong accepted this with the tired face of a man who already knew the answer and had only asked out of doomed hope.

On the screen, the public argument had already become political theater.

One live debate had spiraled completely out of control. Two politicians, both too polished and too eager to win the moment, were talking over each other while the footage of the battlefield kept replaying in the corner.

One side wanted to push harder, crush the monster alliance now, before it could grow stronger or move toward the gate. Use more force. More divers. More military pressure. Hit the problem before it became something bigger.

The other side warned that this was exactly how nations got trapped in ugly, draining quagmire while rival powers caught up elsewhere. They kept dragging the comparison back to the Vietnam War, talking about overextension, enemy territory, bad assumptions, and the cost of underestimating locals who knew the ground better than you ever would.

The volume kept rising, but neither side really had a plan beyond winning the argument. In the end, the debate finished the way most surface debates did: with lots of heat and no real answer.

Camp Stymphalian, meanwhile, had much better priorities.

The ribs had been smoking for twelve hours, long enough to make the entire camp smell like victory.

So while the surface shouted about alliances and treants and monster fronts, Camp Stymphalian did what it always did best.

It fed people.

Or fed people and monsters, which at this point was basically the same thing here.

The feast started before sunset and kept growing.

Ribs were cut and passed around by the stack. Char siu glistened under the firelight. Grilled pork cheeks vanished almost as fast as Phong could plate them. Bacon crisped up by the fire side. Broth simmered on the cook top. More food came out than what should have fit into one night, and somehow there was still not enough for how many mouths now counted as allied.

The lizardmen ate with cool dignity at first, right until the second serving made dignity less important than speed.

The trolls devoured whole racks like it was a tribal right. They complimented Dominic for what he did with the best part: the bones. Dominic looked deeply betrayed like he was abandoned by barbejesus.

The Greencap bunnies ate in that fast, effective and discipline manner expected from an ever moving nomadic tribe, that somehow made the sight of sticky sauce on whiskers even funnier.

The Wolven treated the whole thing like proof that joining the war had been the correct life choice.

The Mushroomires took bones and softened scraps and clustered near the edges of the feast, calmer than they had been days ago.

The Tortura joined them, eating slowly, deliberate with every bite they took.

The Kamohai ate like food was going to be stolen in mere seconds if they did not swallow them in on gulp.

And Rico?

Rico had received unofficial Wolven citizenship.

Same as with the treant, same with the trolls, now the raccoon had more nationalities like Phong had ex girlfriends.

Three drunk Wolven had pulled him into the middle of their group, forced a drink into his paws, and declared that any creature crazy enough to turn into living artillery and help steal a legendary sword in battle was close enough to kin for the night. Rico, of course, accepted this, since Rico had never turn down a drink of any kind.

“I am a Kamen Rider,” he announced, then immediately spat the wine out.

"This taste like betrayal!" Cried the raccoon.

The Wolven ignored what Rico just did entirely. One slung an arm around him and shouted, “Brother!”

Another corrected, “Tiny brother.”

Rico accepted that too, mostly because he was given another soda to clean his palate from wine, and he needed the Wolven as distraction to steal some extra pork cheek.

Phong watched the whole thing from beside Alex, one hand over his face for a second before giving up and letting the chaos happen.

The surface had no answer.

Camp Stymphalian had smoked ribs, too many allies, and one raccoon accidentally becoming an international incident and an honorary wolf in under 24 hours.

In Phong’s opinion, that was the better outcome.

For one night, at least, the camp was full.

Not with fear.

Not with politics.

With food, warmth, drunken shouting, and the rough, impossible shape of a community that should never have existed, but had stubbornly sprouted inside the dungeon anyway.

            

    
        Chapter 92: Floor 2 camp: Camp Othrus

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, when Phong saw the lime-oak tree had produced yet another sapling, he knew he had delayed the inevitable long enough.

War had gotten in the way.

Too many things had gotten in the way.

But the plan was still the plan, and if Camp Stymphalian wanted to survive what was coming next, then Floor 2 could not stay half-finished forever.

So after he spent part of the morning planting more crops around the scorched patch to replace what had already gone out as salary for the mercenaries, Phong made the next call: they would finish the second camp.

The group was kept small on purpose: Phong, Alex, Dominic, Janet, Séline, and Camille would go.

Alexei stayed behind. So did the three Js and Emma, all of them still in desperate need of a rest after herding the Mushroomires in their migration. Nyx, Bruno, and Rico were left out too. Phong did not want one of the animals or the raccoon turning a careful setup into another public incident. He also didn't realize he had started grouping Rico into a category of his own instead of treating the raccoon the same as Bruno or Nyx.

Little Fireball ignored all of that logic and burrowed into Phong's hood anyway.

They did not use the usual route, for that would have been stupid.

Phong’s face had been on too many screens recently. Risking his appearance in public or anywhere near watched paths right after Josh’s failed push toward troll territory was asking for trouble. So instead, they used a lizardman vessel to cross Lake Baratok and approach floor 2 that way. As of now, Shifting might be the only exception to the absolute void behind the golden gate.

The trip was quiet.

The lake stretched wide under the cavern glow, dark and still in some places, rippling with hidden life in others. The vessel cut through patrolled water way cleanly while the lizardmen guiding them barely spoke. Behind them, the shorelines of Floor 1 slid past in long bands of stone, root, and mist.

Alex sat beside Phong near the center of the craft.

She was still recovering, but much better than before. The worst of the Berserking Strawberry crash was gone now, leaving only the slower aches behind. She caught him watching her once and gave him a look.

“I’m fine.”

Phong did not even pretend to believe her fully. “You’re better.”

“That too.”

Dominic, seated near the front, glanced back over one shoulder. “Save the flirting for after we unload.”

Janet snorted softly. Séline looked unimpressed by all of them. Camille, as usual, said nothing, though the slight shift at the corner of her mouth suggested amusement.

By the time they reached the far side of Lake Baratok, the air had changed.

This side of the shoreline felt more settled now. More claimed in a way that was hard to put into words.

The site sat in a natural pocket between lake and forest.

Behind it rose the crescent sweep of woods, thick and dark and curved enough to act like a natural shield around the back of the camp. In front, the ground broke sharply into a jagged cliff that overlooked the lake below, giving them a commanding view of the water and anything foolish enough to approach from that direction. The only roads that led to camp were two small trails between the lake and the crescent shaped wood. And in either case, the mutated plants of Phong's second camp would have the high ground to turn them into choke points.

It was a good place.

The scenic values were horrible, the strategic values were through the roof, and that was precisely why Phong had picked this place over the Wraith Fortress.

The shoreline nearby was fully under the control of the Kamohai and the lizardmen. Their patrol signs were easy to spot once one knew what to look for. Stones were clearly marked, the reeds near shore were cut short to make sure nothing could sneak up on the defended shoreline. A watch post hidden well enough between reefs of sunken rock that most humans would miss it entirely.

Farther back, in the trees, signs of the Tortura had appeared too.

They had already moved into the woods and begun building tree houses. Rope ladders, wooden platforms, support braces, holes made strategically among walls to remind everyone they were first and foremost proud archers. The Tortura's tree houses looked more like a watch tower than cozy settlement.

The moment Phong stepped into the clearing, the defensive plants reacted.

The growth lines shifted, vines eased back, bonktatoes lowered their club-like root cluster, chili heads tilted away from friendly movement. The whole defensive spread seemed to part just enough for him to walk through, as if the land itself recognized its farmer.

Dominic saw it and shook his head once. “No matter how many time I watch this, it still give me goosebump.”

Janet shrugged, reaching for his hand.

Phong ignored both of them and walked to the center of the camp site, the lime-oak sapling was in his hands.

Alex came to stand beside him while the others spread out, checking the edges of the clearing, marking where new structures could go, where watch lines should be drawn, where fire pits and stores might fit best once the camp marinated. Unlike with camp Stymphalian, this time they didn't have an abandoned ruin to use as a reference. This time, they had to do everything by themselves.

Phong crouched and pressed the sapling into the soil. The moment the roots touched dungeon earth and the planted system he had already prepared below it, the tree began to grow. Well, grow might not be the right word. It rapidly expanded.

The trunk thickened almost immediately as roots spread under the ground in visible pulses. Branches pushed upward and outward, leaves unfurling in a rush of green and silver touched by the strange light of Floor 2. In less than a minute, the sapling had become a decent-sized tree, sturdy enough to cast shade and old enough in appearance to feel like it had been standing here for at least a decade.

Phong felt the moment the root of the clone linked back to the original.

The lime-oak connection reached across floors, across distance, tying this valley camp on Floor 2 to Camp Stymphalian on Floor 1.

Phong took a deep breath, realizing that he might just find another exception to the absolute void between the dungeon floors. Alex looked up into the branches and let out a quiet breath. “It's linked?”

Phong nodded.

“Yeah.”

Behind them, Dominic turned back from the treeline and saw the full grown tree.

“Well,” he said, “that was quick. Does this mean it's official?”

It was.

This was no longer a temporary foothold, no longer just a borrowed clearing with plants and hope holding it together.

This was a real, albeit unfinished, camp.

Little Fireball fluttered up into one of the lower branches immediately, using her tiny talons to scratch the branch a few time. Then, as if to say she was not impressed by the comfiness of the lime oak, Little Fireball flicked her tail up and flew back into Phong's hood. Janet laughed under her breath at that.

Séline and Camille went to check the soon to be choke holds - the places where the forest and the lakeshore nearly met - to inspect further. Dominic started muttering about where the gym room should go. Alex remained beside Phong, watching the tree as if she understood better than anyone what this meant to him.



Phong stood at the center of the clearing and looked over what the second camp had become. Then, he named it:

“Camp Orthrus.”

Dominic glanced over from where he had been marking out where heavier supplies should go. “Keeping the Greek myth thing alive, I see.”

Phong shrugged. “Camp Stymphalian. Camp Harpy. Nemean. Might as well stay consistent.”

Alex, standing beside the newly grown lime-oak, nodded once. “Orthrus fits.”

Janet smiled faintly. “Two-headed watchdog. Very welcoming.”

“Exactly,” Phong said.

Once the name settled, he moved right into work.

Phong asked the lizardmen again for help with the practical side of construction. Lodgings first, then irrigation. The clearing had good shape, but shape alone did not make a camp livable. They could keep Othrus simple, like a defended outpost, and lived mainly at camp Stymphalian. But that was not what Phong wanted. He had a plan for the camp system: segmented design, where they could simply move to another camp via the Lime-Oak system if one camp was somehow invaded or destroyed.

The answer came quickly.

But the one who showed up were not only lizardmen. The Kamohai rushed in too the moment they heard Phong needed manpower. Or more precisely, the moment they heard manpower meant food payment.

That part traveled faster than diplomacy ever did.

Within the hour, the clearing had become a proper work site. Lizardmen measured water routes and argued calmly over the best angles to draw from the nearby shore without making the lines too easy to sabotage. Kamohai hauled timber, stone, and bundles with almost suspicious enthusiasm for labor, though every time one of them asked about meal shares later, the reason became very clear.

Dominic watched a pair of sharkfolk carrying beams together and muttered, “I’m never going to get used to this.”

“You don’t need to,” Alex said. “It just has to work.”

And it did.

While the others handled broader construction, Phong started planting again: dill, basil, tomatoes were his first priority. The reason was simple: these plants had never mutated on Floor 1.

That old question came back to him now while his hands worked the soil. Months ago, when he had first stepped onto Floor 2, he had proposed a hypothesis to Selena: Maybe there was a limit to how many plants could mutate on one floor, maybe dungeon pressure only twisted so much life at a time, and once enough of that “space” was filled, later plantings stayed stable unless something changed.

It had been only a hypothesis.

Selena had not disproved it. That part was true. But she also had not come back with the kind of layered answer she usually did either.

That had been strange enough already.

Lately, her silence in the group chat had been stranger still.

Less talkative.

Less sharp.

Less present.

For Selena, that was unusual enough to bother him.

So while the others worked, Phong wiped the dirt from his hands, stepped aside near the base of the lime-oak, and messaged her.

The response did not come at once. But when it did, it opened into a video call. The caller: "Vanessa". This didn't reassure Phong one bit, because he now knew for certain that there was a problem, and Selena didn't want to trouble everyone at camp because of it.

Selena looked terrible.

She looked like she had not slept in a week. Dark circles under her eyes, hair tied back carelessly instead of with her usual neat efficiency, even the way she tried to reach the phone held by Vanessa looked worn thin. If Phong had looked bad because of the war against Josh advance, then Selena was at least thrice as worse.

Phong frowned. “You look awful.”

Selena gave a weak, humorless huff. “Nice to hear from you too, farmer with NPC wardrobe.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

He looked at her for another second, then asked more quietly, “What happened.”

Selena rubbed at one eye with the heel of her hand and leaned back in what looked like a lab chair.

“Josh happened,” she said.

That answer was enough to make Phong’s expression flatten.

Of course it was Josh.

Selena went on before he could interrupt.

“He tried to force the team effort toward mapping the area around Lake Baratok and Death Peak.” Her voice had that dry, frayed edge people got when they were too tired to even hate something properly. “Not because it was the best research target, but because he hoped the Japanese teams might expose Camp Stymphalian to the world if they started surveying aggressively enough.”

Phong’s jaw tightened.

That tracked too well.

Josh had tried rousing the media against camp Stymphalian, tried to exposed the plants with drones and cameras. But even so, immediately tried to use a skirmish and live witness was too big of an escalation, even for Josh's standard.

Turned out, his campaign against the Death Peak was the third attack.

Between the media and the war, Josh had also tried to use his connections with researchers and scientists, trying to guide the human quest for knowledge toward camp Stymphalian. The bastard was only stopped by Selena tireless work, and they didn't even know.

Selena continued, looking more annoyed the longer she explained.

“I’ve spent the last month fighting that push back. Every meeting, every proposal, every time someone bribed by Josh tried to redirect attention there, I had to kill it.”

“How?”

“By lying with just enough truth.”

Phong stayed silent.

Selena lifted a hand tiredly. “I kept arguing that the area between Lake Baratok and Death Peak is a well-known ruin zone among divers. that the main concern there is slimes. That... if resources are limited, mapping effort should go elsewhere where there’s actual unknown value.”

Phong nodded at that.

It was a good defense.

More importantly, it was boring.

And boring saved secrets better than brilliance ever did.

Selena let out a long breath. “It worked. So far.”

That explained her silence in the group chat, and her half-presence when she was presented with new hypothesis and knowledges regarding things she would have absolutely lost her mind over if she wasn't exhausted. Things like the mutation of dungeon plants, the floor-bosses, or the biology of Mushroomoids. Selena had been carrying this alone in the background while everyone else was putting out more visible fires.

Phong looked at her more carefully now and realized something else.

“You didn’t look like this when you came to camp.”

“No.”

“Or when we went to New York.”

“No.”

That made him frown deeper. “Why didn’t you say anything.”

Selena gave him a tired look that somehow still managed to be sharp.

“Because at camp you already had six other crises. In New York you had fuel, surface visits, interviews, Emma joining the team, and whatever weird social death you were trying to survive.” She folded her arms. “I wasn’t going to add ‘by the way, I’m fighting off an intelligence dragnet around our home’ on top of that unless I had to.”

That was either fair but annoying or annoyingly fair, and he didn't know which it really was.

Phong looked down for a moment, then back up at her. “You should’ve told me sooner.”

Selena’s face softened just a little.

“Probably.”

He could hear construction in the background of Camp Orthrus. Lizardmen calling measurements, Kamohai hauling bricks and beams. Dominic arguing about practice routine with an unimpressed sharkfolk. But for a moment, all of that felt far away compared to the tired woman on the screen trying to keep her friends safe without saying even a word.

Phong exhaled slowly.

“Alright,” he said. “No more carrying that alone.”

Selena gave him a faint, tired smile. “That sounds nice in theory.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

He thought for a moment, practical instincts shifting again.

“We need a better long-term distraction for that region.”

Selena nodded. “Yes.”

“Something that keeps attention away from Lake Baratok and Death Peak without looking too intentional.”

“Yes.”

Phong’s eyes narrowed as ideas started moving behind them. He was still thinking when Alex stepped near enough to catch the look on his face. She took one glance at Selena on the screen, saw how bad she looked, and her own expression sharpened.

“Josh again huh?” Alex said.

Selena answered with a tired nod. “Josh again.”

Alex leaned slightly into frame, one hand resting on Phong’s shoulder. “We’ll deal with it.”

There was nothing dramatic in the words. But in a strange way, that made it stronger, more believable. At least, Selena seemed to buy it. She looked at both the farmer and his girlfriend for a second, then finally let some of the strain leave her face.

“Good,” she said quietly. “Because I’m running out of polite ways to say ‘no, please stop trying to accidentally expose our monster-farm alliance to a foreign government.’”

Phong snorted.

That got the first almost-real smile out of her in the whole call.

Still, beneath all of that, Phong realized once again that every piece of what he had built rested not only on plants and monsters and luck, but also on tired people like Selena holding the wrong kind of attention away by sheer will.



Phong sat at the edge of Camp Orthrus, right where the ground gave way to the jagged cliff overlooking Lake Baratok.

Below him, the lake stretched out in a dark sheet of slow-moving light. The cavern roof reflected in broken ripples, and the patrol lines of lizardmen and Kamohai were only faint signs now, easy to miss if one did not know where to look. Behind him, the camp was alive with work: Kamohai built the foundations for houses, Lizardmen started working on the pipe and the water wheels. Dominic, Séline and Camille helped clear the borders. The Tortura were weaving rope ladders so they could access camp through their watch towers.

Phong sat still and let the weight of it settle on his shoulders.

Selena’s exhausted face still lingered in his mind.

It reminded him of the month she had spent fighting off pressure from people who had no idea how close they kept wandering to a secret that could get all of them killed and his plants used as tools to fulfill the ambition of imperialists.

He rubbed one hand over his face and stared at the lake again. Then, a soft step approached from behind. He did not need to turn around to know it was Alex. Phong rolled his shoulder once, about to turn to face her. Alex's voice chimed right beside his ears: "Delivery."

Phong looked up just in time to see Little Fireball hop from Alex’s hand and straight into the hood of his hoodie.

The chick circled once in the fabric behind his neck, made a pleased little chirp, and settled in her favorite spot.

Phong huffed softly. “Thanks.”

Alex came to stand beside him, then lowered herself to sit nearby. She did not crowd him at first, just stayed close enough that her presence was there without asking for anything. For a few breaths, they both looked out over the lake.

Then Alex asked, “What’s your plan.”

Phong glanced sideways. “For?”

“Now that you know what Selena’s been doing.” Her voice stayed calm, but he heard the edge under it. “How are you going to keep them off our back?”

He let the question sit for a second.

Then he answered honestly.

“I’m not sure.”

Alex did not react badly to that. She just waited.

Phong rested his forearms on his knees and looked back at the water.

“There’s only so much planning can do,” he said. “Only so much alliances can do. We don’t have endless resources.” He exhaled slowly. “And I don’t want to ask the Sky Emperor for more.”

That part felt especially true.

He had already leaned too hard on powers bigger than himself. Too many favor, too many moments where survival came because something ancient and terrible decided to be generous for a reason Phong still did not fully trust.

They needed something else.

Something dirtier. More human.

“We need a distraction,” he repeated what he had said to Selena earlier.

Alex’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Big one.”

“Big enough to drag public attention away from Death Peak.” He looked out over the lake again. “At least until January.”

She followed the thought at once.

“Because after that the media starts hyping the league.”

Phong nodded.

“By March, all those machines will be pushing the divers tournament too hard to focus on one ruin zone and one mountain.” He rubbed at his jaw. “If we can keep them looking away until then, we buy time.”

Alex went quiet.

Phong did not have the answer yet, and that bothered him. A man could only build so much safety with half a plan and a dozen borrowed allies before the cracks started showing.

Alex reached out with both hands, cupping his face, and pressed her forehead against his:

"Phong, you're but a young man. It's okay to not have an answer immediately. Your worth is not measured by how useful you can be, you know?"

He did not know how to answer her when she put it like that either.

She continued anyway:

"You know Selena does that willingly, right? She does so because she likes camp Stymphalian too, and she sees you as her friend. So stop beating yourself over nothing, alright? We will find a way, we will help her, everyone in camp want the same thing. That much is certain. Understand?"

Phong nod instinctively, then his eyes widen.

The lake below them rippled once.

Then the surface began to freeze.

Phong straightened immediately. Alex was already on her feet before he fully rose.

Neither of them spoke.

The freezing spread outward in long, pale lines across the dark water. Thin sheets hardening over the surface in patterns too deliberate to be natural. It wasn't random, it wasn't the weather, it was something far more powerful and ancient than lizardmen magic.

Little Fireball lifted her head from his hood and chirped once, sharp and alert.

Then a figure appeared on the horizon.

At first, it looked like Alex walking on the lake.

That was wrong enough to freeze the breath in Phong’s chest for one stupid half-second. Then the details sharpened.

White hair, full plate armor, bright and cold and too perfect, shaped like a knight’s war gear from an old story. In one hand she carried a silvery white spear, long and regal, the blade held in the mouth of a sculpted tiger head worked into the weapon itself. And above that face, twitching lightly as she moved, were two tiger ears.

No one needed an introduction.

The White Tigress - the Pillar of War - had come in human form.

And she was lore walking toward them like the final boss of a game.

Phong felt the hairs at the back of his neck rise. The White Tigress reminded him of Em. Unlike the Sky Emperor who had never showed up, unlike the Horns of the Earth who prefer the bull form, White Tigress assumed a human visage this time, just like what Em did when it first appeared to them.

Alex’s took a half step forward, standing between Phong and the floor boss. Her psychic constructs bloomed into a half circle, the psychic Dragon Slayer roar to existence in her hand. She knew too well that it would be in vain if the Pillar chose violence. Yet, Alex did it anyway, because standing still watching danger slowly crept toward her loved one wasn't really who she was.

The floor boss kept walking toward the cliff.

For every step she took, the water rose beneath her boot and froze into a perfect stepping stone. One after another, each slab catching her weight at exactly the right time, each movement smooth enough to feel rehearsed by the lake itself.

It should have looked impossible.

Instead, it looked elegant.

That somehow made it worse.

White Tigress came closer, her gaze passed over Alex. Then settled, very briefly, on Phong’s hood.

Neither of them noticed that.

They were too busy watching her approach.

By the time she reached camp, the air around them had gone colder. It was not painfully cold, but it was enough to remind them that this thing in front of them was not human, no matter how much armor and shape she borrowed.

The white tigress lifted her eyes to Phong.

“You ended two of my favorite wars, farmer.”

Her voice was calm, almost pleasant. That did not help at all. On the contrary, that made it worse.

She let the words hang for a moment, then added, “That’s impressive.”

A pause.

“Some may even call it suicidal.”

The lake held still beneath her.

The frozen steps gleamed pale in the cavern light.

And at the edge of Camp Orthrus, with Little Fireball in his hood and Alex standing tense at his side, Phong looked at the floor boss who had come to collect her debt.


            

    
        Chapter 93: A siege

    
    
    
    
                The white tigress looked up at Phong from the frozen steps below the cliff and smiled with a kind of calm cruelty that felt worse than open malice.

Then she cracked a smile, one that was devoid of any kindness, humor, or warmth.

“I am impressed,” she said, looking at Phong as if he was a puzzle she had not expected to enjoy. “I underestimated human cleverness. I did not think you would use one war to stop another.”

Her tiger ears twitched once.

“That was very entertaining.”

The cold around her thickened.

“And because I am now so impressed,” she went on, voice smooth as fresh snow and twice as cruel, “I think it would be far more exciting if you stayed here on Floor 2 for a while longer. Imagine it! You trapped in Camp Orthrus, my faithfuls pressing you day after day, while the war between Joshua Harlan and the trolls unfolds without your interference.”

Phong felt Alex tense beside him.

The white tigress lifted one hand and gave the smallest wave. And at the center of camp, the newly grown lime-oak clone froze solid. The trunk locked under glassy ice in a single instant, the leaves turned brittle silver, the roots under the ground screamed through the system link so sharply that Phong almost flinched.

Alex swore under her breath.

Behind them, Dominic had come up from the work line the moment the temperature dropped. Séline and Camille were with him, both already reading the danger in the floor boss’s face and posture.

Dominic stepped forward before anyone else could.

“That’s bullshit.”

Séline’s voice came right after his, colder. “You are doing this on purpose.”

Camille did not raise her tone, but the quiet edge in it was sharper than shouting. “You are picking on us.”

The tigress shrugged.

“Yes.”

The answer was so shameless that for a second nobody knew what to do with it. Then she added, “And what will you do about it?”

That silenced them harder than a threat would have.

Because she was right. Nothing. They could do absolutely nothing about it when a god-like being decided to be petty. Nothing direct, anyway.

The White Tigress gaze drifted back to Phong.

“I know you can contact the eldest,” she said.

The words landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Phong’s jaw tightened, his hands stopped halfway through reaching for his menu system.

The white tigress tilted her head slightly. “And as you have noticed, I have never broken the boundary the... how do you called big brother again? Ah... Sky Emperor. I have never broken the boundary he imposed. Not directly.” Her smile sharpened. “Even if I had, how could I possibly know better? I am merely war-crazed little tiger who understand very little about politics.”

Alex made a low, furious sound.

Phong clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt.

Because now he understood exactly how she was playing this.

She knew enough to skirt the line, enough to provoke without stepping cleanly into defiance, enough to wrap herself in her own nature as an excuse while making sure every consequence still landed where she wanted it.

It was infuriating.

It was deliberate.

And right now, it was not the problem he could afford to indulge. So instead of wasting breath yelling at a floor boss who had decided she felt like being extra vicious today, Phong moved. He opened his phone, got into the group chat, and sent messages fast.

He shared Selena’s condition, in case Alexei, Emma and the 3Js had missed the video call from Vanessa. Phong told them about rough shape of his distraction plan, the fact that the new camp on Floor 2 would not be able to assist for now, and the fact that his group were about to be pinned in place.

By the time Phong finished, the white tigress was already turning away.

She walked back toward the frozen lake, every step still answered by rising ice beneath her boots.

Without looking back, she said, “Try to make it even more entertaining for me, farmer.”

Then she left.

The cold lingered after her like a sneer.



For the rest of the afternoon, Camp Orthrus braced.

The frozen lime-oak stayed locked in ice at the camp’s center like a warning.

Phong checked it three times, found no answer, and forced himself to stop before frustration made him stupid. The camp shifted from construction into defense. Jack was not here, so they would have no way to patch the partial walls up with Stone Warden abilities. That hurt like hell. They had numbers, but not enough. There were good fighters presented, but lacking both Jack and Alexei compromised their frontline greatly, and the Tortura would appreciate Joanne being here.

Still, it would have to do.

By dusk, the first of the tigress’s faithfuls appeared.

Twenty figures stepped out from the forest.

They were barely humanoid. Their skin was greenish-blue, the color of drowned flesh left too long in bad water. Their hair hung in wild, filthy lengths, and the ends curled upward against gravity like dead things refusing the proper direction. Tusks jutted from the corners of their mouths. Their eyes were blood red, bright enough to catch the fading light. Worst of all were the legs. Their knees bent backward, not like any mammal Phong knew, but like the hind joints of grasshoppers or other insects.

One of them turned its head fully around, 180 degree, and stared at camp over its own shoulder.

Janet swore softly.

Alex’s voice came low and hard. “What are they?”

Séline checked the status read and cursed in French.

“Only a race name.”

Camille answered for her.

“Soerai.”

That was all the system would give them.

No useful detail, no warning, no levels, no stats. Only a race name was visible. They didn't have "???" for everything like a typical floor boss, nor did they lack a stats menu entirely like Rico. Another kind of anomalies in the system just decided to show up to attack camp Othrus at a Pillar's beck and call, apparently.

The Soerai attacked almost the moment they were seen. They came in long, springing bursts, backward-jointed legs eating ground at a speed that looked wrong to the human eye. Some ran low on all four. Some leaped from trees to trees. One snapped its head back around in the middle of a charge just because it could.

“Positions!” Dominic barked.

The camp answered.

Dominic took the front with Alex, both of them moving to the strongest lane of attack. Janet flew up high and moved to one flank. Séline and Camille flowed toward the outer edges where they could fend off anything trying to break past the main line. The lizardmen grabbed spears and locked into defensive shield formation with the clean discipline of experienced warriors. The Kamohai took the rougher angles near the lake side, less organized but dangerous enough to matter.

Phong did not pretend to be useful in direct combat. He moved exactly where he should: straight into the middle of camp, near the frozen lime-oak clone, out of the way and protected enough not to force someone else to babysit him mid-fight.

The Soerai hit harder than expected. They were strong, stronger than Phong liked, but luckily not on the scale of the elves would have with their level 120. That much became clear almost immediately. If these had been children of the White Tigress in the same way the elves were children of Horns of the Earth, then this camp would have died right here.

Dominic learned the first one’s rhythm by taking a slash across his shield and then driving his shoulder into its chest hard enough to break its footing. He groaned at the stinky mucus that covered the Soerai from head to toes that lessened his blow significantly. Just in case, Janet tossed him a piece of Arrogant Ginger. Alex’s psychic spear pinned another mid-leap and slammed it into the ground before it could reach the inner line. The psychic Dragon Slayer spun and cleave at a third Soerai. They shrieked in pain as their mucus could not protect their mind from the pure psychic pain caused by an Arbiter Mindblade. Séline and Camille went to work with their usual precision, striking limbs and joints and openings faster than the things could quite adjust.

The lizardmen fought in tighter formation, their spears holding the line in short, brutal thrusts.

The Kamohai were uglier in motion, but their pure physical strength and savagery were enough to push the Soerai back when the latter came too close.

Still, the pressure kept building.

The Soerai were too fast and erratic even for dungeon fauna's standards. They bounced off one approach, then came back from another with that horrible insect-leg movement making every distance harder to judge.

In the middle of it, Phong felt something ring through the soil.

The plants.

They were ringing through the ground like struck wires: mutation response.

His breath caught for half a second.

Under immediate threat from the Soerai, on Floor 2, they were beginning to change.

His hypothesis might have been right.

There might be a cap on how many plants could mutate on one floor. A limit of pressure, of attention, of twisted dungeon capacity. Floor 1 had already filled that threshold with everything Camp Stymphalian had become. But Floor 2 still had room. The basil leaves shivered, the dill bent erratically in the windless dusk, the tomatoes pulsed under their skin like hearts learning to hate.

Phong stared for one second too long, caught between fear and vindication.

Then another Soerai slammed into the outer defense, and Camp Orthrus shook around him as the first true night of siege began.

Phong watched the battlefield silently, with the part of his mind that was better at logistic than actual battle. Ever since the dungeon first showed up, he had realized he was better at working with spreadsheets, recognizing patterns than making snap, quick decisions anyway.

So back at the center of camp, observing the fight while not becoming anyone's liability was where he was useful.

Phong noticed how the weeping onions failed first.

Their gas rolled low and thick through the kill lanes, enough to choke most living things into panic, but the Soerai did not cough, did not gag, did not even slow the way enemies were supposed to when the air turned hostile. They did not even pretend that they need to breath.

Phong saw it, filed it away, and stopped expecting that line to help.

Bonktatoes disappointed him next.

They were not fully useless, but nowhere near good enough. The Soerai were coated in a slick layer of mucus that made blunt impact slide wrong. Bonktato vines still hit hard, still sent bodies tumbling if they landed cleanly, but a hit that would have broken bones was reduced to mere nuisance. Too much of the force bled off across that foul coating.

Garlic mines were worse.

The Soerai moved too fast and too strangely. Their backward-jointed legs gave them disgusting, grasshopper-like bursts of motion, and more than once Phong watched one spring out of the danger zone a split second before the main explosion fully went off. The traps still punished groups and bad angles, but not with the clean reliability they had showed against the lizardmen, the ant, and Josh's assassins.

The chilies, though.

The old reliable, the first plant to mutate a defensive variant, still worked.

Angry Chili launchers spat shot after shot down the approach lines. Green chili pods burst and burned, capsaicin and heat clung to the Soerai’s mucus, doing what blunt force and gas could not. They screamed with gods know what, but the pain were sharp enough to count. And so, the chilies became the backbone of the defense.

Up in the trees, the Tortura proved their worth all over again.

From the tree houses they had already started building, the exiled tortoise archers fired with old, patient cruelty. Every shot came from cover, every kill made the next line harder for the Soerai to maintain. Whenever one of the creatures bounced too high, too eager, or paused just a fraction too long after landing, an arrow found it. No arrows were wasted. Their firing rate was nothing to boast, their kill rate was nothing to scoff at.

The Kamohai fought well too.

They were loud, they were violent, and they constantly demanded a raise.

“This was not in the food contract!” one of them shouted after carving open a Soerai flank and nearly losing an arm to the answering claws. “These lunatics worship the Tiger Titan!”

“Fight first, bargain later!” a lizardman barked back.

“Food now, then fight better!”

Phong might have laughed if the situation were less miserable.

The lizardmen, at least, kept their discipline.

Their captain moved through the defense line with calm authority, spear flickering where it needed to, shield angles correcting weaker points before the Soerai could exploit them. His warnings came sharp and clear over the noise.

“Avoid the claws!”

That got repeated more than once.

Because they needed the constant reminder.

The Soerai’s talons carried the same mucus that coated their bodies, and any wound from it began rotting in minutes. One Kamohai took a shallow slash to the side and nearly lost the whole patch of flesh before the lizardman mages and what little healing stock they had on hand could slow the spread. Dominic, Séline and Camille only survived direct confrontation that long thanks to Arrogant Ginger.

Every exchange came with more caution, more distance, more hatred.

The fighting lasted nearly an hour.

Nearly a full hour of ugly pressure.

By the end of it, the first wave of Soerai lay dead or broken across the approach to Camp Orthrus. The surviving defenders were breathing hard, slick with sweat, blood, and dungeon grime. The air smelled of capsaicin, rot, and burning fungal residue from the plants that had gone off under pressure.

And then the Tortura called down from the trees.

“More incoming!”

Those two words tasted like bile.

The old archer above them did not waste a word.

“Herd of Soerai moving this way.”

The camp went still, knowing too well that the next answer was going to hurt.

Phong swore under his breath, then louder. One ugly curse in Vietnamese slipped out before he bothered to translate his frustration into anything more useful.

“A floor boss’s whim,” he muttered, looking out toward the forest, “and suddenly we go from pioneers to caged birds.”

No one disagreed, because that was exactly what Bai Hu had done. Camp Orthrus had been a foothold. Then a home. Then, in one cold gesture, it had become a pen.

The Kamohai made their decision first.

Once it was clear this was not a single raid but the beginning of a longer defense against things that threw themselves at camp like rabid zombies, the sharkfolk started pulling back with the blunt honesty of mercenaries who knew the terms of their contract.

They had fought for food, and they had fought well. They had upheld their end of the deal with honor but long-term static defense against Tiger worshipers was a different price. One of them met Phong’s eyes and jerked his head toward the stores.

“You will run out of crops paying this rate.”

Phong knew it too, so he nodded.

The Kamohai left after that, peeling away from the line and back toward safer water routes where their hunger and skill would be worth something they could actually collect.

Phong did not hold it against them. They were mercenaries. They had never promised anything deeper than food for battle. True loyalty was not theirs to give lightly.

Janet, wiping blood from one forearm, put voice to the next problem.

“Our utility plants.”

Everyone looked at her.

She said it plainly.

“We didn’t prepare for a siege. We prepared for an outpost.”

That landed harder than any criticism.

They had chilies, garlic mines, bonktatoes. They had solid defense plants. But the consumables, the delicate ones, the buffs and support plants, the ones that kept minds and bodies and damage under control in prolonged stress... those stocks were far too low for this kind of attrition.

“We won’t have enough Empathy Enoki,” Janet said. “Not enough Relaxing Shiitake.”

Her eyes shifted to one of the lizardmen treating a claw wound with clear concern.

“And most importantly, not enough Arrogant Ginger for another siege.”

That last one mattered too much. The gingers were the only reason Dominic, Séline and Camille could fight the Soerai heads on. But they had not stocked for this. Not in the quantities that would have mattered for a siege.

Not here.

Phong didn't plan for the lime-oak elevator to be locked down like that. He had thought they could just use the storage at camp Stymphalian via the lime-oak network, so he had kept the utility plants to minimum. Now he realized how wrong he had been.

Phong looked away from the line and out toward Lake Baratok. Only then did the full shape of the problem settle properly into place.

The lake surface was still frozen.

White Tigress had not merely froze the lake solid to farm aura.

She had severed their escape route to floor 1, both via the tree and the usage of lizardmen vessels.

But that meant more than trapping Camp Orthrus.

It meant the lizardmen and what remained of Kamohai support could not quickly reinforce Death Peak either. The floor boss had not only penned Team Nemean’s half-built second camp.

She had cut the water road that tied two battlefields together.

Josh’s war against the trolls.

The siege against Camp Orthrus.

Both constrained at once.

By one act of cold.

Phong exhaled slowly, staring at the frozen lake and feeling the bitterness settle properly this time. He had thought of that Pillar of War as cruel, petty even. A war lover with the instincts of a bully and the patience of a titan. All of that was true, but it was still not enough.

Because this was strategy and not just mere malice.

Elegant, layered, infuriating strategy.

Phong rubbed one hand over his face and let the truth sit.

They had been targeted by a master strategist of a floor boss who just happened to enjoy war too much.

And things were much worse than what he had initially thought.

            

    
        Chapter 94: The farmer utilize hostage strategy... kind of

    
    
    
    
                Phong knew he had to think faster than fear.

If they stayed here and tried to hold Camp Orthrus the normal way, they could probably do it for a while. The defensive lines were solid, the camp was not weak. Dominic, Alex, Janet, Séline, Camille, the lizardmen, the Tortura, all of them could fight.

But it would cost far too much.

The fight ahead would be a slow grind with bodies on the ground by the end of it.

Phong looked over the camp.

At the fighters catching their breath.

At the lizardmen treating wounds.

At the Tortura in the trees, already watching the forest again.

At Dominic and Janet.

At Alex.

At the half-frozen lime-oak, the barely finished camp, the people who had trusted him enough to come here.

And under his breath, he swore.

“We already had one unwinnable enemy.” His jaw tightened. “Two if you count Em. Three since the Phoenix killed without caring.”

He looked toward the dark line of the crescent forest.

“So… fuck it. Let’s antagonize the fourth one.”

Before anyone could stop him, Phong reached into his pouch and pulled out the last of the seeds from Lyon. The same seeds scraped from the biome on the back of Horns of the Earth, the very same that had become the elf children.

Dominic saw what was in his hand and went still.

Janet’s eyes widened.

Alex turned sharply. “Phong.”

He did not answer. He simply walked to the outer perimeter of camp, to a point just beyond the strongest inner line and just inside the place where the Soerai would have to smell it first if they came again.

Then he planted those seeds.

When Phong stepped back, he looked toward the forest and lowered his voice to a whisper.

“That should make them hesitate,” he said. “Hopefully.”

The silence behind him was immediate.

Then Alex was there. She did not rushed him with a weapon in hand. Worse. She came at him with anger.

“You used them,” she said.

Phong turned.

Alex’s face had gone hard in a way he did not see often unless blood had already been spilled. “You’re using the scent of the elves to scare the Soerai off.”

“Yes.”

“That means you’re using Horns of the Earth’s children as hostages.”

The words hit hard because they were true. Phong looked at her and did not deny it.

“If it keeps people alive, yes.”

Alex stared at him like she did not know whether to shake him or scream at him.

“That is not your choice to make.”

“It is if I’m the one planting them.”

Her eyes flashed, almost as if she was confused of what to do. That got everyone’s attention fast, because Phong almost never answered her like that. Normally he yielded ground. Normally he redirected, softened, waited patiently and let her burn through the first strike before meeting her with something steadier.

He didn't do that this time.

Alex stepped closer. “You are gambling with the wrath of a Titan because you’re scared.”

Phong’s voice stayed low, but it did not bend.

“Yes.”

That shocked her more than denial would have.

He took one look at the camp, then back at her. “And I’ll carry the wrath of the bull if I have to. As long as my people live.”

“Your people?”

That only made Alex angrier, because she understood exactly how much he meant it.

“And when that wrath doesn’t stop with you?” she shot back. “When it lands on all of us anyway?”

Phong’s mouth tightened.

He did not raise his voice.

He spoke with the conviction of someone ready to die on the spot:

"Then that means they stepped over my dead body to get to you."

Phong held his ground.

Alex realized it too.

That he was not going to give this one to her just because it was her. That he was not stepping back into the gentler role he usually took when they clashed. And that was the first time she had run straight into how stubborn he could be when fear and responsibility got tangled together.

Their very first big fight.

It was real enough that the whole camp felt it.

Alex’s hands curled into fists at her sides.

For one terrible second, Phong saw the thought flicker across her face. Rage. The ugly human desire to break something when words could not force it to make sense.

But Alex was still Alex. She was sharp enough not to obey the worst thought just because it arrived.

So instead of doing anything reckless, she turned on her heel and stormed to the far edge of camp, digging her phone from her pocket as she went. Her shoulders were rigid, her whole body vibrated with contained fury.

Phong let out a slow breath after she was gone.

Then he went to the lime-oak, leaned against the trunk, and slowly sank to the ground.

He closed his eyes, press twingo fingers to his temples. And sat there like a man who had not won anything at all.

Across the camp, Dominic caught Janet’s eye.

He did not need to say much.

She understood immediately.

Janet jerked her head lightly toward Séline and Camille. The two women followed her without question, moving after Alex with the easy quiet of people who knew how to approach an angry woman without poking the hornet nsst.

They found Alex near the edge of the camp where the frozen light from the tree still bled pale over the ground. She had not called her parents yet, but the Vogel's number was already on the screen. She was just staring at it, breathing too sharply.

Janet stopped near her first.

“He’s an idiot sometimes,” she said.

Alex shot her a look. “That’s not helping.”

“No,” Janet said. “But it is true.”

Séline folded her arms. “He acted out of fear.”

Camille added, “And desperation.”

Alex looked away.

“I know why he did it.”

“That’s why you’re angrier,” Janet said quietly.

Because that was the heart of it.

If Phong had done it for pride, or stupidity, or some cold tactical thrill, Alex could have hated the act cleanly. But he had acted too rashly because he was terrified of losing people. And that made it harder to argue with Phong unless she was willing to rub salt in his deepest wound.

Alex’s jaw worked once.

“He doesn’t get to decide alone.”

“No,” Janet said. “He doesn’t.”

That eased something, just a little.

Back by the tree, Dominic walked over to Phong and sat down beside him. It somehow reminded Phong of that time when Dominic visit him in the ER, carrying a bag of Pepsi.

He reached into a pack, pulled out a Pepsi from some emergency stash Phong had not known he kept, and cracked it open.

The sharp hiss of the can broke the quiet.

Dominic took one sip, then handed it over.

"Drink. Sugar might help with the headache."

Phong accepted it with a tired glance.

For a bit, the giant said nothing, for he knew Phong well enough not to start with a lecture.

Finally, Dominic spoke.

“I know what this was.”

Phong looked out across the camp and did not answer.

Dominic kept going anyway.

“Trauma. Fear. A wound too deep to properly healed by time and love.”

That got the smallest flinch out of him.

Because again, it was true.

Dominic rested his forearms on his knees.

“I know losing someone important scares the hell out of you,” he said. “And I know today you made a choice out of desperation.”

Phong looked down at the can in his hands.

“I didn’t have a better one.”

“I know. Truth be told. If it was me, I’d do the same. And so would Alex.”

Dominic said it plainly, maybe even too blunt as if he was stating a fact.

“Then why?”

Phong asked.

He was met with an even more blunt answer from the giant, “Because Alex has her fear too.”

That made Phong look up.

Dominic’s voice stayed steady.

“She’s scared of losing you.”

The words landed heavier than the whole argument had.

Because Phong knew that too.

Knew it, and still had not made room for it in the moment he planted the seeds.

Dominic leaned back against the tree slightly and let out a slow breath.

“Look. It was not what you did. It was how you said it. You tried to put our safety above our emotions. You think, logically, we would be fine losing our farm boy as long as we get to live. Better alive than dead. Heh... The world did not work like that. Not everything could be answer with logic.”

He stopped for a moment, before landing his palm on Phong’s shoulder.

“So whatever wrath that floor boss decides to drop on us for this, we take it together.”

Phong was quiet.

Dominic turned his head just enough to meet his eyes.

“I respected your choice to plant those seeds.”

There was no judgment in the sentence, no approval either. Still, it carried the weight of a mountain. Because Dominic rarely said anything in that serious tone.

“Now you show my choice to stand by you against a floor boss the same courtesy.”

Phong stared at him for a second.

Then longer.

The Pepsi was cold in his hand. The camp around them still tense. The future still ugly.

But the words stayed.

At last, Phong let out a breath that sounded almost like something breaking and settling at the same time.

“…yeah,” he said quietly.

Dominic nodded once, like that was enough for now.

And under the frozen lime-oak, with Camp Orthrus waiting for the next assault and the scent of dangerous seeds already sinking into the soil, the two men sat in the fading light and let the silence hold what words could not.

            

    
        Chapter 95: Care

    
    
    
    
                The strategy worked.

When the next wave of Soerai came out of the crescent forest, they did not charge right away. They slowed near the outer perimeter.

Their long, twisted bodies crouched low, their backward legs tensed, red eyes narrowed. Then several of them lowered their heads and sniffed the ground where Phong had planted the last seeds from Lyon.

The reaction was instant.

They recoiled.

One of them let out a low, ugly grunt. Another snapped its head sideways as if checking whether the scent could possibly be real. A third took one step closer, sniffed again, then hissed and backed off so fast its claws tore up the dirt.

Behind the first line, more Soerai stirred uneasily, but none of them had crossed where Phong had planted the elf seeds.

For a long minute, Camp Orthrus stayed frozen with them.

Nobody moved, nobody breathed too loudly.

Then, one by one, the Soerai turned and left, slipping back into the forest with the same hateful, wrong movement they had come with.

Phong let out a long, shaking breath.

His theory had been right.

Or, at least, close enough.

Dominic and Alex had already told him how the white tigress came to meet them on Floor 2 because of the bull’s complaints. That had been the missing piece. If the tigress cared enough to come because "Little Yama" had complained, then their relationship mattered. The Soerai, as her faithfuls, would not want to trample over the scent of the bull’s children and risk drawing the wrath of their goddess.

It was not noble. It was morally questionable.

But it worked.

And right now, that had to be enough.

For a while after the Soerai vanished, Phong did not move.

He sat near the frozen lime-oak, looking out over the clearing and the dark beyond it, and let the silence press into him. The camp had lived, the line had held, the next attack had broken before it even started.

That should have felt like relief.

Instead, the strain hit him all at once.

Exhaustion.

Too many plans stacked on too little sleep, too many fears, too many lives hanging from choices he kept making half out of instinct and half out of terror. Stress came at him in waves, rolling through his body hard enough to make his head throb. He bent forward and buried his face against his knees.

He was too worried to sleep, yet too tired to stay awake. The worst place to be. It reminded him of being sick the day before an important exam.

After a moment he lifted his head just enough to lean it against the frozen bark of the lime-oak, testing whether the cold helped at all. It did, but not by much.

Dominic watched him for a second, then stood.

“I’ll take first watch,” he said.

No one objected.

Séline and Camille looked toward Phong too.

They were worried. That much was easy to see. But both of them also knew him well enough now to understand that if they tried to tell him to rest, he would refuse. Not because he wanted to suffer, but because his mind would not let him put the weight down while he still believed something might go wrong. And neither of them knew what to say to the one person who could reach him right now.

Alex.

Across the camp, Alex had gone very still again.

But Janet saw through her facade with the sharpness of a woman who survive Manhattan real estate market and the experience of a married woman.

Alex was still angry, still wounded from the argument, and still too proud to let that just vanish because the strategy happened to work. But under all of that, she was worried sick. Every time Phong pressed a hand harder to his temple or bent a little further into himself, Alex’s eyes shifted there before she forced them away.

Janet stepped close and leaned in.

“You know,” she said quietly, “he’s usually the gentler side of your relationship.”

Alex did not answer right away.

Janet kept her voice low. “Maybe right now, you should be that for him.”

Alex would have come to that conclusion on her own eventually, but a push from Janet helped break that last bit of stubbornness she had.

She looked at Phong once more, really looked this time, and then started walking.

The camp noticed, but nobody said anything. Dominic looked away on purpose. Séline and Camille quietly did the same. Even the lizardmen nearest the line gave the moment the respect of pretending not to see.

Alex stopped beside him.

Phong lifted his head at the sound of her steps and blinked in surprise.

For a second, he looked like he was not sure she was really there.

That hurt her more than she expected, as she knew exactly what he was thinking: that after their fight, after what he had done, he deserved to be left alone with this pain. So she did not let him say any of that.

She crouched, reached for him, and pulled him down before he could protest. The motion was firm, almost automatic. She sat with her back against the frozen lime-oak and guided him until his head rested in her lap.

Phong went still.

“You don’t have to,” he said softly.

Alex looked down at him with the kind of flat, unimpressed expression that made it clear she had no patience for his self-punishment right now.

“Be quiet.”

Then her fingers moved to his temples. She started massaging them slowly, carefully, in steady little circles that took none of the ache away at once but made it easier to breathe through.

Phong closed his eyes.

The pain had not vanished.

But for the first time since she walked over, he could stop holding all of it quite so tightly.

Alex’s anger was not gone.

Neither was the argument.

But this was not about winning. This was about him hurting right in front of her and her refusing to let him sit alone in it just because he thought he deserved that.

After a while, Phong said, still with his eyes closed, “I thought you’d leave me alone.”

Alex’s hand did not stop.

“I considered it.”

That got the smallest, tired huff out of him.

Then she added, quieter now, “But I know how your head works.”

Phong opened his eyes just enough to look up at her.

Alex kept her gaze on the dark forest instead of meeting his. Her fingers stayed moving against his temples, gentle and sure.

“You did something I hated,” she said. “That doesn’t mean I stop caring when you’re like this.”

The words went through him harder than he could answer properly. So he did not try. He just let his eyes fall shut again and rested there in her lap while she kept working the ache out of his temples bit by bit.

Around them, Camp Orthrus settled into uneasy quiet.

And under the frozen lime-oak, with the scent of elf seeds still in the soil and the argument between them still unresolved, Alex chose tenderness anyway.

Phong was asleep within minutes.

Janet looked over from her watch post, then back at Alex, and a small smile tugged at her mouth.

“That means he relaxes in your presence,” she said quietly.

Alex did not answer right away. Her fingers were still moving lightly through Phong’s hair now, slower than before, one hand still resting near his temple. The weight of his head in her lap felt heavier than usual only because he was letting it be. No guard, no pretending, and no half-awareness held back for duty.

He trusted her enough to drop all of it, and that did something strange to her chest.

Still, even in sleep, Phong did not fully rest easy.

Every now and then, something in the dark behind his closed eyes caught him. His shoulders would tense, his hand would twitch. Once, his whole body gave a little start, like some dream-version of him thought he had lost someone and needed to wake before it became real.

Each time, Alex eased him back down.

A hand on his shoulder, her fingers in his hair, and a quiet whisper, “Everything's fine.”

It was no magic, certainly not a skill, but it was enough to pull him away from the edge and back into sleep before he jerked fully awake.

After the third time, Alex had had enough of sitting still and watching fear eat him from the inside even while he slept. So she took the problem into her own hands. With one hand still on Phong, she pulled out her phone with the other and opened the group chat.

Her message came blunt and immediate.

[If we need a distraction without giving Josh a reason to paint us as enemies of humanity, then we use the Black Ant Queen.]

The replies came fast.

Dominic reacted first.

[Go on.]

Alex typed with her usual directness.

[We spoil the information. Level 61 boss. Real threat. Bigger than Death Peak optics. Let public attention swing toward the ant colony instead.]

There was a pause.

Then Emma.

[Wait. The Black Ants have a queen? Level 61?]

Alex was promptly reminded that Emma had not been an ally back when they saw the level 61 Black Ant Queen hovered above camp, before leading her colony away from the Death Peak.

Emma next messages arrived moments afterward.

[That gives me leverage.][If the elites learn there is a confirmed level 61 boss tied to an expanding ant colony, they will have a reason to pull back from indulging Josh.]
[The league is too close. Optics need to stay clean. Further diver losses before March would be bad for all of them.]

Alex read that and kept going.

[Exactly.]

Emma answered almost at once.

[And if they think the ants behave anything like ants on Earth, the narrative becomes much easier to control.][Expansion of a monster colony. The risk of getting swarmed for taking a wrong step. Competition for resources would also escalate.]
[Much better public threat than “rich idiot pushes toward troll mountain and maybe exposes our raccoon kamen rider.”]

Selena chimed in after that.

[Damn it.]

A beat later:

[I forgot about the Ant Queen.]

That got Jake immediately.

[How do you forget a level 61 ant boss.]

Selena’s answer came back dry and exhausted.

[Because our lives got crowded with floor bosses, pillars, phoenixes, and dungeon-grown elves.]
[In comparison the ant queen became background noise.]

Joanne jumped in at once.

[That is an insane sentence.]

Janet added:

[It made sense tho.]

Alex could almost hear Emma's sigh just from the text alone:

[You people are broken.]

No one argued.

Selena recovered and returned to the real point.

[Mapping the ant colony would be a huge project.][Also, it'd be completely reasonable for a research institution to attempt mapping the ant colony first.]
[If I push that angle, it gives me a better defense against any continued pressure to map Baratok and Death Peak.]

Alex could almost hear the click in Selena’s head from across floors and signal lines.

Good.

That meant they had something workable. A better fire to point the world toward.

Then Joanne added:

[If we’re doing this, Alex should be the one to post.]

Emma agreed immediately.

[Yes.][Arbiter Mindblade. Clean reputation. No-nonsense public image.]
[If Alexandra Vogel says newly confirmed intel points to a level 61 Black Ant Queen, people will take it seriously.]

Alex looked down at Phong in her lap before replying.

He startled once more in his sleep, some little flinch in his brow like even unconsciousness had not managed to pry his hands off everyone else yet.

She smoothed a hand lightly through his hair until he settled again. Then she typed:

[Fine. I’ll post.]

The plan moved fast after that.

Alex drafted the “newly found information” with enough detail to sound useful in that plain, overly serious tone she had learnt in med school. The Black Ant Queen, level 61, implication of a boss that had evolve twice and what that could mean to an expanding ants colony. She emphasized the need for caution and renewed mapping effort around the colony. It was the kind of report that demanded responsible attention rather than stoking panic.

Emma, meanwhile, started working her own side of things.

She reached out through media channels and private influence in the same smooth, deadly way rich girls with training in public relation war would do. By the time Alex’s post went live on the Diver Association forum, Emma was already laying the next layer over it.

The Black Ants were a much bigger threat than people realized.

If their behavior mirrored real ants at all, then food intake, territory pressure, and expansion risk had to be treated seriously.

And if Josh’s reckless push into troll conflict had stirred more corpses, more biomass, more battlefield waste into the area, then he might actually have made the ant problem worse by accident.

It sounded reasonable. It sounded terrifying. Thus, that angle caught immediately.

Soon enough, topic of discussions on the internet began to shift. Questions about the ant colony, speculation about the Queen floating around by the eternally online groups. Arguments over whether the government had underestimated the threat tangled with concerns about another swarm event. There were calls for proper reconnaissance. The demands that ambitious expansions be paused until the Black Ant risk was understood better skyrocketed.

It was exactly what camp Stymphalian had needed.

Under the frozen lime-oak, Alex read the first wave of reactions in silence.

Then Janet, still nearby, glanced down at Phong and said quietly, “He’d hate that you solved a problem while he was sleeping.”

Alex’s mouth twitched faintly.

“He can complain when he wakes up.”

Janet smiled. “Fine, your household problem I suppose.”

The camp around them stayed tense but quieter now. The Soerai had not returned yet. Little Fireball chirped once as if to complain that her favorite spot inside Phong's hoodie was unavailable.

In Alex’s lap, Phong slept through the first real shift in the board, unaware that while he was finally resting, his people had started moving the world’s gaze somewhere else.

            

    
        Chapter 96: A shift in strategy

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not complain when he woke up, which might have been the strangest part.

He looked at the messages first, then at Alex, then back at the group chat where she had apparently dumped a full collection of selfies of him sleeping with his head in her lap for everyone to admire and weaponize forever. At least a dozen posted, maybe even more hidden somewhere in her phone storage.

Phong stared in silence for one long second.

Then he laughed weakly in a defeated way. Not because it was funny, but because he had lost this one so thoroughly there was no dignity left to defend.

Alex sat beside him with the kind of innocent expression that should have been illegal.

“You’re evil,” he said.

“You planted Horns of the Earth seeds to threaten a floor boss’s followers,” she replied. “I posted cute pictures.”

“That is not comparable.”

“It is if I say it is.”

Phong looked over at the others and narrowed his eyes.

Dominic was trying and failing not to grin like a criminal. Janet looked too calm to be trusted. Séline and Camille were both wearing the exact same expression people wore when they had helped with something and felt no guilt at all.

Phong pointed at them.

“You guys were enabling her.”

Séline shrugged.

Camille did too.

Entirely too pleased with themselves.

Dominic broke first and cackled loud enough that even some of the lizardmen looked over.

“Oh, absolutely,” he said. “Full support.”

Janet took a slow sip of her drink and added, “No regrets.”

Phong groaned and put a hand over his face.

Alex, merciless as ever, sent one more screenshot into the chat while he was still recovering.

That got Jake, back on Floor 1, to immediately reply with something rude about “field report: farmer neutralized.”

Phong considered throwing his phone into the lake.

He did not. Mostly because he needed it.

For the next few days, Camp Orthrus was left in peace.

The Soerai stayed in the forest and whatever passed for their strange minds seemed unable to resolve the scent of elves around the camp perimeter. They came close enough sometimes to stir the tree line, close enough that Tortura watchposts would spot red eyes or the flick of green-blue flesh between trunks, but they did not press.

They hesitated.

And hesitation, for now, was enough.

Phong used the chance immediately.

He asked the lizardmen to complete the outer defense walls while the breathing room held. The half-finished camp shifted back into construction mode, but with harder intent this time. No more open edges if it could be helped. If the Soerai ever got past their confusion, Camp Orthrus needed more than plants and hope between itself and a real siege.

So the lizardmen worked.

Stone, timber, packed earth, and the shaping of terrain wherever the natural clearing allowed it. The Kamohai were gone, as expected, but the lizardmen stayed. The Tortura watched from the trees and corrected angles when needed. Dominic handled heavier labor with Janet and the others. Alex helped where she could, though Phong still kept glaring at her whenever she pushed too hard and she still ignored half of that.

Phong himself did what he could.

As a level one farmer, direct battlefield help from him was nearly worthless compared to what the others could do. So instead he made himself useful where he mattered most. He planted, monitored, checked the defenses, guided irrigation. He kept the young plants stable and the old defenses fed. And whenever the camp allowed it, he slept.

It was not graceful, and there was no schedule to it either. Maybe 15 minutes nap here, maybe an hour of shut eyes there, but what important was Phong slowly paying back his sleep debt. Alex had already decided that his reckless action with the elf seeds earlier was due to sleep deprivation, and before him there was only 2 choices. Either he slept and rested, or he would face her "Penance Stare" for an entire day.

Last time he checked, his fiancé hadn't had a flaming skull in place of her head yet.

He did not want to test that theory regardless.

So Phong slept.

Sometimes in the shade of the lime-oak, sometimes against a half-built wall. Once at a work table with his phone still in his hand. He stopped pretending he could out stubborn the sleep debt and simply took rest in ugly pieces where he could.

This time no one made fun of him for it much.

Mostly because too many of them had seen how bad he looked before Alex forced him to sleep.

The new plants loved Floor 2.

That much became obvious fast.

The dill spread first, thin green fronds rising with the quiet, faint trace of mana from the dungeon soil. The tomatoes followed, vines thickening, leaves deepening, fruit swelling quicker than they ever should have. The basil came in dense and fragrant, filling the camp with the distinct and unique sense exclusive to dungeon grown basil.

They grew rapidly, maybe a bit too rapidly even by the dungeon standards.

Phong watched them with increasing interest and a knot of unease that never fully left him. His hypothesis about mutation limits still sat in the back of his mind. The plants were stable for now, but the sign of mutation had also stopped as well. Phong looked toward the place where he had planted the elf seeds and wonder if they were the culprit of blocking the mutation of his plants.

Maybe the elves required too much mana from the dungeon that they blocked all other plants from mutating? Maybe the dungeon prioritized giving the elves whatever secret juice it gave the plants that made them mutated in the first place, because the elves were children of a Pillars while his other seeds were products of industrialized agriculture.

At least, everything seemed stable, for now...

That was what made the ninth day feel wrong as soon as it started.

The morning had gone like the others. Patrols, construction, quiet tension at the forest edge, and a lime-oak frozen in suspension by a spiteful floor boss. The air was tense enough for people to be unease but not out of the norm enough for them to notice the slight difference at which the Soerai moved.

Then came the changes.

The trees in the crescent forest rattled more than usual. The Tortura called from atop their tree house, notifying everyone at camp about the increase in Soerai number. Unrest spread through camp like a wild fire. The lizardmen started hissing orders and prepared for the worst. The Tortura climbed into the walled camp and stationed themselves in strategic positions.

Far beyond the first tree line, shapes moved.

Too many, too agitated, as if the forest itself was shook by the approaching entity that caused such unrest in the Soerai.



The thing that came out of the forest made the whole camp go still.

At first, no one moved, because nobody was sure what they were looking at.

It walked on two legs.

The rest of it sat deep in the kind of wrongness that made the mind hesitate to call it humanoid. Its head held enough tiger features to drag the eye into the uncanny valley and keep it there. Patches of fur scatter throughout the skin like pepperonis on a pizza, a jaw too broad. Rows of fangs and canines visible even when the mouth was closed. The upper left corner of it lips peeled open, revealing raw rotten meat still stuck between its teeth, as if its lips were too mismatch with its own facial muscle that closing the mouth entirely became an impossible task. Its hands ended in long hooked claws, so long that its fingers nearly reached the middle of its shins. Both arms were flexing slowly as if the camp in front of it had already become meat in its thoughts.

Phong grew up with anime culture, and knew far too well what "kemonomimi" was. But this thing... it looked like a warped version of classical Liu Bei.

And yet, it wore itself like a person. Worse, like a warrior. Or maybe like something that knew it was being watched and enjoyed the effect.

The Soerai behind it kept their distance.

That alone told Phong enough: This thing was not one of them.

Its eyes swept across Camp Orthrus, taking in the wall, the half-frozen lime-oak, the lizardmen, the Tortura in their trees, Dominic, Janet, Alex, all of it. Then its gaze settled on Phong. Its status flickered in front of those who checked.

Again, like with the Soerai, there was almost nothing but a race name: Shoemri.

Its levels, its stats, were all displayed with several white question marks. The colors were different, but the format was the same as a floor boss. And the race name, that one word, was hanging there like a warning.

Then the creature spoke. Its voice was rough, hoarse, and it scrubbed against your ears inner canals almost like sand paper. It was not enough to hurt, but enough to make listening to it alone was uncomfortable.

“Đăm Bhi.”

(If you need the IPA, Đăm is pronounced /ɗam/. It's a word from proto-vietic. Bhi pronounce like bee)

The name sat heavily in the air.

Then it gave them what the system would not.

“Level forty-seven.”

Phong felt the camp shift around him.

It had the same level as the Greencap Bunny Captain. It was high, but not absurdly high like the original pre-nerfed elves. Beating it was hard, but not impossible if they could surprise it with Berserking Strawberry.

Đăm Bhi looked over the camp once more and bared too many teeth in something too sharp to be a smile.

“I challenge Camp Orthrus to a duel.”

Dominic stepped forward at once. “Terms.”

“If your camp wins,” Đăm Bhi said, “the Soerai retreat.”

Phong eyed it once. That terms meant Đăm Bhi can control the Soerai and order them around, if what it said can be trusted. But... if a monster could truly control the faithfuls of a Pillar, then there was only one thing Phong could think of: a child of a floor boss, a monster who inherited the power of a Pillar.

The other half of the terms came and cut off Phong's train of thought.

“If I win,” it said, and this time its eyes never left Phong, “I kill the one who challenges me.”

A long silence followed.

Phong’s mind already entered panic mode, and he hated every immediate answers his mind could come up with. He stepped forward before anyone else could speak over him.

“I want one day.”

Đăm Bhi’s ears twitched slightly.

Phong held its gaze.

“One day to think it over.”

The Shoemri studied him, then glanced once toward the growing beds of dill, basil, and tomato near the edge of camp. If it noticed anything strange there, it gave no sign. At last, Đăm Bhi nodded.

“One day.”

Then it turned and walked back toward the tree line with the same easy confidence it had arrived with, the Soerai parting around it like weeds around a predator.

Only when it vanished back into the forest did the camp breathe again.

Phong exhaled through his nose, but his mind was already running elsewhere.

One day.

At least, that was enough for a ten day cycle.

The tomatoes, the dill, the basil. If they followed the same growth logic as the moletatoes, the chilies, the bonktatoes, then 10 days should be enough for them to be harvestable. If the pressure from Đăm Bhi continued, then whatever they were becoming would finish enough to matter.

At least, they had to, or camp Othrus would fall.

So, while Đăm Bhi thought Phong'd bet on a child of a Pillar, he had placed his money on the only things he knew more than anyone alive: mutated plants.

            

    
        Chapter 97: A terrifying opponent

    
    
    
    
                That night, the argument came fast.

Alex did not wait.

“I’ll do it.”

Phong looked up from the rough map of the camp and stared at her. “No.”

She crossed her arms. “It’s a duel.”

“It’s a trap.”

“It can be both.”

He stood immediately. “No.”

The firmness in his voice made everyone nearby go quiet.

Alex did not back down.

“I’m the best choice.”

“No, you’re the most obvious choice.”

“And the strongest.”

Phong shook his head hard. “That thing is level forty-seven.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “So.”

“So,” he snapped, “that is the same level range as the Greencap captain.”

That landed.

Alex eased a bit. Not because she was scared of an opponent with a higher level than she did, but because she respected the bunny that was being compared to Đăm Bhi.

Phong went on before anyone could cut in.

“Worse,” he said, looking toward the dark forest, “If it could command the Soerai, then it means something terrifying.”

Alex went still. The others did too.

Phong’s voice dropped lower.

“The Soerai are followers. Fine. They are dangerous, their mucus is a pain to deal with, and they give no exp when killed. But they were merely followers. That thing is different.” He looked back at her. “Đăm Bhi is a true child of the White Tigress. The elves, children of Horns of the Earth, start at level 120. Sure! Đăm Bhi's level is below them. But don't forget that it is still in the same category as the elves.”

The air in the room shifted.

Because if Phong was right, then they were challenged by the blood of a Titan to a duel to the death. It was not just another elite monster, not just any strong champion, either. That would be easier to deal with. Tomorrow, they could be fighting something born directly under a Pillar’s shadow.

Alex’s jaw tightened, but she did not yield.

“I should still do it.”

Phong laughed once in disbelief, which was so rare of him that it surprise everyone. He dragged his palm across his hair, voice lowered:

“This is not a spar with the Greencap captain.”

“No,” Alex said. “It isn’t.”

“Then stop talking like it is.”

She stepped closer. “I’m talking like someone has to fight it.”

“And I’m talking like losing our heaviest hitter, no matter the outcome, is stupid. Losing you in the defense against the Soerai because of strawberry debuff is bad enough. If...”

He finished that ugly what-ifs with a shiver instead.

That made Dominic finally speak.

“You think she’d need the Strawberry?”

Phong rounded on him. “Of course she would.”

Alex answered before Dominic could.

“I would.”

That hit him like a punch.

“Absolutely not.”

Alex’s expression hardened instantly.

“Phong.”

“No.”

He was louder now, and for once he did not care.

“You’re betting on the honor of something we know nothing about. You’re assuming it won’t cheat, won’t twist the terms, won’t kill you anyway if it feels like it.” He pointed toward the forest. “And even if you win, you’ll be useless afterward.”

Alex’s mouth flattened. “I know the risk.”

“No, you know the risk and you’re doing it anyway.”

“That’s what you did.”

Her words landed hard enough it staggered Phong, forcing him to take a step back just by hearing it.

Their first big fight had not gone away. It had only gone quiet. And now, Alex was holding up a mirror. Phong saw his reflection and hated that she was right enough for it to hurt. Still, he did not bend.

“The Berserking Strawberry gives you one minute of winning and a full day of being half-dead.”

“More than enough for a duel.”

“That’s not certainty.”

“It’s enough.”

Phong looked at her and groaned. “You sound exactly like me.”

Alex eyed him once, unfazed. “Yes.”

She was showing him himself. The same stubbornness he had shown when he planted the seeds. The same refusal to step back when fear for others got tangled with decision. Alex had just wrapped them up and shipped it to him in a present box.

Phong opened his mouth again.

Dominic cut across it.

“I respect her decision.”

That made Phong turn sharply.

Dominic did not flinch.

“Same way I respected your decision to plant those seeds.”

Janet stepped in too.

“And your option is a gamble,” she said. “You hope the dills, the basils, and the tomatoes mutation would finish in a useful way. You don't know what they will become. You don't control their mutation. The only thing you know for sure is they would mutate a defensive variant under Đăm Bhi's pressure.”

Phong looked between them.

Janet held his gaze.

“This is the same kind of ugly choice.”

He wanted to argue, to say it was different, to say Alex was flesh and blood. He wanted to counter with Alex was not a plant, not a hypothesis, and not something he could afford to lose. But the words got caught on a different memory.

Rico.

The troll war.

The raccoon asked to go. Phong had given him permission in the end simply because loyalty mattered, because agency mattered. And because sometimes you did not get to keep people safe by locking them behind your own fear.

That memory took the fight out of his next breath.

He looked at Alex again.

His anger, his fear, they were all still there, mixing in his guts like an ugly concoction of human worse nature. But now, there was something else in there: insight. He saw exactly what he was doing because she had already lived it from the other side.

Slowly, painfully, Phong yielded ground.

His voice came out rough.

“…fine.”

Alex did not smile, neither did she soften.

But some of the hard edge in her shoulders shifted just slightly.

Phong rubbed a hand over his face and looked away toward the growing beds outside.

One day.

One duel to the death.

The unknown potential of plants about to mutated.

A child of a Pillar.

All of that stacking on top of each other, and now the woman he was going to marry telling him, in the hardest way possible, that she would make her own desperate choices too.

Phong did not know what to say after that, so he stopped trying altogether. Instead, he pulled Alex closer.

It wasn't dramatic, wasn't making a vow of eternal devotion to the mountain and the sea. It was with both arms around her and his forehead resting briefly against hers, as if contact itself could argue where words kept failing him.

Alex felt it immediately.

The tremble in his fingers.

She softened a little, enough that only someone who knew her very well would have noticed.

“I’m not that fragile,” she murmured.

Phong did not answer.

Alex kept going, her voice lower now.

“I’m not a damsel.” She held his gaze. “I can protect myself.”

Then, after the smallest pause:

“And you.”

That did it.

Something in his face changed. It was not anger, it was not stubbornness. It was something old, something too painful to keep on his waking moments else he'd cease to function, something buried deep within half forgotten nightmares.

When he spoke, his voice came out quiet.

“That’s exactly what my uncle was to me.”

Alex felt like she was hit with a petrification skill of those body snatchers.

Phong looked down for a second, then back at her.

“Strong. Reliable. The protector.” His jaw tightened once. “Until he was gone.”

The words sat between them heavier than any argument.

Because that was the heart of it: Fear carved old and deep enough that even now, even after all this time, it could still reach into his decisions. A wound so deep that it could still dictate how he'd act.

Alex’s expression changed again.

She understood him better with that one sentence than if he had spent an hour explaining himself.



Still, time did not care.

Morning came anyway.

The duel could not be postponed any longer.

The camp gathered in a hard, uneasy silence as Alex stepped out to meet Đăm Bhi. The air was cold. The frozen lime-oak still stood at the center like Bai Hu’s insult made visible. Beyond the perimeter, between leaves and ridges of sunken rock, countless eyes were deliberately, silently watching the duel between one of the best diver in the East Coast and a Pillar's child.

Phong expected the Soerai, but the Kamohai surprised him. Yet, once he stopped to think about it, the reason was clear as day. The shark folks tolerated him, but mostly they'd missed his crops more.

The Shoemri was already waiting.

It stood with that same eerie confidence, tiger features wrong in the morning light, claws flexing once as Alex approached. It stretched, its elongated arms were half the length of its entire body.

Alex walked into the open and let her constructs bloom into being around her.

A spear.

A rapier.

A vajra.

Two shields.

Two bows.

She didn't risk using the psychic Dragon Slayer this time. It was not training for her to be cocky and arrogant. A duel between life and death meant no ground for testing unproven tactics. Alex asked for a moment to check her constructs one last time, and the Đăm Bhi agreed. Phong's stomach churned with concern. Alex never asked to check her armory like that. It must have meant that she was worried, and she lacked the confidence to face the monster.

Alex deliberately went over each weapons, making sure that they were stable and ready. These constructs had carried her through more fights than anyone else in camp could count. For once, Phong prayed to his uncle and aunt that luck would be by Alex's side. He was never that big of a spiritualist, but right now, that was all he could do.

The fight began shortly after Alex gave a nod.

Phong watched every movement like his own heartbeat depended on it. And for the first moments, it looked bad.

Đăm Bhi moved as if a storm was brewing inside of its.

Alex’s first bowshot never really existed as a threat. One claw strike shattered the arrow before it fully reached the Shoemri. The spear came in next and got battered aside so hard the construct burst apart into light. One shield slammed low for control and was stepped on, crushed into millions of fleeting motes by the warring stomp of the Shoemri.

The rapier flashed for the throat.

Đăm Bhi tanked it with its neck, then crushed it in half with its chin.

The vajra dropped on its head.

The tiger-child head-butted the psychic weapon into oblivion.

Samir had been able to fend off Alex's attacks, so did a buffed Dominic, but Đăm Bhi dwarfed both in term of how overwhelming and one-sided facing it felt. From the beginning until now, the Shoemri looked basically unstoppable. It was like Alex was fighting an armored opponent in cloth, but her opponent was even faster than her so escape was a none option from the start.

Alex shifted into defense almost immediately, her remaining constructs rearranging faster than most eyes could track, but it still felt like she was losing ground too quickly. Đăm Bhi got inside the distance again and again, those claws slipping frighteningly close to her neck, her face, the stomach and all the vital places where one true mistake would end the duel before anyone in camp could even scream.

Three times the Shoemri’s claws nearly kissed her throat. Đăm Bhi licked one drop of blood from its claws as its mouth cracked into that ugly smile that bared a full rows of fangs.

By then Phong’s hands had already clenched hard enough to hurt. He realized that Đăm Bhi was toying with Alex. The Shoemri might not be so overpowered that it could kill Alex in one hit, but it was clearly punching below its weight class. And there was something even worse. Đăm Bhi wasn't some mindless beast. It knew exactly where its advantage lay: endurance far surpassed that of a human. It knew Alex's stamina couldn't keep up in a high speed fight, and the Shoemri was forcing her ever closer near the edge.

Then Alex reached for the Berserking Strawberry.

Phong saw it.

So did everyone else.

And Đăm Bhi was faster.

A clawed swipe snapped out and struck the fruit from her hand before she could bring it to her mouth. The strawberry spun away into the dirt.

Đăm Bhi laughed.

A low, ugly sound full of borrowed confidence.

“Mother warned me,” it said, circling Alex like a cat playing with its food. “She watched your little struggle against the spiders and cockroaches.” Its too-wide mouth curled. “She told me to be careful of the strawberries.”

The camp froze in recognition.

Of course the White Tigress had accounted for that.

Of course she had watched.

Dominic dropped his voice as low as a whisper, telling Janet, Séline and Camille to prepare. On his cue, they would rush in to save Alex.

Đăm Bhi bared its fangs at Alex.

“You die now,” it said. “The trick you rely on is gone.”

Dominic ran forward and was slammed face first into the dirt. As desperately as he tried, he could not even lift his chest up from the soil. Janet, Séline and Camille dropped to their knees behind him. Phong knew what was happening. The White Tigress, or at least a special skill she bestowed upon her child, had prevented Dominic gang from interfering with the duel through pressure alone.

Sweat ran down Alex's forehead, her pupils dilated. Phong screamed her name and tried to walk toward her, but the thought alone made him a target to the pressure. His bones creaked audibly as he too fell to the White Tigress power.

The Shoemri lunged in, full of certainty, already tasting victory.

And then the ground beneath it exploded upward.

A psychic drill burst from below.

From the earth itself, the drill rose and tore up beneath Đăm Bhi in a screaming spiral of force. The same attack that had taken the life of the Ice Wolf hit so cleanly and so violently that for one impossible second the Shoemri’s confidence stayed visible on its face even as the rest of it understood too late.

The drill punched through it, breaking half of its back to shoot toward the sky. Its body jerked, then collapsed into a puddle of blood spreading out from underneath it.

The duel ended in one brutal, perfect reversal.

Silence hit the camp so hard it felt unreal. Dominic scrambled to his feet, Séline and Camille dropped down panting. Janet's eyes widened in disbelief.

Alex stood in the middle of the clearing, breathing hard as well.

A line of red marked her neck where one of Đăm Bhi’s near-misses had finally become a scratch. Nothing deeper than enough blood to show how close the fight had really been.

She reached up, wiped the single drop away with one thumb, and looked at the dying Shoemri without pity.

“I learned better than to over rely on Berserking Strawberry,” she said.

Her voice was cold and steady and very clearly meant for more than just the creature bleeding out at her feet.

“The lesson came from a certain Greencap bunny captain.”

That landed with everyone who understood.

The anti-bait.

The delayed answer.

The hidden heavy strike.

The refusal to become predictable around a single power-up just because it worked.

She had adapted. How and when did she learnt to hide the drill attack underground was beyond anyone guess. But one things was for certain, during this fight her constructs broke into light particles far more often than normal.

Phong stood up slowly, then shook his head once in helpless defeat.

This had been Alex’s answer to him.

That she could protect herself, and him.

And for Alex, using Phong’s Berserking Strawberry as the true winning move would have ruined the point completely. She had used it as bait instead, knowing full well that the White Tigress a master tactician and a petty floor boss, would already have taken those strawberries into account when shaping the duel. So Alex went into the fight expecting Đăm Bhi to know of the strawberry, and won by using the Shoemri's expectation.

She leaned into Đăm Bhi's arrogance and power fantasy, making sure the psychic weapons would exploded into motes of light when destroyed. Those particles would then gathered underground, waiting for her signal.

There was one thing Alex had hidden from Phong, and from everyone else.

She had used the Moletatoes network to guide those psychic motes to prepare sneak drill attack. So this was not something Alex could use outside of the camp, where the moletatoes had yet to spread their root system. But for Alex, it would be better for her overly earnest fiancé to not know of this just yet.

Phong looked at her standing in the cold morning light, neck scratched, breathing hard, constructs fading one by one, and felt a strange mix of relief, awe, and surrender settle through him.

Alexandra Vogel had just looked a Titan’s child in the eye and told Phong, in the only language she trusted enough for something this important, that she was not the kind of woman who needed him to carry all the fear alone.

            

    
        Chapter 98: The mutated tomatoes

    
    
    
    
                The victory lasted maybe less than five minutes.

Đăm Bhi’s body twitched on the ground.

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

At first it looked like the last cruel movement of a dying thing, then from the edges of its gaping wounds, white mold as fine as silks crawled out. They wiggled like bloodworms, and immediately stitched the body of the Shoemri back together. Its flesh moved wrong, muscles vibrated as bones underneath them snapped back in place, the damages on the innards were filled up by the same mold strands. Blood flowed back inward, as if the land itself had suddenly decided it no longer accepted that red liquid.

And while the wound healed, the body changed too.

The tiger features began to recede.

The jaw lines constricted into a size that resemble human more, patches of fur rearranged themselves to the size of its face. The left corner of its lips finally covered it mouth fully after its fangs shrunk down in size. Its ears remained that of a tigers, its eyes still mismatch in sizes, the uncanny valley feeling was still present, which somehow made it worse.

Its status flickered again. Đăm Bhi level became 60.

Phong felt the cold go through him harder than any wind.

Only then did he understand how badly they had misjudged what stood in front of them.

The elves had been born with absurd levels because they were children of Horns of the Earth. The Shoemri had started out with a lower level, still higher than their best fighter, but manageable.

They had thought wrong.

If the elves started out insanely high level because Horns of the Earth was the Pillar of Life, then the Shoemri - children of the Pillar of War - would rise in battle. Phong made a hypothesis that the Shoemri inherited the White Tigress immortality, so whenever one was slain, it would simply raise again. And worse, maybe they could even evolve every time that resurrection triggered.

They were the children of a Pillar - entities of absurdity - they shouldn't think that the Đăm Bhi was easier to deal with than a full grown elf.

Đăm Bhi stood back up, and its neck made a cracking sounds as it moved its head from side to side.

Alex did not waste the second of shock she was allowed. Her constructs flashed back into being around her, spear, rapier, vajra, shields, and bows re-forming from pure will. But, she knew for certain, a second duel against the level 60 monster would certainly kill her. Still, she set her feet and prepared for it anyway, because Alexandra Vogel would stand between danger and the people she wanted to protect, no matter the odds.

Đăm Bhi looked at her.

Then smiled.

It showed no sign of interest for a rematch with Alex, at least not instantly. Its eyes reflected a flash of cruelty so intense it could have poisoned all of lake Baratok.

It blurred past Alex, aiming straight for Phong.

Alex shouted his name, but the Shoemri was simply too fast after breaking through the second threshold. It was already there even before Alex could finish calling out his name, claws forward, one hand aimed for his throat with such speed that the air itself seemed too slow to follow it.

Phong saw it coming.

He fell backward on instinct more than skill, hitting the ground hard enough to lose breath, but there was no real escape in it. A level one farmer versus a level 60 child of a Pillar wasn't a fight, wasn't even a protest. It would be a slaughter, an execution with gun.

Then red liquid sprayed everywhere.



For one horrible moment, Alex’s heart stopped.

Đăm Bhi’s body blocked most of Phong from view, and all she saw was the burst of red, too much of it, wet and sudden and impossible to read from where she stood. Her mind supplied the answer before thought could stop it: Phong got his throat pierced, and kneeled lifeless on the ground.

But, the Shoemri shrieked instead.

It wasn't triumphant, it wasn't amusement. The scream of Đăm Bhi was filled with pain and misery. The Shoemri fell backward, its back hit the ground with a loud thud.

The sound froze the whole camp.

Every one went still with the same stunned disbelief.

Because floating around Phong, between him and death, were tomatoes. Well, they looked close enough for people to still recognized them as tomatoes adjacent at least.

Small, round, plump, red enough to look almost cheerful at first glance.

And they had faces.

Faces that looked like something caught between a tiger cub and a porcupine. If someone had asked a fever dream to breed fruit and teeth together. then this was the result. Tiny fanged mouths, little ridged snouts, needle-like spines running back from their floating bodies. Bright, furious little eyes with almost a smug look in them.

They hovered in the air around him like a swarm of savage little guardians.

One had bitten into Đăm Bhi’s arm and hung there with complete conviction, tiny teeth somehow buried deep enough to make a Titan-child scream. Another spat a stream of boiling tomato juice into the Shoemri’s face.

The juice that filled their little bodies like blood was viscous, thick, and clung to skin like glue. It hit with a hiss so violent that steam burst up at once, and Đăm Bhi reeled back clawing at her own face.

More of the floating tomato-things swarmed after her.

One slammed into her cheek hard enough to burst against the skin, turning int a splash of boiling red that ate across fur and flesh. Another circled near Phong’s chest protectively, vibrating with little growls like a tiny murderous lantern.

Phong, flat on his back in the dirt, stared up at them in complete shock.

The tomatoes had mutated a defensive variant just like he had anticipated. But, they weren't simple projectiles launchers like chilies, enoki, or carrots. They weren't traps like garlic, or onion either.

They had mutated into something bizarre enough that even after everything he had seen in the dungeon, his mind needed a second to catch up.

Around him drifted a whole litter of furious, floating tiger-porcupine tomatoes.

And they were protecting him.

Đăm Bhi staggered backward, shrieking as one of the little monsters clamped onto her shoulder while another vomited another blast of molten tomato slurry across her neck. The rest of the tomatoes made tiny little angry growls while circling Phong. A few of them kept looking back at him, their face side slightly lifted upward like a bunch of tiny dogs showing off.

Alex almost dropped all her psychic constructs like how she had dropped her jaws. Not only her, but everyone else, had just slammed into a fresh wall of impossible and was too stunned to talk for a good why.

Dominic spoke first, and even then it came out weak.

“…what? The? Fuck???”

Phong sat halfway up, still staring.

One of the tomato-creatures turned in the air and looked at him with fierce little devotion, then bared its tiny teeth toward the Shoemri again as if to ask what kind of violence should they used against that tiger shaped threat.

The new plants had not merely mutated.

They had gained sentience, even more so than the moletatoes. And they were angry.



Phong did not waste time admiring the miracle.

The little monsters were adorable in the most wrong way possible, but they had just proven they could hurt a Titan’s child, and that made them a resource before it made them cute.

He pushed himself fully upright, pointed at the retreating Đăm Bhi, and gave the order fast.

“Chase it out of camp. Do not kill it.”

A few of the floating tomato-things snapped their tiny faces toward him at once. For a split second, they looked almost like they were pouting out of dissapointment.

Phong added, just in case instinct beat obedience, “Seriously. No killing.”

It wasn't him being merciful. Not even close.

Phong had no interest in sparing Đăm Bhi out of kindness after the Shoemri had just tried to put claws through his throat. But if killing it only made it come back stronger again, then that was a theory he had no desire to test with a level sixty child of a Pillar. Could he be overreacting? Maybe. Could they kill the Shoemri for good if they burnt all the mold strands before they mended the wounds? Probably.

But if he was wrong, then what came back might be a level 90 Đăm Bhi, and that would be too much for the Timatoes. Even just now, the only reason they could overwhelmed the Shoemri was due to the element of surprise.

The Timatoes respected their farmer enough to listen.

At least, Phong decided to call them Timatoes on the spot, and since they immediately responded to the name with little growls and eager spins, the matter settled itself.

“Go,” he said.

The Timatoes launched after Đăm Bhi like a flock of tiny red murder comets.

The Shoemri, still shrieking and half-blinded by boiling tomato juice, did the one thing nobody there had expected to see from a Titan-child that morning.

It ran.

Phong immediately made a mental note. An immortal being that came back stronger every time shouldn't have an escape instinct. It best interest would be to hold the ground and fight to the death. Since it was not the case with Đăm Bhi, Phong made another hypothesis.

Either the immortality of the Shoemri was conditional and it just happened to meet those during the fight against Alex, or Đăm Bhi itself didn't know it was immortal.

Understanding the camp's current biggest enemy was Phong top priority, so he observed Đăm Bhi carefully and made notes whenever he found something.

The Soerai still lingering near the forest edge tried to regroup when they saw their goddess offspring fall back, but with the Timatoes in the mix, the whole dynamic of the battlefield had changed.

The boiling tomato juice burned through the mucus coating that had made the Soerai such a nightmare. Once that slick layer failed, their skin lost its protection. Then the Timatoes’ little fangs did the rest, biting and tearing in a way far more effective than any of the camp’s earlier blunt-force defenses had managed. The Timatoes swarmed the monsters aggressively, acting like a flocks of murderous angry piranha with lava for saliva.

The Soerai's formation broke entirely.

Their next push against camp Othrus never came, as the survivors fled into the trees with their tiger-child leader and did not look back.

Only when the last of them vanished did Camp Orthrus truly understand what had just happened.

They were safe.

Actually safe.

For the first time since Bai Hu had decided to trap them, the camp had something the Soerai did not know how to answer. And at the end of the day, that one single day that Phong had bought was what saved them from Đăm Bhi, much to Alex's annoyance.




Dominic stared as three Timatoes rolled past his boots in a neat little line.

Even though he had seen them hovering in the air, they apparently preferred bouncing and rolling along the ground like tiny possessed balls.

He rubbed a hand down his face. “I don’t know how to process this sentence.”

Janet looked over. “Which one.”

“That small tomatoes with faces are now patrolling our camp.” He pointed weakly as another one bounced off a post, corrected itself, and kept going with offended dignity. “Or that they could fly, but they still chose to roll.”

That, somehow, was the part that broke him most.

A few of the Timatoes went farther, circling the perimeter with serious little snarls. The more shriveled up ones returned to the growing beds of tomato plants and did something even stranger.

They plugged themselves back into the vines.

Their little bodies nestled into the stems like fruit reattaching to a branch. Once there, the red glow under their skin pulsed more steadily, and steam started leaking from their tiny mouth.

“Are they... recharging?” Phong muttered.

Alex, standing beside him now, glanced at the vines and the fruit-creatures with narrowed eyes. “That is horrifying.”

“No comments,” Phong said.

“You made those.”

“I made those. Still had no control over their mutation though.”

The camp celebrated that night anyway.

Because whatever else the Timatoes were, they had bought the first true safety Camp Orthrus had felt since the White Tigress froze the lime-oak and caged them into a siege.

So fires were lit, food was brought out. The lizardmen relaxed enough to stop standing like statues every few seconds. Even the Tortura came down from the trees in turns to eat something warm and admit, very quietly, that maybe the floating tomato abominations were acceptable neighbors.

Séline and Camille took charge of one part of the meal and turned the moletatoes into a French potato dish that somehow made everyone shut up for the first few bites.

Rico, if he had been there, would have cried tears of joy.

The Timatoes had discovered mirrors and took growling at their own reflection. Janet looked in awe at the tiny little monsters apparently trying to show themselves who was the bigger threat. The fact that they seemed to recognize it was their own reflection in the mirror but chose violence anyway fascinated her, as their thought process was unlike anything she had seen before.

Dominic groaned:

“Selena would go crazy over the little menaces.”

Phong and Alex spent part of the night checking each other over for wounds.

That should have been practical.

For the record, it was.

It was also sweet enough that everyone else present wanted to throw something at them.

Alex inspected the scratch on her neck while Phong checked bruising on her arms and shoulders from the duel and the aftermath. He made her hold still twice. She told him to stop fussing three times, and he ignored all of them. Then she caught a cut near his wrist and cleaned it with the same focused gentleness that made Dominic mutter, “I’m going to get diabetes at this rate.”

Janet nodded in full agreement.

Séline and Camille booed from over the camp fire:

“How do you say that in English? Get a room.”

Dominic sat nearby with food in hand and let out a heavy sigh.

“We really didn’t do much in that last conflict.”

It was clear that he was frustrated.

A team like theirs was built to matter, and there was nothing more annoying than helplessly watching impossible things happen around you, unable to change the outcome even for a bit.

Séline glanced at him.

Camille did too.

Then, together, with just enough smug grace to make it stung a little bit less, they said what needed saying.

“You helped in another conflict,” Séline said.

“One with a different battlefield,” Camille added.

Dominic frowned. “What conflict.”

The two women exchanged a look.

Then Séline answered, “The one involving less immortal tiger humanoids.”

“And more,” Camille said, perfectly straight-faced, “two very stubborn young people.”

Janet’s mouth twitched first.

Then Dominic groaned so loudly that even one of the Timatoes rolling patrol paused to look at him in judgment.

“Oh no,” he said. “Being couple therapy was not on my bucket list.”

“That is because you lacked imagination,” Séline replied.

Camille nodded. “And foresight.”

Phong, overhearing just enough, covered part of his face while Alex tried and failed not to smile.

The camp laughed after that.

Things were still a mess, the lime-oak and the lake surface were still frozen, and cowering inside the patrol perimeter of the Timatoes was still necessary for surviving the Soerai. But at least they were alive.

And for that one night, under the half-frozen lime-oak, with Timatoes rolling guard like absurd little sentries and the first taste of actual security settling over Camp Orthrus, being alive was enough.

            

    
        Chapter 99: A Christmas over video call

    
    
    
    
                Elsewhere, while Camp Orthrus finally had one quiet night to breathe, the fight on Floor 1 and on the surface never truly stopped.

Selena kept working herself ragged.

Once Alexandra Vogel’s report about the level 61 Black Ant Queen hit the Diver Association forum, Selena moved fast and pushed a focused mapping proposal around the Black Ant Colony. She framed it as the obvious next step: A high level boss inside a rapidly expanding monster nest was the sort of thing no sane planner could ignore. Compared to that, any push toward the meadow between Lake Baratok and Death Peak suddenly looked reckless, selfish, and badly timed.

Emma moved on another front.

The Tannenbaum network spread wide and moved with all the polished force that old money had when it wanted something done quietly but effectively. Calls were made., favors were used, and friendly dinners turned into talks about risk management and control over narratives. By the end of it, roughly half of the elites who had been willing to tolerate Josh’s expedition stepped back from funding it.

Not because they suddenly grew morals, but because risk had become more expensive than Josh’s pride.

Emma made sure the public side hurt too.

On camera, in interviews, and through carefully placed comments, she attacked Josh’s brand of “personal heroism” with the clean cruelty only a fellow public figure could manage. She said Joshua Harlan was trying to chase personal glory while ignoring the safety of everyone around him.

Then she showed proof.

Logs of him pushing Selena to force map teams toward the ruin town between Lake Baratok and Death Peak. Requests that kept leaning toward the same zone even when more sensible alternatives existed. Emma pointed out that Josh could have waited for proper scouting results. He could have directed early efforts toward the meadow between the Greencap cavalry territory and the Black Ants, but he instead requested for the ruin between mountain and lake. He could have chosen patience, but he did not.

Quietly, through her influence, Emma sowed another seed in the divers forum: that it was no longer worth it to join Josh's expedition, that it was no longer safe to push against level 35 trolls after Josh lost his funding. She knew, for certain, that speeches about grand yet abstract things like morals couldn't persuade the average Joes. She knew what they were thinking when they joined the war. They thought they could be media heroes, that they could gain enough fame and monetary benefits if even one moment of their fight went viral. They thought about brand deals, about being famous, about life changing opportunity, about an entrance to the world of the elites.

So she gave them a knock on the head and busted their bubbles.

When the expedition toward Death Peak no longer felt like easy money, people withdrew by the dozens every minute.

Emma also made another move, one so sharp it made even people on her side blink.

She praised Olen. She didn't give him a general, business-graded glaze people of the 1% usually did when networking, but a detail one. She praised Olen craftiness for taming the trolls, and him being the sensible guys by arriving just in time to reinforce the battle field. Without saying it outright, Emma had implied that Olen had saved a lot of divers from losing their lives over Josh's recklessness, and was the better between the two.

It was calculated.

If Josh’s public story was “heroic young leader outside, reckless egoistical brat inside,” then Olen’s emerging story became “clever specialist with actual results.” Emma knew exactly what kind of crack to put between the two heirs with ego too big for their heads.

But Josh being Josh meaning he would not stay on the defensive forever.

Since the media and the elites had grown tired of him rambling about Camp Stymphalian and its secret plants, he shifted the angle again. He told reporters and sponsors that priority should be given to hunting down the weird treant-like thing caught on camera during the battle near Death Peak.

He didn't push for camp Stymphalian or Phong openly, but he knew that the projectiles Rico had used that night belonged to Phong's mutated plants.

His new angle was close enough to the truth to be useful, but far and noble enough from his earlier claims to avoid sounding like a broken record.

The footage of Fortress Form helped him there. Rico’s artillery silhouette had been bizarre enough to stick in people’s heads. Josh leaned on that hard, talking about dangerous unknown monster variants and the need to stop strange new entities before they spread.

It was still him trying to pull the trail back toward Phong’s world without saying Phong’s name.

The media war raged on across the internet for days.

Then, on the twentieth of December, the Minister of Defense made a formal statement. The speech was polished, calm, and patriotic in that expensive, careful way politicians liked when they wanted to sound like they had given the matter serious thought while having no answer to the problem.

He praised both Josh and Emma as “the future of America.”

That sentence alone made everyone in both camps choke on their coffee.

Then, he announced the practical line.

To avoid turning Floor 1 into a quagmire, further espionage and intelligence gathering should be directed toward the Killer Rabbits and the Black Ants. The rising powers that were rabbit cavalries and level 40+ giant ants was where official attention would go next.

And just like that, the world’s gaze temporarily slid a little farther away from Camp Stymphalian. It wouldn't be forever, but long enough to buy them at least a year or two, since the public's attention would be shifted full force toward the divers' league sometimes after New Year Eve.

For now, that had to be enough.



After Đăm Bhi’s defeat, the Soerai did not advance on Camp Orthrus again.

That should have felt reassuring.

It did not.

Because Bai Hu clearly had more than one kind of faithful.

The next attacks came from the forest in different shapes: Leopards whose bodies blurred into layered illusions until one beast looked like five, jaguars streaked with pale gold magic that flared from their jaws and claws like weaponized sunlight. Mountain lions whose hides shimmered and shifted against the background until they vanished almost completely, blending into stone and brush like living chameleons. They surrounded the camp on all fronts, trying to reach the heart of camp Othrus.

It would have been a nightmare for team Nemean to deal with a diverse roster of feline monsters like that.

If not for the Timatoes.

The little monsters threw themselves at every new feline threat with joyful violence. Illusions confused humans, true. Somehow they did not confuse floating tomato abominations with tiger faces and boiling juice. The jaguars’ light magic lit up the clearing, only to get answered by a swarm of red bodies biting through legs and eyes. The invisible mountain lions lasted longer, but not by much. Once one moved close enough, the Timatoes somehow noticed. Smelled it, maybe. Felt it, more than likely. Phong didn't know if their senses even worked like normal life forms, but their tiny bodies would vibrate with intense joy whenever a monster came close. Then the whole swarm would pivot in the exact same direction and descend like tiny meteors filled with boiling tomato juice and even more condensed anger.

Phong watched them work and slowly realized they had a problem.

The Timatoes were too strong-willed. They had much personality, too much ego packed into their tiny red bodies.

They obeyed him because he was the farmer who planted them. That much was clear. When he pointed, they moved. When he warned, they listened. When he told them not to kill, they sulked but obeyed. When he told them to stop chasing the monsters deeper into the wood, they protested angrily with their growls but still rolled back to camp.

The moletatoes, though, had no such authority over them.

And that was a matter that needed to be addressed.

Because the moletato network was the backbone of every clean defense Phong had ever built. It was the intel networks, it separated allies from foes, it kept his plants from tearing each other apart and trap lines from turning into a disaster. But the Timatoes treated the moletatoes less like siblings in a system and more like annoying cousins.

They would not cooperate cleanly not because they couldn't, but simply because they didn't want to.

More than once, Phong caught a moletato trying to guide a Timato toward a useful lane, only for the little creature to puff up its spines, make an offended chitter, and go racing off in a more dramatic direction instead. At least, the Timatoes had enough self-control to not biting other kins on sight, but that didn't mean they were easy to co-exist with. They would bump themselves on the moletatoes from time to time just because they could.

The Timatoes rampaged across Bai Hu’s feline attacks like a twisted, dungeon version of the Pied Piper rats. They were useful, they were tiny angry little menace, they were glorious, and at the same time completely insufferable.




By the twenty-fourth, the two camps still had not been reunited.

So they held Christmas over video call.

Camp Orthrus gathered around one side of the screen, camp Stymphalian crowded the other, Selena and Vanessa joined from their apartment. The signal crackled once or twice through the line, but the image held well enough to make the distance feel worse and better at the same time.

Phong had cooked everyone at camp Othrus a meal like it was the most obvious and natural things.

Even trapped on Floor 2, with resources thin and pressure constant, he still found the fish he had traded from the lizardmen and turned it into cá kho tộ, Vietnamese braised fish in a clay pot. The rich dark sauce clung to the flesh, glossy and fragrant, the smell carrying warm and sweet and savory through Camp Orthrus until even the lizardmen nearby looked approving.

On the other screen, chaos had apparently won.

Jake and Jack were each drinking Pepsi with deep, deliberate satisfaction, and both of them were doing it in a way that made it obvious they were trying to annoy Dominic from several miles and one dungeon floor away.

Dominic saw it immediately and pointed at the screen. “You two are children.”

Jake raised his can in salute. Jack took another can from Dominic's reserves at camp just to make it worse.

Emma, seated in Camp Stymphalian with the calm expression of someone about to commit public violence, decided to reveal the truth.

“Since none of you are here,” she said, “I should report that almost no one in this camp knows how to cook a proper meal.”

That caused instant outrage from several directions.

Emma continued over it effortlessly.

“We’ve basically been surviving by digging through Phong’s frozen meal stockpile like scavengers.”

Phong closed his eyes for a second. “I knew it.”

On screen, Joanne was indeed attempting something so cursed that even through the video quality it looked wrong.

She had rice, she had hot water. And somehow, in a crime against several civilizations, she was trying to brew the rice like coffee.

Long would have had a stroke.

“What are you doing,” Phong asked, voice full of personal pain.

Joanne looked up, offended by the lack of support. “Improvising.”

“That’s not improvising. That’s blasphemy.”

“I tried using the pot. It came out inedible.”

Emma shrugged, giving Phong a jab to the stomach as deliberately as she had given her fellow campers just now:

“The raccoon knows how to use a burner and fry his own fries is an interesting sight as well. I suppose it's another one of your irresponsible child raising strategy perhaps?”

Phong groaned and staggered a few steps back from that. He could already heard a certain raccoon loudly protest from the background about him not being a child.

Speaking of Rico, the raccoon had started his own scene in the background. The raccoon stood on a chair and gestured like a wronged union leader. “Camp morale under assault!”

One look and Phong knew, Rico had gone through his stash of instant coffee. All of it.

“You mean your morale? You drank my coffee. Those are from Uncle Long's,” He said.

“Emergency happened!”

“Right. The emergency is you?”

“I'm important.”

Nyx appeared next, sitting in front of the screen with full feline dignity and an expression that somehow communicated disappointment across digital transmission.

“We require proper feeding,” she said.

Bruno crowded in beside her at once. “Yes. Return immediately.”

Phong stared at them. “You’re both alive.”

“That is not the standard,” Nyx replied.

Alex let out a laugh beside him before she could stop it.

Then Little Fireball climbed up out of his hood.

She hopped onto the table, strutted across with the absolute confidence of a bird who knew she was important, pecked a piece loose from one of the braised fish fillets, and looked toward the screen with pure smugness.

It was unmistakable: she was showing off.

Rico gasped like he had been betrayed while Bruno barked in outrage. Nyx, whose favorite food was and always had been fish, narrowed her eyes in offended silence.

On both sides of the call, people started laughing. Real laughter too.

It was the kind of laughter that came when things were bad enough and absurd enough that the only honest response left was to laugh anyway. Because the truth was, their situation had not been fixed.

They were still separated by two floors. Camp Orthrus lacked resources, manpower, and easy reinforcement, while camp Stymphalian had safety, food stocks, and not nearly enough people who knew what to do with a kitchen.

Still, for one Christmas call, they were together enough.

Phong looked from the screen to the people around him, to Alex beside him, to the clay pot of fish, to the frozen distance and the camps held together by too much stubbornness and too many ridiculous people.

Then he smiled, tiredly, but genuinely.

And for a little while, the war waited outside the circle of light.

            

    
        Chapter 100: Audacity of a floor boss

    
    
    
    
                At their lodge that night, after the Christmas call ended and the camp quieted down again, Phong sat beside Alex and let the silence settle first.

Little Fireball had claimed the phone.

Or rather, she had claimed the right to be angry at the phone.

The chick stood in front of the screen, pecking at it every few seconds with growing outrage because the signal on Floor 2 was too weak to load her K-drama properly. Every few moments the screen froze, dropped quality, or sank into the cursed blur of automatic 144p. Little Fireball chirped like she had been personally insulted by technology.

Phong watched her for a second, then looked back at Alex.

“We missed it again,” he said quietly.

Alex turned her head. “Missed what.”

“Our engagement ceremony.”

The words hung there between them.

New Year’s Eve had come and gone in pieces already, at least in planning, in hope, in all the little promises that kept getting shoved aside by floors, wars, and floor bosses who enjoyed being cruel for sport.

Alex looked away first.

“I know.”

Phong rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I’m sorry.”

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “I’m still mad at you.”

He nodded once. “Fair.”

Alex drew one knee up and rested an arm over it. The firelight in the lodge made her look softer than she probably wanted right now, but there was still enough of that steel in her voice to keep the truth sharp.

“You jump too fast when fear gets involved,” she said. “You decide first, then carry the consequences after, and you act like it’s your job to absorb all of it before anyone else can.”

Phong did not argue, because that was not the kind of thing one argued against when it was true. It was always there in him since the incident with his aunt and uncle. It happened at the decoy camp that later became camp Harpy, it happened when Em came to camp Stymphalian for the first time, then again during their trip to Lyon. He would paint a big, red target on himself if it meant people he cared about were safe.

Alex let out a breath and looked down at her hands.

“Still,” she said, quieter now, “I also know you’ve always given me space. You’ve always yielded ground to me, been patient with me.” She glanced up at him again. “So I overreacted too. I was taking that for granted and didn't know how to react when you held the ground. I shouldn't have acted like that.”

Phong’s mouth twitched. “You did threaten me with your face.”

Alex almost smiled. “It was an effective face.”

“It was deeply unfair.”

“That sounds like surrender.”

“It was.”

And with that, the last hard edge of the fight finally loosened.

They made peace the way they usually did. Not through big declarations, but by choosing to meet each other halfway once both had burned through the pride and fear enough to see clearly again.

Little Fireball, meanwhile, chirped with full heartbreak because the screen had buffered again. She stomped one foot on the table, and her whole body puffed up like a small red pompom.

Alex reached over, took the phone back before the chick pecked it into the next century, and set it face down.

“No K-drama tonight,” she said.

Little Fireball made a small, outraged sound and turned her back on both of them like a betrayed noblewoman.

Phong laughed under his breath.

Since Alex was still sulking a little, and because both of them were more tired than either wanted to admit, they did not make love that night. Instead, Alex lay beside him and asked, “What were you going to do after college?”

Phong blinked. “What?”

“If none of this happened.” She gestured vaguely, meaning the dungeon, the camp, the monsters, all of it. “What was the plan?”

He thought about it for a moment.

Then answered honestly.

“Real estate, probably.” He looked up at the lodge ceiling as he spoke. “Be a white collar employee for a few years. Learn actual business while selling my youth to the corpo. Save some money.” His mouth softened just a little. “Then eventually take over my uncle and aunt’s restaurant once I know enough not to ruin it.”

Alex smiled at that.

“That explains why you’re such a good cook.”

Phong turned to look at her. “I’m hearing a compliment.”

“It is.” She leaned back a little more into the blanket. “Though your recipes can be overwhelming sometimes.”

“That sounds less like a compliment.”

“It’s both.”

Phong studied her face for a second, then returned the question.

“What about you?”

Alex was quiet for less time than he expected.

“I was going to be a doctor.”

The answer made sense considering her choice of college, then the rest of it followed in her voice, and the softness left.

“At least, I was. Before the hospital bent the knee to Josh’s father.”

Phong’s expression shifted.

Alex looked at the ceiling too now, but her eyes had gone farther than that.

“In a way,” she said, “I’m grateful to the dungeon.”

That made him raise a brow.

Alex huffed softly. “I know how that sounds.”

“No. I get it.”

She nodded once.

“If the dungeon hadn’t happened, I would’ve learned what that industry really looked like much later.” Her tone sharpened just a little. “A few years into the career, maybe. Deep enough that leaving would feel like cutting out part of my own spine.” She looked back at him. “And I would have hated it.”

Phong did not interrupt, as he understood that kind of betrayal too well. He had wanted to do business too, until he learnt what Josh's father could do.

Alex’s voice softened again after a second.

“Besides,” she said, “being a diver led me to you.”

That sat warm in his chest.

Phong smiled.

“We would’ve met eventually.”

Alex gave him a look that asked how he could possibly know that.

He shrugged.

“Maybe just as strangers.”

“That sounds romantic.”

“Maybe not at first.” His smile turned crooked. “Maybe I’d just be some capitalist slave in that timeline who had to visit your clinic every day because of stress-related health issues.”

Alex laughed, low and real.

“That part I believe.”

“You’d tell me to sleep more.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“You’d still tell me.”

“I’d be right.”

“That part is annoying.”

“Truth usually is.”

Before he could answer, Little Fireball let out a furious chirp from the foot of the bed.

The chick had somehow pecked the phone awake again, and now the screen showed exactly what had broken her spirit before: the spinning circle, the stuttered frame, and the ancient curse of automatic 144p.

Little Fireball chirped louder, offended beyond language.

Phong laughed despite everything.

Despite being trapped on Floor 2 of a worldwide dungeon.

Despite frozen lakes, floor bosses, wars, and all the ways the world kept trying to make their lives impossible.

He laughed anyway.

And beside him, Alex smiled and leaned into his side while the chick waged her personal war against bad signal in the dark.



Camp Orthrus had been quiet for three days.

That alone felt wrong.

The feline attacks did not stop at once, but they slowed. Then slowed even more. In the end, they thinned into scattered tests rather than true assaults. A leopard illusion here, a mountain lion trying the outer line there. But nothing like the first wave after they defeated Đăm Bhi.

The Timatoes handled all of it with ugly delight.

After a while, the pressure around camp eased enough that Phong noticed something else: the dill and the basil had stopped mutating completely. They were still growing well in the dungeon soil, still healthy, still vigorous, but whatever pressure had started twisting them before was gone now. Or at least... diffused.

The Timatoes had changed the balance. Their violence, their patrols, their refusal to let anything come close without paying in blood and boiling juice, all of it had pushed back the outside stress hard enough that the new plants no longer had reason to change.

That was useful, and also deeply annoying.

Because it meant the floating tiger tomatoes were now both the strongest shield Camp Orthrus had and a fresh problem Phong would eventually need to solve.

He was still thinking about that when camp woke to visitors. Three of them to be precise, and each had the power to shake the entire dungeon with every step.

Phong stepped out and froze so hard that Alex, just behind him, nearly walked into his back.

Under the frozen lime-oak sat the White Tigress.

This time she wore Phong’s aunt’s face.

Not perfectly, not enough to fool him for one second, but Phong doubted the Tigress even care if her mimicry was perfect or not. She had kept the white hair, the tiger ears, the tail, the armor, all of it, as if she wanted to make extra sure he knew exactly who had chosen this shape and exactly how cruel that choice was.

Behind her stood two more figures.

The first was a boy.

Young, fourteen maybe, sixteen at most. He was chubby in the way of someone not yet grown into himself. His hair was moss green and tied into thick dreadlocks that hung loose around his head and shoulders. He looked past everyone in camp and stared straight at the Timatoes with bright, hungry curiosity.

That got Phong’s attention fast.

Because the Timatoes, who had shown fear of nothing since they came into this world, were reacting very differently than usual.

They hovered low and tense around the edge of camp, spines up, little faces tight with a kind of wary fear Phong had never seen in them before. For the first time since they came into being, the Timatoes didn't attack on sight, didn't try to bite strangers, and didn't vibrate with condensed aggression.

The third figure looked almost ordinary by comparison.

He wore a business suit so clean and crisp it felt unreal in the middle of Floor 2. He had thick blond sideburns that made him instantly recognizable even before he smiled and pushed his sunglasses up with two fingers.

Phong’s stomach dropped.

The man smiled wider.

“Nice to meet ya,” he said. “I’m Mister Zero. The one who created the diver app and the Divers Association.”

No one in camp moved, no one breathed normally either.

Then Mister Zero added, in the same easy tone,

“But down here, I believe the term Pillar is more fitting for me.”

That broke the silence in the worst possible way.

Because now everyone understood that three Pillars were standing in Camp Orthrus like they had walked into a family visit.

Phong recovered first.

Maybe because fear had burned down to practicality long ago, given how many absurd things he had met since planting those potatoes in the dungeon. Maybe because if he stopped to properly process what was happening, he would never have the gut to speak again.

He stepped forward and looked at the White Tigress.

“What do you want?”

The others were still too shocked to do more than stare.

The tigress, wearing his aunt’s face with shameless ease, smiled like this was all perfectly normal.

“New Year’s Eve,” she said, “is a time for family. Reunion. Reconciliation. Harmony. That sort of stuffs. I'm not too used to human culture.”

Phong eyed her with his best poker face. His expression unchanged despite standing in front of three god-like beings, and that made her smile a little more.

“So I decided to use this chance to bring two of my brothers to Camp Orthrus and speak of a ceasefire.”

The sheer audacity of that made Alex’s hand twitch toward her side.

Phong spoke before anyone else could.

“You only did this because humans decided to stop pushing toward Death Peak.”

The White Tigress did not even try to deny it.

“Yes,” she said at once.

Like that answer cost her nothing.

Like the truth itself amused her.

And somehow that was worse than if she had lied.

            

    
        Chapter 101: Talking peace with a megalomaniac

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not make any rash move.

That alone impressed the White Tigress more than she showed.

He hated her wearing his aunt’s face with every part of him that still knew what ordinary anger felt like. He hated the white hair draped over familiar features, the tiger ears twitching above a face that had once meant kitchen light, family noise, and ordinary love. That much was true.

But hatred was not strategy.

And Phong had learned too much by now to throw away leverage just because something hurt.

So he stayed still, counting his cards, then he counted theirs. He was preparing to negotiate with 3 Pillars of the dungeon.

The White Tigress watched him with that cold, pleased interest of someone observing a test subject exceed expectations.

“You held the camp together,” she said. “Despite the lockdown, the lack of manpower, and poor resources. That's quite impressive.”

Her eyes shifted to Alex.

“And she defeated my level forty-seven child at level thirty-five.”

Alex didn't answer, and she did need to.

The tigress continued anyway, amused enough to be honest.

“Level thirty-six now, yes? Nearly enough experience to climb again.”

Dominic glance at Alex, finally putting the pieces together. Alex only lowered her guard after the duel because she had gained a level, and those EXP she had gained was to her the proof of Đăm Bhi's death. She did not expect a monster who had already fallen would come back to life stronger than before.

Phong noticed something else.

The White Tigress had not mentioned the Soerai, which fit the other oddity too: killing them had yielded no EXP.

He filed that away instantly.

Then the floor boss laid out her offer.

“So, I offer a ceasefire.”

The word rang through Camp Orthrus with more weight than it should have.

The Tigress leaned back under the frozen lime-oak as if she had all the time in the world.

“The feline monsters under my hand will no longer attack Camp Orthrus until further notice. I will lift the locks I placed here myself.”

She raised one claw slightly and ticked them off like simple favors.

“The lime-oak clone will thaw.”

“The lake will open again.”

The camp went quiet.

They knew this was an offer they would want to take even if they themselves hated how close it was to pity.

The team knew that if she wanted, the White Tigress could keep them locked here effectively forever. It wouldn't cost her much, if at all, depending on how she viewed the feline monsters and the Soerai. And then there were the Shoemri. No one at camp was foolish enough to assume that Đăm Bhi was the only one of its kind. If the White Tigress sent three to four more high level Shoemri, they would be dead. No amount of Timatoes could fend off from that kind of pressure, and no plants could mutate quickly enough.

Phong groaned.

The offer wasn't bad, but it was too clean... too convenient in a way that itch a certain part of his brain. Then, one thought hit him.

He looked at the Tigress and asked, “Wouldn’t forcing all that feline pressure around Lake Baratok while freezing the lake over destabilize the ecosystem?”

That was not the question she expected.

For the first time since arriving, the White Tigress went still not on her own account, but because of something Phong said. It was short. Merely a fraction of a moment before the floor boss put the mask of confidence and composure back on. But it was enough for Phong to notice.

Dominic saw it too, judging by the tiny shift in his eyes.

Phong pressed immediately.

“You weren’t just trapping us,” he said. “You were putting pressure on the whole lake system.”

His voice stayed flat without too much emotion injected into it, as if he was merely stating the obvious.

“And that means you were crossing your elder.”

That landed squarely enough that the Horns of the Earth had lifted his face up from his nap to observe.

Because the Sky Emperor, for all his distance, cared about balance in ways the other Pillars did not, or at least claimed to. Nevertheless, his authority was not something to be challenged lightly. Even Bai Hu, war-mad and petty as she was, had gone out of her way before to pretend she stayed inside his lines.

Now, Phong had named the line she might have crossed.

The White Tigress froze for one visible heartbeat.

Then she played another one of her card.

The chubby boy stepped forward.

At once, the air around camp changed due to his presence alone.

The green-haired boy looked at Phong with open displeasure. None of the childish softness in him hid the scale beneath it. It was the same way the calf had felt before: immeasurable compacted into a smaller form factor. No matter which form he took, he was still Horns of the Earth.

His voice, when he spoke, was younger than the bull’s true presence had any right to sound. Yet, that voice was still heavy and booming enough to demand courtesy. Each words dropped like a singularity, like it could bend the mood in camp around itself.

“I do not like that you used my children again as hostages.”

The Timatoes flinched harder at that, some of them even reattached themselves to the tree just to hide from the anger of a Pillar. Even the lizardmen nearby lowered their heads instinctively.

Phong had expected this.

Not the exact scenario where White Tigress brought Horns of the Earth directly to camp and confront him, but he expected the angle the bull would take.

Since the day he planted the elf seeds to chase the Soerai away, he knew one day he would have to face the anger of the Pillar of Life. So, he answered with the bull’s own words.

“You said those seeds were no longer your children.”

The boy’s eyes narrowed.

Phong did not stop.

“You said if they were grown by me, nursed by my plants, then they were no longer yours.” He met the young form’s gaze directly. “You placed restrictions on them yourself, effectively disowned them.”

The memory of that day sat sharp and clear in his voice now.

“So what stand do you have here. I didn’t harm the elves. I didn’t even touch them.” His jaw tightened slightly. “All I did was use their scent. And don't take me for a fool just because I'm vastly dwarfed by your power. Those leopards, lions and jaguars would not dare to attack camp if they weren't told that the elves here had nothing to do with you.”

Silence followed.

The White Tigress stayed silent.

Mister Zero pushed his sunglasses up again, smiling faintly like this had become much more entertaining.

Little Yama stared at Phong, clearly annoyed.

Because the human farmer had done the rude thing of remembering exactly what a Titan said, then used his own laziness against him without softening the edges.

Camp Orthrus held its breath.

They knew Phong's gamble. He had placed a bet with his and everyone life on the chance that Horns of the Earth, being the Pillar of Life, would not take someone's life just because they annoyed him with truth.

Mr. Zero chuckled in a way that made Phong dislike him immediately.

“The boy has fangs, dear sister,” he said, glancing toward the White Tigress with a smile too easy to trust. “And he did a damn good job at hiding them until someone came for his people.”

Phong felt his shoulders tighten.

He did not like how quickly Mr. Zero saw through him.

The man gave off the same dangerous feeling Em did. Maybe not in shape, not in tone, but in the way he seemed to understand human nature too thoroughly. The difference was that where Em felt chaotic and hungry for conflict, Mr. Zero felt cleaner. He moved like someone with clear purposes, like someone who understood the rules of the systems too thoroughly, that bending those rules for convenience's sake became his second nature.

That made him better in some way, and worse in other.

It made him looked like Josh's father.

Mr. Zero adjusted his sunglasses again and looked between Phong and the White Tigress like a man casually refereeing a dispute over lunch rather than a standoff between a trapped camp and multiple Pillars.

“So,” he said, smooth as polished steel, “why don’t we meet in the middle.”

Nobody interrupted him.

Phong did not trust the phrase at all.

Mr. Zero kept smiling.

“The farmer does not report this little incident to the elder.” He tipped his head slightly toward Bai Hu. “And dear sister promises not to pick on Camp Orthrus again.”

The White Tigress’s expression did not change much, but Phong caught the faint twitch in her tail. She did not love being summarized into “picking on them.” That pleased him more than it should have.

Still, he did not answer right away.

He looked at the frozen lime-oak.

At the lake beyond.

At the chubby form of Horns of the Earth still standing there with visible annoyance. At Bai Hu in his aunt’s face. At Mr. Zero, smiling like he expected the conversation to end exactly where he wanted it to.

At the people around him.

Then, Phong escalated.

“I’ll fix the land,” he said.

That drew every eye back to him.

The White Tigress narrowed hers slightly. “And?”

Phong met her gaze.

“I require something from you too.”

That made Mr. Zero’s smile widen. Phong couldn't tell if the floor boss wearing the persona of a businessman / coding genius was surprised or amused by his answer. Nevertheless, Phong gathered all the social battery an introvert like him could ever mustered in a week under normal circumstances and held his ground against the gazes of three god-like beings.

The White Tigress leaned back by the frozen trunk and asked, with open curiosity now,

“What do you want?”

Phong did not hesitate.

“Information,” he said. “And maybe some boons.”

            

    
        Chapter 102: The farmer's bargain

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not waste the opening.

The moment the White Tigress agreed to hear his price, he asked the question he had been carrying ever since Josh first broke the rules of what a diver should have been able to do.

“What unlocks multiclassing,” Phong said, “and how did Em give Josh something like that?”

That got one small reaction from the floor bosses.

The White Tigress looked mildly annoyed that the question was practical instead of something grand, something vengeful. Mr. Zero, on the other hand, looked delighted. Horns of the Earth only watched with the same heavy stillness as before, showing his disinterest toward human bullshits.

The tigress answered.

“System Blessed beings like humans awaken multiclassing naturally at level ninety.”

The word ninety landed like a one-two combo at everyone in camp Orthrus.

She went on, voice calm, as if she were discussing weather and not a privilege that no soul in the entire world had even come close to reaching it.

“When they reach that threshold, their stats surge again.”

Phong’s face stayed still, but Alex saw his focus sharpen. Dominic did too. Janet and the French girls recognized a few moments later.

The White Tigress let the next part drop with obvious satisfaction.

“Em was grounded by the eldest for handing a level ninety privilege to a level thirty-four child.”

That told them enough.

Josh’s second class had not come from his own growth.

It had been a Pillar’s cheat, a broken fast-forward, a privilege wrongly given to a bastard just so he could keep up with Phong's absurdities. Yet, even with a level ninety feature, Josh was nearly killed by his garden, which felt like a pat on the head for Phong. At the same time, he realized why Em had given out those boons to Josh and Olen.

Despite the restrictions of being immobile and secrecy, Phong was too far ahead of his enemies that it would not have been a fight if they ever ended up in the wrong place of the dungeon.

Bai Hu continued.

“He will not unlock a third class at level ninety,” she said. “Not from that gift. His stats will still erupt normally after a molt, but he gained no class increase from Em’s stolen privilege. Only the stats.”

Now Alex and Dominic really understood: Phong was already looking past the present. He had moved from White Tigress and what she had done to him and camp Orthrus, and looked toward March, toward the diver league, and to the point where Josh would once again stand across from them. Only this time it would be under lights, cameras and national attention.

If that was the battlefield coming, then Phong was already asking how to level it.

Phong found the White Tigress' word choice to be deeply concerning.

She had used "molt" to refer to how class evolved every 30 levels. She made it sound like divers were crabs or lobsters. Phong knew there was this joke about things keep evolving into crabs in biology, but he doubted that was what the White Tigress meant with her use of that word.

He stopped himself from overthinking a single word use, and did not say any of that out loud.

Phong simply turned and opened the group channel.

“Everyone at Camp Stymphalian,” he said. “Take the lime-oak network. Come to Camp Orthrus.”

He received a lot of confused replies.

Then the network activated, as per what the White Tigress had said. At least, the floor boss was honorable and kept her promise.

Within minutes, Jake, Jack, Joanne, Alexei, and Emma arrived through the lime-oak route and stepped into the clearing of Camp Orthrus just in time to see the impossible.

Emma stopped dead first.

Her eyes moved from the White Tigress in half-human war regalia, to the green-haired boy who could only be Horns of the Earth, and then to the man in the business suit with the familiar blond sideburns.

Recognition hit like a physical blow.

“No way.”

Mr. Zero smiled at her and gave the smallest, most insulting little wave.

Emma stared.

Then the realization landed fully.

The genius behind the Diver Association, the creator of the diver app, the man who had shaped so much of modern diver infrastructure, from the generators to the signal amplifier. Him being a Pillar explained all of those cutting edge technologies that were years ahead of everyone else. He was godlike thing wearing a businessman’s smile.

Emma looked deeply concerned. She was a Tannenbaum, one of the 1%, and was so used to being in control. So the thought of having her strings pulled from the shadow by a being beyond human comprehension tasted like bile for her.

Phong, meanwhile, explained the deal.

Quickly, clearly, without any flairs or drama. What Bai Hu wanted, what he asked in return. He told them of the ceasefire, the intel he gained about Josh, and the boons they would receive.

By the time he finished, the people of Camp Stymphalian were once again wearing the same expression they always wore when Phong managed to twist reality into a shape nobody sane would have predicted: shock, exhaustion, and that very specific flavor of acceptance that came from already knowing he would somehow top this later.

Jake looked around and muttered, “Every time I think I’m used to his bullshit.”

“He level up his game,” Joanne said.

“Violently,” Jack added.

Emma was still staring at Mr. Zero with open disbelief. “You people just live like this?”

“We don’t enjoy it,” Dominic said.

“That is not what your history suggests.”

The White Tigress, having apparently decided the human awe had lasted long enough, stood and stepped forward.

“Enough.”

That silenced the camp at once.

Her gaze moved over them as she handed out her first boon to everyone but Alex. A system prompt rippled through the air like a blade sliding free.

Blessing of the War Aspect:




	You receive 1 extra random stat every time you gain a level. Immediately after receiving this feature, gain stats as if you've leveled up once






An extra stat per level permanently.

And a ghost level.

Though their actual levels did not change, they gained the stats as if they had just leveled once. For level thirty and above, that meant a clean +1 across all six core stats.

The difference was immediate enough that even the people receiving it had to pause.

Jake blinked and flexed one hand, Jack rolled one shoulder and made a fist several times. Joanne’s eyes widened as she felt the shift settle into her body and mind. Even Emma, who had spent enough time around power to stop acting impressed by most things, looked rattled by how simple and brutal the blessing was. It was a blessing that came with a snowball effect. The disparity of stats between them and other divers would grow proportionally the longer they survived, the further down they dived, the more level they gained.

Phong let out a slow breath.

Of course the Pillar of War gave permanent stat acceleration.

Of course she would want to manipulate them into the thrill of leveling up, diving deeper, surviving longer, killing more.

He then looked toward his garden, at the Timatoes who had started rolling out of their hiding spots and started patrolling again. He eyed their tiger-like face, and wondered if they were the boon he received from the Tigress. Not voluntarily from her of course, but now that Phong gave it some thought, the only two of his plants that showed signs of sentience were the Moletatoes and the Timatoes.

The Moletatoes were the result of his only quest, likely given out by the Sky Emperor.

The Timatoes mutated due to being exposed to the Shoemri and the White Tigress herself.

So maybe, mutation of sentience were given by a floor boss.

Phong then remember the Lime-Oak who had showed just as much awareness as the Moletatoes, yet had mutated before meeting a floor boss, and he scrapped the hypothesis for now.

While he was deep in his own thought, Bai Hu looked to Alex. Her expression changed just enough to make everyone understand this part would be different.

“You defeated Đăm Bhi,” she said.

Alex already looked suspicious.

The White Tigress continued.

“So your boon is not the same.”

The system struck again.

Squire of the Bai Hu

Alex closed her eyes for one second as the status settled.

The cost hit her first: Her EXP requirement to level up had permanently doubled.

Alex groaned immediately.

“Oh, come on.”

But the rest of the boon followed, and Alex went from being annoyed to shocked. A new skill entered her status menu.

Bai Hu's storm: A one-point-five-meter radius with Alex as the eye of the storm. It cost mana continuously while active, but the skill could be toggled on or off at will.

Alex went still as she read through the function.

This was absurd.

Bai Hu's storm was exactly what she needed: defense, or more precisely, area denial. With this skill active Alex could become untouchable in the space immediately around her unless someone could either overpower the storm or outlast her mana.

It was exactly the kind of skill an avatar of War like Bai Hu would love.

Alex groaned again, but this time it was more conflicted.

“I hate the exp penalty.”

Emma, already thinking ahead, said, “But you love the skill.”

Alex did not deny it.

Phong looked at her status, then at the White Tigress, then groaned with deep personal offense.

“Of course,” he muttered. “Of course the Pillar of War wants to double Alex’s future body count.”

Mr. Zero laughed outright at that.

Bai Hu only smiled.



The Pillars decided to stay for dinner.

Bai Hu said it with the calm certainty of someone who thought the matter required no permission.

“Because today is New Year’s Eve.”

Little Yama only shrugged in his chubby boy form and said he did not care where he took a nap as long as nobody bothered him too much. Mr. Zero smiled, adjusted his sunglasses, and added, “I miss the food at the Red Lantern.”

That name alone made Phong pause.

It was the name of his aunt and uncle’s restaurant. And Mr. Zero just said it like he was one of their regulars. Yet, Phong swore he had never saw someone which such a noticeable side burns before in his life. Then, he simply shrugged. At this point, Phong was too tired to be surprised by how invasive godlike beings could be.

So, he did the sensible thing and decided that feeding three Pillars was still better than provoking three Pillars.

He turned toward the frozen lime-oak clone, clearly planning to use the connection back to Camp Stymphalian and start hauling what he needed from the storage room. He got maybe two steps before Emma, Jake, Jack, and Joanne all moved at once.

They stopped him so fast that Phong slowed on instinct and narrowed his eyes.

Emma coughed into one fist.

“Actually,” she said, in the voice of a woman trying very hard to sound natural and failing, “you should probably stay here and focus on prep.”

Phong stared at her.

Jake nodded way too quickly. “Yeah. Prep.”

Jack crossed his arms, which in his case looked less guilty than the others but only because he was playing the "strong, silent type" and didn't say anything.

Joanne smiled in a way that screamed cover-up. “Important dinner. Three Pillars. Standards, you know.”

Emma recovered enough to keep going.

“We’ll go back and get the elves and the animals,” she said. “A feast served to three Pillars of the dungeon shouldn’t be taken lightly.”

That part, unfortunately, was reasonable.

Which only made Phong more suspicious.

He squinted, then looked at Alex.

“Come with them.”

Emma’s face changed a little because of that, which didn't help her case at all.

Phong kept his eyes on her and added, “See what they’ve done to Camp Stymphalian while I was trapped on Floor 2.”

Now even Jake winced.

“And,” Phong said, still not looking away from the guilty party, “bring me the ears, the skins, and the sausage paste I made in the freezer.”

Alex’s mouth twitched in the same way Emma would look when she decided chaos was on the menu. Because now Alex knew for certain something was wrong too.

“Sure,” she said.

She went with them.

Phong watched the group disappear into the lime-oak connection with the calm expression of a man already drafting charges in his head.

Bai Hu, still wearing his aunt’s face in a way he refused to emotionally process, looked deeply entertained.

Phong spent the next stretch setting up what he could without them. Stock, broth base, work surfaces, those mundane and boring things that were once more common than diving into a global size dungeon and fighting with monsters. The lizardmen nearby, to their great credit, chose not to comment on the fact that the farmer preparing dinner for three Pillars looked like he had one wrong answer between him and homicide.

When the group came back, Alex was laughing way too hard for his liking. That alone told Phong everything he needed to know about the scale of the stupidity.

Behind her came Emma, Alexei, Jack, Jake, and Joanne.

They looked like guilty students who had just been marched back into the room by the headmistress after getting caught vandalizing school property.

Alexei was trying for dignity and failing.

Jake was trying for indifference and failing too.

Emma was the only one who was composed and measured enough, despite knowing fully what kind of disaster was waiting ahead of her.

Then Rico came in behind them, trying far too hard to look innocent. Which meant he was either the mastermind behind the nonsense Phong was about to hear about, or guilty in at least three separate ways.

Nyx and Bruno followed too, both very carefully avoiding Phong’s gaze.

That was even worse. Because Bruno only avoided eye contact when he knew he was in trouble, while Nyx only did so when she had either committed a crime or chosen not to stop one out of personal principle.

The elves hit him before he could ask anything.

They swarmed him like a flood of excited chaos, grabbing his clothes, his sleeves, his hands, practically shrieking “Daddy!” into both ears at once. Phong looked over to the chubby boy - Horns of The Earth - to see how the Pillar of Life would react. Having the elves calling him "daddy" in front of their creator was an... exciting experience indeed...

Then the elves started talking over one another, and all of his other thoughts were drown by their voices.

“Daddy!”

“Fire chickens!”

“There are chickens!”

“Fire breathing chickens!”

“One pecked uncle Rico!”

“Uncle Rico deserved it!”

Phong went still.

Very still.

He slowly raised his eyes over the children’s heads and looked at the returning group.

Alex was leaning against the lime-oak and trying to breathe through laughter.

Emma had given up pretending this was normal and was just watching with dangerous interest.

Jake looked down at the ground like it might save him.

Joanne pressed her lips together so hard it almost counted as self-harm.

Alexei, under the full weight of Phong’s stare, finally said weakly, “I can explain.”

Rico immediately tried to hide behind him.

That only made the whole scene more incriminating.

Because if there was a problem involving chickens, the most likely culprit was Alexei.

And if there was a problem involving anything at all, the most likely culprit was Rico.

Phong looked at both of them.

Then at Nyx.

Then Bruno.

Then back to Alex, who was still laughing too hard to be useful.

The elves kept tugging at him and chanting about fire breathing chickens like this was the best thing that had ever happened to camp.

Phong closed his eyes for one second, as if that would make the stupidity the raccoon and a certain Russian - Cuban had committed disappeared.

            

    
        Chapter 103: Dinner with Pillars

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not look up. That was how everyone knew they were in trouble.

He stood over the cooking station with the calm, focused stillness of a man whose hands were busy enough to stop him from committing violence with them. Oil warmed. Broth simmered. Meat, skin, and seasoning were arranged in clean lines under the light while the camp behind him waited for judgment.

Then he spoke, slowly, flatly. “Let me guess.”

Nobody interrupted.

“Alexei provided genes from Little Fireball's feather.” He rolled one sausage carefully through flour without lifting his eyes. “Rico provided bad enabling.”

Alex laughed so hard she had to lean against the table to stay upright. That only made Phong groan. He dipped the sausage next into egg, then breadcrumbs, movements precise and automatic even while his soul was clearly leaving his body in protest.

To the raccoon and the paladin, he said, in the same dead tone, “I will deal with you later.”

Rico made a tiny wounded noise.

Alexei put a hand to his chest. “In my defense—”

Phong raised one finger without turning around, and Alexei stopped talking immediately. That was wise.

So the kitchen became the battlefield instead. Phong finished breading the newly made unfermented sausages and lowered them carefully into hot oil. Nem chua rán hissed to life at once, crisping golden around the meat. Beside that, the five-colored meatballs for mọc vân ám had already been steamed. He arranged them with the same care he would have used for guests he did not secretly resent, then poured over the rich, bone-deep broth thickened with gelatinous depth and set the bowls aside to cool and settle into their cloud-jelly form.

Then came the pork skin. He had boiled and dried it before hand. Now he dropped it into hot oil and watched it bloom into light, puffed bubbles, the kind that would later soften in soup and still hold that strange, treasured texture he grew up with.

Around him, Camp Orthrus tried very hard not to disturb the man cooking for three Pillars while planning revenge on a raccoon and a paladin. That became harder when the Timatoes arrived.

The little monsters rolled out from the growing beds with all the swagger of a gang walking into its own territory. Tiny fangs bared, spines up. Little snarls spilling from fruit mouths far too expressive for anything round and red. They fanned out in front of the newly returned group and announced, in no uncertain terms, that Camp Orthrus had owners now.

Alexei froze first.

Jake pointed weakly. “They’re… posturing.”

“They’re asserting dominance,” Emma corrected.

One Timato bit at the air near Jack’s boot. Another rolled in a tight circle around Joanne like a tiny security check. A third spat a warning glob of boiling tomato juice at nothing in particular, just to make sure everyone understood the rules.

The Timatoes tolerated the elves immediately, though. That much had become obvious already. The little fruit-beasts treated them as acceptable for two reasons Phong could see clearly now. One, the elves were close enough to sentient plant life to count as kin of a strange sort. Two, they acted like the farmer’s children.

That put them safely inside the circle. Everyone else, however, had to be evaluated. Even the regulars: Alexei, Jack, Joanne, Jake, Emma, Nyx, Bruno, Rico.

None of them escaped inspection.

And the truly funny part was this: even the people already used to Phong’s mutated plants had no idea what to do with the Timatoes. Moletatoes made sense, given their limited sentience... Garlic mines made sense. Even the weeping onions, in all their choking malice, made sense once explained.

These things did not. They were too weird, too alive... Too full of tiny ego.

Emma recovered first. She crouched a little, phone already in hand, and started recording without even pretending she had better manners. The video caught the Timatoes rolling, snarling, showing off their fangs, biting the air in threat displays, and vomiting boiling tomato juice in little hissing arcs whenever someone breathed too close for their liking. One of them, noticing the camera, puffed up and did it again with more conviction.

Emma smiled, then she sent the video straight to Selena.

The group chat exploded in less than a minute.

Selena:
[WHAT IS THAT?]

Selena:
[WHY DOES IT HAVE A FACE?]

Selena:
[WHY DOES IT HAVE A TIGER FACE?]

Selena:
[IS IT ROLLING?]

Selena:
[WHY IS IT ROLLING IF IT CAN FLOAT?]

Selena:
[WHY IS IT SPITTING BOILING TOMATO?]

Selena:
[NO WAIT THAT IS NOT THE IMPORTANT QUESTION!]

Selena:
[IS IT SENTIENT?]

Selena:
[EMMA TURN THE CAMERA AROUND I NEED SCALE...]

Emma, without looking up, slowly turned the camera.

That let Selena see the Timato next to Jack’s boot, tiny but clearly armed with enough attitude to overthrow a minor government.

Selena:
[OH MY GOD!]

Selena:
[OH MY GOD OH MY GOD!]

Selena:
[PHONG! WHAT DID YOU DO?]

Phong finally glanced at the screen for half a second.

“Nothing on purpose,” he said.

Vanessa:
[I have given up.]

Selena:[DO NOT SAY THAT]
[THIS IS IMPORTANT]

Vanessa:
[You said that about the elf pods too.]

Selena:
[AND I WAS RIGHT]

Vanessa:
[You stopped sleeping.]

Selena:
[THAT IS A SEPARATE ISSUE]

Another Timato rolled across the floor, bumped into Bruno’s paw, and then snarled up at him like a tiny mafia boss daring retaliation.

Bruno stared. “Can I pet it?”

Nyx answered immediately. “No.”

The Timato answered too by trying to bite him.

Bruno withdrew his paw with dignity. “Fair.”

On the phone, Selena was still actively unraveling.

Selena:
[Emma please tell me you got footage of it attacking something]

Emma:
[Yes.]

Selena:
[Send.]

Emma sent another clip.

Vanessa:
[I should have hidden her phone.]

Selena:[TOO LATE]
[I NEED SAMPLE COLLECTION][I NEED OBSERVATION LOGS]
[I NEED TO KNOW IF THEY ARE FRUIT OR ANIMAL OR PLANT OR SOME BLASPHEMOUS OTHER THING]

Phong returned his attention to the stove and muttered, “Other thing.”

Alex laughed again from somewhere behind him.

The Timatoes kept patrolling. The chat kept detonating. The oil hissed around the sausages. And under all of it, while three Pillars sat in his camp waiting for New Year’s Eve dinner, Phong cooked like a man trying very hard to keep the world in manageable pieces even as it kept inventing new categories of impossible around him.



Phong served the first dishes before the main course.

The fried nem chua came out golden and crisp, stacked high on a plate with a bowl of dipping sauce on the side. Beside it, the mọc vân ám sat in its bowls like polished little clouds trapped in broth, the five colored meatballs held inside the jelly with neat care.
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The three Pillars accepted the food like they had every right in the world to sit in his camp and eat from his work. Which, unfortunately, they probably did.

Bai Hu ate with the same calm arrogance she wore like armor. Little Yama looked far less grand in human form, stuffing food into his mouth with the focus of a teenage boy who had decided manners were for weaker species. Mr. Zero, meanwhile, somehow managed to look like a rich executive at a company dinner while sitting in a half-built camp on Floor 2 of the dungeon.

After the first bite, he smiled and looked around.

“Everyone should join,” he said. “It is New Year’s Eve. There are neither positions, nor reputation differences.”

That got a few looks. Mostly because hearing a Pillar say something so normal sounded wrong. Still, no one argued.

So the camp gathered. Alexei, Dominic, Séline, Camille, Bruno, and Joanne handled the mọc vân ám well enough. Alexei actually looked pleased, which made sense.

“Russian food has jellied meat too,” he said, already reaching for more.

Séline nodded. “French cuisine has similar dishes.”

Camille added, “The texture is not new.”

That left the others in more uncertain territory.

Jake stared at the bowl like it had insulted him personally. Jack was trying to be polite but clearly did not trust anything that moved like that under the spoon. Emma tasted it with the caution of someone approaching a contract clause written by a demon.

Janet compared it first. “This feels like the jellied eel the British make.”

That earned an immediate grimace from half the table. Then she tasted it.

A pause.

“The flavor is fine,” she admitted. “The texture feels wrong to me.”

“That is because your soul is weak,” Joanne told her.

“Or because food should not wobble like that,” Janet shot back.

The fried nem chua did much better. Alex liked it at once. Janet too. The elves needed one bite to decide it was the greatest invention of the night and immediately started trying to steal extra pieces from each other. Little Fireball got one tiny bit and strutted off with it all smug as the only Pillar who had yet to be recognized as such by the farmer and his friends.

Then Alex asked the question that made half the table turn toward Phong. “So this can be fermented and eaten raw too, right?”

Phong looked at her. “Yes.”

Alex nodded like this was excellent news. “Make that for me later.”

The table went silent.

Jake was the first to recover. “Raw pork.”

Emma stared. “You want raw pork on purpose?”

Alex shrugged. “Germans love Mettbrötchen.”

That shut down a surprising amount of resistance, mostly because nobody wanted to start a food nationalism war in front of Séline, Camille, and three Pillars at the same time. Phong took the opening while people were still dealing with Alex’s taste in risk.

He looked at Bai Hu, then at Mr. Zero. Then asked, “Why didn’t the Soerai give any EXP when killed?”

That made the camp quiet again.

That had bothered all of them.

Bai Hu took a slow, amused look at Alex first. A very deliberate look. Enough that Alex narrowed her eyes at once.

Then the White Tigress smiled and refused. “I won’t answer that directly.”

Phong clicked his tongue softly in annoyance. Mr. Zero, on the other hand, seemed delighted by the question.

He leaned back, tapped one finger lightly against the side of his glass, and said, “A hint, then.”

Everyone listened.

He pointed, not upward or toward Bai Hu, but toward the path leading deeper. “Think about the obsidian canyon on Floor 3. Or a certain ruin with pixies in it. That should be enough plot hook for your next quest.”

Jake frowned first. “The one with the spider body snatchers and those giant cockroach nightmares?”

Mr. Zero smiled wider. “Yes.”

That was all he gave them. And somehow it was enough to make the answer feel worse than not knowing.

Bai Hu groaned and looked at him with annoyance that felt oddly close to sibling irritation. “You spoil the humans too much.”

Mr. Zero did not even try to deny it. “I enjoy them when they bite back.”

That answer made Phong dislike him more. It also told him the hint mattered.

So while the rest of the camp kept eating, laughing, and trying not to think too hard about why Bai Hu had looked at Alex before dodging the EXP question, the thought settled into the back of Phong’s mind.

Obsidian canyon, spider body snatchers, monstrous cockroaches. And now, Soerai with no EXP yield, plus dungeon pixies. A thread existed there. He just could not see the full pattern yet.

For the moment, dinner rolled on. Three Pillars ate at his fire. His camp, human and monster alike, shared food on New Year’s Eve.

And above all of it sat the strange truth Phong had grown too used to. No matter how wild the day became, by nightfall he still ended up feeding impossible things.

            

    
        Chapter 104: Warning: beware of the chickens, not responsible for injury or death

    
    
    
    
                The floor bosses left after dinner.

Neither with thunder, nor with threats. With the casual ease of things too powerful to care how they exited a mortal camp once they had gotten what they wanted. The moment they were gone, the air in Camp Orthrus felt lighter by sheer absence alone.

Phong exhaled through his nose and looked toward the lime-oak. “It’s time to go back.”

Dominic raised a brow. “To Stymphalian.”

Phong nodded. “I want to see what kind of monstrosities Alexei and Rico made while I was away.”

That got no argument.

Then he added, “And I want to move some peas to Floor 2. See if I can trigger a defensive variant here.”

That got a little more attention.

Séline folded her arms. “More experiments.”

“More useful plants,” Phong corrected.

Alex stood beside him, tired enough not to bother correcting either label. Dominic, Janet, Séline, and Camille came with them. None of them needed convincing. After days of constant siege pressure at Camp Orthrus, even a trip back to Camp Stymphalian sounded close enough to rest.

A few of the Timatoes noticed the departure and immediately started rolling after Phong like outraged guard dogs the size of fruit.

Phong turned, crouched, and nudged them back toward the tomato vines. “Stay.”

The Timatoes made several offended little noises that sounded way too close to argument for produce.

Phong pointed again. “Now, please, back to the trees.”

Reluctantly, and with the dignity of tiny warlords being denied campaign rights, they rolled back toward the stems. A few plugged themselves into the vines again with tiny sulks.

Then the group went through the lime-oak network and returned to Camp Stymphalian.

Chaos greeted them.

The moment Phong stepped through, a chicken shot across the camp square trailing fire.

Its wings beat once, twice, and each burst of takeoff left a burning streak in the air and a line of scorched dirt where it had pushed off from the ground. Phong stopped dead.

Another hen sprinted past a food crate, pecked once at the ground, and left blackened claw marks in the soil from the heat radiating off its talons.

Then a third chicken spotted Alexei. The bird froze, its eyes narrowed. And without hesitation, it breathed fire at him. A clean, furious burst. Alexei yelped and barely threw himself aside in time.

“I object!” he shouted. “I object strongly!”

Then Phong stepped fully into view. And every single chicken stopped on the spot. The flaming wings folded. The hostile pecking ceased. The fire-breathing hen drew back at once. One by one, the whole new flock retreated in guilty silence toward the coop like schoolchildren who had just noticed the headmaster was home.

No one understood it. No one noticed the tiny shift in Little Fireball where she perched in Phong’s hood. They only saw murderous poultry suddenly lose all confidence.

Phong looked from the coop to Alexei, then to Rico, then back to the coop. The silence around him became very dangerous.

Finally, Phong reached up, took Little Fireball gently out of his hood, held her in both hands at eye level, and asked in the flattest voice possible, “What are you. Monstrous Phoenix?”

The chick chirped. Softly, innocently, and tilted her head.

And because no one in their right mind would actually believe that a floor boss, a Pillar, an embodiment of death and burning ruin like the Phoenix, would live in a human camp as a mascot without a shred of pride or dignity, the matter died there.

Jake was not present to make it worse. That was lucky.

Phong lowered the chick, sighed once, and very deliberately chose not to think about what his life had become.

Alex did not have that problem. She solved hers immediately.

She walked over, grabbed Rico by the collar, lifted him clean off the ground, and whispered in a tone so cold it made the raccoon stiffen, “You’re sleeping in the chicken coop for the foreseeable future.”

Rico gasped. “Tyranny.”

Alex’s grip did not change.

The raccoon pointed an accusing paw at her. “You are using this chance to pay raccoon back for that one time.”

Alex raised a brow. “What time?”

Rico, either too brave or too stupid to stop, blurted, “When I sneaked into farmer cabin and asked if elf children count as cheating right in middle of your mating.”

The camp went silent in the deeply enjoyable way only public humiliation could create. Phong covered his face. Dominic coughed into one hand. Janet looked away with the expression of a woman thanking fate that this was happening to someone else. Alex stared at Rico for one terrible second. Then, she smiled the coldest smile in her life. And, in a perfect imitation of the White Tigress’s shameless tone, she said, “I do. What are you going to do about it?”

That silenced the raccoon instantly. Completely. He had no answer, because there was no answer. Alex gave him one small shake by the collar for emphasis, then carried him off toward the coop while Rico accepted his fate with the look of a criminal finally meeting a higher court.

Behind them, Camp Stymphalian settled back into its normal level of impossible. And Phong, standing in the middle of it with Little Fireball in his hands and fire chickens hiding guiltily in their coop, realized he had missed home.

When Team Nemean gathered beneath the original lime-oak tree that day, the mood had shifted.

The rest at Camp Stymphalian had helped. Food, walls, familiar routines, even the fresh absurdity of fire-breathing chickens had taken some of the edge off. But under that, everyone knew the same truth: Rest was temporary.

Dominic stood with his arms folded and looked around the circle until he had everyone’s attention. “Three days.”

“Three days.”

Jake stopped mid-drink. “That’s all.”

“That’s enough,” Dominic said.

He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. “Three days to recover, train, and stop being disasters. Then we push again into Floor 3.”

That made the whole group still in the way only a serious plan could. Dominic went on. “Not straight back to the obsidian canyon. We don’t need to be suicidal twice in the same week. But we search for another gate somewhere near Wraith Fort.”

Jack nodded first.

That made sense. They had a Floor 2 HQ now. A foothold: the Wraith Fort. If another access point to Floor 3 existed near that zone, then going back through the same cursed canyon would not be their only option.

Emma folded her arms. “Safer entry. Better odds.”

“Less likely to get trapped between spider body snatchers and mouth-roaches,” Joanne added.

“That too,” Dominic said.

No one argued, because everyone there understood why the call mattered. They needed more. More leveling, more experience, more pain, probably. And if they wanted the best possible shot at the tournament in March, then they had to keep moving. They could not let Josh be the only one climbing.

Around the tree, heads nodded one by one.

Even Alex, quiet beside Phong, gave the smallest nod.

The decision settled. Three days, then deeper.

Alex glanced sideways at Dominic after that, and when she spoke, it was in a lowered voice, pitched like she thought Phong would not notice. He noticed anyway.

“You’re getting sentimental.”

Dominic gave her a look.

Alex’s mouth twitched faintly. “He shifted to the tournament that fast.”

That made Dominic’s expression change just a little.

Alex continued, voice still low.

“He bargained with a floor boss wearing his aunt’s face,” she said. “Hated every second of it. And still did it anyway because he wanted an edge over Josh for us.”

Dominic did not answer directly. He did not need to. The look in his eyes was enough. He had noticed too.

Not just the practical side of it. The emotional cost. The way Phong kept dragging himself through uglier and uglier things as long as it bought them a better chance later. Alex saw the answer in Dominic’s face and said nothing more. Neither of them realized Phong had heard enough. Or if Alex did realize, she let him have the moment without calling it out.

Phong looked away before either of them could catch him noticing. His eyes landed on the signal amplifier and the generators set near the edge of camp, humming quietly as mana-fed transmission ran through them. The devices bore the clean logo of Zero Industry.

He stared at it for a moment. A signal booster. A machine that carried internet through mana and dungeon depth. A generators who was so efficient that they could create stable footing for the divers.

Of course that had been made by a floor boss. Of course the mad genius behind the Diver Association and the app and the quiet infrastructure of modern diver life had also built the thing letting them talk through floors. Of course only a floor boss would have access to the back of the system to immediately notify the world of team Nemean breaking level 30 during the ants attack.

At this point, the world felt less like a system and more like a joke written by something with too much power and too much time.

Still, a thought had already formed. And once it did, Phong acted on it. He stepped a little away from the others, enough for privacy without making it look like he was sneaking off, and opened a private message.

Long.

The coffee shop owner answered faster than he usually did. Phong typed first.

[I need your help with some high-tech / cyber security stuff.]

There was a short pause. Then Long replied.

[What do you need?]

Phong stared at the screen for one second, thoughts moving into place. Then he started typing.

He wrote. Stopped. Rewrote. Then sent the request.

            

    
        Chapter 105: Time flies when you’re near people you love

    
    
    
    
                Time flew when it was spent around people you loved.

Three days passed in a blink.

Camp Stymphalian stayed loud, warm, chaotic, and somehow more impossible than before. Training filled the hours. Recovery filled what remained. The children kept Phong busy. The Timatoes were left behind in Camp Orthrus. The Mushroomires settled further into the healed scorched land. And then, just like that, it was time for Team Nemean to move again.

This time, the departure felt cleaner. Not easier. Just cleaner.

They had a plan. A direction. A few more levels. A few more blessings. And enough stubbornness to try Floor 3 again.

Alexei and Rico, however, had spent those three days in personal hell. The fire chickens had not forgiven them. Not at first. Every morning began with chaos. Feathers. Sparks. The smell of singed pride. Alexei, who had somehow become the designated victim of poultry justice, needed his daily Sympathy Enoki just to keep pace with the team. Without it, he would have shown up to training half roasted and fully offended.

Rico did not fare much better. The raccoon had tried to turn the chicken coop punishment into a story of noble sacrifice. The chickens disagreed. They chased him. Pecked him. Set his tail fur smoking twice. At one point he came running out of the coop yelling that “bird oppression” had reached unacceptable levels.

Then, somehow, the chickens changed. Not all at once. But enough. By the third day, they had become almost polite. They still watched Alexei and Rico with judgment in their tiny fiery eyes, but they stopped attacking. They scratched the ground. Pecked grain. Acted like good little poultries.

Phong did not know why. His best theory was simple. Alexei and Rico had slept with them long enough that the birds vented all the aggression out of their systems. That, or Little Fireball had silently decided enough was enough and adjusted their behavior without anyone noticing.

Phong did not press the question. Some mysteries were safer left alone.

When Team Nemean finally stood ready beneath the lime-oak, packs secured and weapons checked, Phong bid them farewell with the same steady calm he always wore when people he cared about walked toward danger.

He looked at Dominic first. Then Alex. Then the rest. No speech. No dramatic promise. Just one firm nod that said come back alive. Then they were gone.

And for the first time in days, Camp Stymphalian felt bigger and quieter at once. Now it was just him and Rico left with the elf children. That alone should have counted as a full-time job.

Phong made his rounds anyway. First, he checked the healed scorched land.

The Mushroomires had settled into it more fully than he expected. What had once been black ruin was now turning into something layered and alive. Fungal growths spread in structured patches. Bone fragments from old meals had vanished into the colony’s new body. Several Mushroomires from the meadow had already been guided back here, and from the look of them, many had reverted. Mushroompires no longer. Just Mushroomires again, their built-up stress and aggression likely vented during the fighting against Josh’s army.

That theory pleased Phong. Not because it made the world kinder. Because it made it understandable.

Then he saw something stranger. One old Mushroomire, larger and broader than the others, simply sat down. Then it kept sitting. Its cap widened. Its body slumped and rooted. The flesh of it hollowed in places without dying, turning itself slowly into a low, rounded shelter. Smaller Mushroomires immediately started waddling inside and around it like this was the most natural thing in the world.

Phong stopped. Watched. And could only stare in awe as the old Mushroomire turned itself into housing for the smaller ones. Neither protest nor ceremony. Just a quiet, biological choice that made perfect sense to them and none at all to him.

Rico, standing beside him with one of the elves on each shoulder, whispered, “Mushroom retirement plan.”

Phong let out a weak laugh. Then he kept moving. He brought Rico along for the rest of the route because leaving the raccoon unsupervised for too long was how civilizations ended.

First they went to Camp Harpy. The Greencap bunnies were, as always, tiny, militant, and more intimidating than their size had any right to allow. Rico managed not to say anything stupid to the captain, which Phong counted as a personal victory.

Then they stopped by Lake Baratok to see the treants. The old wooden giants remained as they always did, stillness wrapped around hidden awareness. The children were a little quieter there, perhaps because even elf babies could tell when a place belonged to old things with roots deep enough to judge them.

After that came the trolls. The mountain still held. The tribe still breathed. The war with Josh had not broken them. Rico became louder the moment they neared the caves, which Phong decided was his natural state around troll territory anyway.

On the way back, something near the inner ponds of Camp Stymphalian caught Phong’s eye. Movement. Small movement.

He crouched. And stared in shock. New baby lizardmen had hatched. Not humanoid, not even close. They were barely bigger than tadpoles, tiny slick-bodied creatures wriggling from the small pond in camp toward the larger water channels leading back to the lake. Little tails. Little limbs not yet committed to anything useful. Nothing in them suggested the disciplined, spear-carrying, humanoid lizardmen he had come to know.

Phong blinked once. Then again.

“How,” he said softly, “do those become people.”

Rico looked down too and made a face of complete seriousness. “Puberty.”

Phong stared at him. “That is not an answer.”

“It is for raccoon.”

The tiny lizards kept wriggling onward in a determined little stream, leaving damp tracks as they made for the broader water beyond camp.

Phong watched them go, still baffled.

The dungeon kept doing this to him.

Just when he thought he understood one corner of its life, it opened another and reminded him that every alliance he had made rested on species histories, instincts, and growth cycles he barely grasped.

He stood slowly, one elf child clinging to his sleeve, another to Rico’s tail, and looked out over Camp Stymphalian.

The team was gone.

The next push into Floor 3 had begun.

And he, left behind again, found himself surrounded by children, mushrooms, trolls, bunnies, treants, baby lizards, and a raccoon who kept trying to act like this was all normal.

Phong sighed.

Then went back to work.

Phong used the lime-oak to surface in Lyon.

The route opened in the backyard of Maison Delacroix – Chambres d’Hôtes, Camille’s family motel, and the moment he stepped through with Rico at his side, the cold surface air hit different from dungeon air. Cleaner in some ways. More ordinary in ways that almost felt strange now.

He paused for a second and looked at the yard.

Coming back here reminded him of exactly how ridiculous all of this had started.

Rico sleepwalking.

Mrs. Delacroix finding the sapling.

One accidental planting during Halloween last year.

And from that complete nonsense, their first lime-oak outside the dungeon had taken root.

History, apparently, liked bad jokes.

Rico looked around and puffed his chest. “Raccoon legacy site.”

Phong gave him a flat look. “Raccoon accident site.”

The back door opened before Rico could defend his honor.

Monsieur and Madame Delacroix stepped out in surprise first, then warmth right after. Their English was broken, but sincere in the same way Long’s always felt. Enough to get the meaning through, with feeling where grammar failed.

“Phong!” Madame Delacroix said, eyes widening. “You come back!”

“Mister Phong,” Monsieur added, already smiling. “And little raccoon.”

Rico bowed as if being formally introduced to nobility. “Correct.”

Phong smiled despite himself and was about to start with the important part. The apology. The explanation. The part where he told them what happened at Camp Orthrus and said he was sorry their daughter had been trapped on Floor 2 through Christmas and New Year because his life could not stop creating problems for everyone nearby.

He got maybe half a breath into that intention.

Then Monsieur Delacroix slapped a thick stack of cash down in front of him so hard it made Rico jump.

Phong blinked.

Madame Delacroix nodded with fierce satisfaction. “You take.”

He looked from the money to them. “What.”

Monsieur Delacroix folded his arms like a man who had prepared this argument and had no intention of losing it.

“The lime,” he said, tapping the stack. “Snow Lime. Very beloved here.”

Madame Delacroix nodded rapidly. “Divers come. Always stop. Must stop. Maison Delacroix, now famous little place for the lime.”

Phong stared.

Monsieur Delacroix continued, “So. We decide. Is reasonable. At least half for you.”

Phong tried at once. “No, I can’t just—”

“Yes,” Madame Delacroix said firmly.

“No, really, you found the place, you did the work—”

Monsieur Delacroix cut him off with a dismissive wave. “Your tree.”

“That was an accident.”

“A good accident,” Madame Delacroix said.

Rico pointed at the money. “Raccoon vote yes.”

Phong ignored him and tried one more time, but the couple would not bend. They had already decided what was fair, and as far as they were concerned, Phong arguing against being paid only made him polite and foolish in equal measure.

So in the end, he took half the cash.

Not comfortably.

But he took it.

After that, he made the practical trip first.

Fuel.

Spices.

Basic necessities that were harder to get right inside the dungeon or through camp trades alone.

He moved quickly through the errands, keeping low enough not to attract unnecessary attention, then returned to the motel yard with the supplies.

When he got back, he asked Monsieur Delacroix to send his regards and his apology to Séline’s parents too.

That turned out to be unnecessary.

The moment the Lamberts’ name was mentioned, they appeared from the restaurant next door, Restaurant Lambert – Cuisine Lyonnaise, like they had been summoned by old magic and neighborhood gossip.

Monsieur Lambert took one look at Phong and snorted.

“You are too much stranger,” he said.

Phong opened his mouth to apologize anyway.

Monsieur Lambert waved it away at once. “No. No. Divers disappear sometimes. Unpredictable things happen. This is the job.”

Madame Lambert, warmer but no less firm, nodded along. “You come back. That matters.”

That took more weight off Phong’s shoulders than he expected.

Then, naturally, the Lamberts insisted he and Rico stay for lunch.

Private.

No strangers.

No one would even get a peek at them.

Phong was on the verge of agreeing when Rico, because intrusive thought was the only true religion he followed, asked in complete seriousness, “But elf children going hungry if farmer stays.”

Silence.

Then all four adults turned toward them.

That was enough.

The Delacroix and the Lamberts immediately upgraded the invitation from lunch for two to lunch for the whole impossible household.

Rico was sent back at once to fetch the elves from Camp Stymphalian and bring them through the lime-oak to the motel, where they could all eat in private.

Phong pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered, “You really can’t help yourself.”

Rico looked proud. “Raccoon advocates for children.”

And somehow, against all odds, it worked out.

The moment the elf children arrived, Madame Lambert and Madame Delacroix looked ready to adopt them on the spot.

Not metaphorically.

Actually ready.

The little monsters won them over in seconds just by existing in the same room and saying “bonjour” in accents so broken and cheerful they should have counted as a crime against language.

Then the food came out.

And the elves destroyed it.

Absolutely destroyed it.

They attacked the French lunch like leafy menaces descended from a higher plane of hunger. Bread vanished. Meat vanished. Sides vanished. One of them tried to sneak a second pastry before finishing the first and got caught only because Phong saw the movement from the corner of his eye.

He sighed and did what he always did.

He taught.

“Sit properly.”

“Use your hands less.”

“No, not like that.”

“Chew first.”

“Do not reach across the table.”

The elves mimicked him as best as they could. For a little while, at least. They copied how he held the utensils. Copied how he sat. Copied the order in which he ate.

Then boredom got them.

And once boredom arrived, order lost.

Soon they were laughing again, jostling each other, reaching too fast, trying to trade bites across the table, and generally turning the private lunch into a scene of affectionate disaster.

Phong kept correcting them with the tone of a tired father who knew he had already lost half the battle the moment sugar entered the room.

The two French families, meanwhile, looked delighted.

Rico leaned back in his chair with the self-satisfaction of a raccoon who believed he had made the correct diplomatic call.

By the end of lunch, the elves were each given a pouch of cookies and sweets by Madame Lambert.

She pressed them into their hands one by one with the solemn gravity of a grandmother provisioning children for winter.

The elves looked at the pouches like they had just been handed treasure.

Phong looked at the women and knew at once that if he let them, they would feed the children until they became round enough to roll.

Not that the kids would have objected.

When it was finally time to head back to Camp Stymphalian, the elf children were sticky, happy, and carrying their treat pouches like sacred relics. They waved and chirped their goodbyes in a mix of broken French, Vietnamese, and whatever else they had picked up from too many adults across too many floors.

Phong stood at the lime-oak with Rico, the children, the supplies, and the strange warmth of a lunch that had felt too normal for the kind of life he lived now.

Then they stepped back through the network toward home.

            

    
        Chapter 106: Development in the dungeon eco system

    
    
    
    
                Phong only learned the elves had leveled up because he finally sat them down and asked them to let him check their status menus.

That part still baffled him.

Children who could barely form full sentences without turning half of them into demands for food somehow understood the concept of a status menu on instinct. He had to explain what a spoon was twice to one of them last week. But “open your status menu” got immediate results.

Monster instinct, Phong decided.

At this point, that was the answer he filed all his unsolved headaches under.

He checked the first child.

Level 13.

Phong frowned.

Then checked the next.

Also 13.

Then 13 again.

Worse, their stats were already climbing toward fifty. Not just one, but all of them.

The numbers made his stomach tighten in a way that was not fear exactly. More the heavy awareness that the children had just grown stronger right under his nose and he had no clear idea how.

He crouched there in the middle of camp, phone in one hand, status windows fading one after another, and tried to think.

They had not gone into battle.

He had not taken them into the dungeon front lines. No one at camp was stupid enough to do that without him knowing. So how had they leveled?

Then a theory started to form.

When he had been away, the camp had been running on frozen meals, burned attempts at cooking, and whatever scraps of order Emma and the others could force into the kitchen. No one there really knew how to feed elf children properly. Not yet...

These little monsters were always hungry, always foraging. Always chewing on something unless stopped.

Phong slowly looked down at them.

The children noticed his expression at once and immediately acted guilty.

That was answer enough before anyone spoke.

One looked down at their feet. Another hugged the pouch of cookies from Mrs. Lambert like a shield. A third looked like they were about to cry on principle, not even from being accused, just from the atmosphere of being found out.

Phong did not raise his voice.

He just asked, “What did you eat?”

That made the guilt spread through the whole group like a ripple.

At last, one of the children mumbled, “Mean plants.”

Phong blinked once. “What?”

Another child, trying to be helpful, said, “Pulled mean plants. Ate them.”

The third added in a rush, “They were spicy and angry.”

And then it all clicked.

Phong sat back a little.

He had not understood before what Horns of the Earth meant when the bull said the elves would grow with him. Because Phong himself could not level. Not unless he was to give up the right to plant inside the dungeon and have his plants mutated.

He had no instinctive sense for what growth through EXP and stats really felt like from the inside.

Now he understood.

The children were not growing merely because time passed or because they existed near him. They were growing because they were eating his defensive variants.

The dungeon plants. The defensive ones to be more precise. They were the “mean plants", the nutrient chain, the trigger they needed.

He let out a long breath and rubbed one hand over his face.

So that was how it worked.

Feed them the wrong crops, and nothing much happened.

Feed them the dangerous ones, the plants shaped by threat and survival, and the children leveled.

The elf children watched him carefully, still waiting for punishment.

Phong lowered his hand and looked at them again.

“You can’t just pull random dangerous plants and eat them.”

One of them tried, very bravely, “Sorry.”

Another said, “We were hungry.”

That took the edge out of him right away.

He sighed. “Next time, ask me first.”

They all nodded so fast it looked like a flock of guilty birds.

That problem, at least, was now understood.

Another one rose immediately in its place.

Education.

Because level thirteen elf children with stats pushing fifty were no longer just weird babies who followed him around and screamed for food. They were becoming something else. Something stronger. Something that would need discipline before raw power and child logic made a very ugly combination.

Phong looked across camp toward the Greencap patrol paths and felt the next step settle into place.

With their stats, the elves could probably start learning from the Greencap knights. Not serious combat, not yet. But posture, discipline, basic movement. Formation sense maybe. And obedience to command that did not depend only on “dad said so.”

The bunny captain was too busy for full-time childcare. But one of his knights? That might work.

Phong began turning the thought over immediately, already measuring what kind of food trade or favor would be needed to convince a Greencap knight to become a tutor for elf children.

Nearby, a fresh disturbance drew his eye.

Little Fireball had taken charge of the fire chickens.

The chick marched in front of them with tiny, sharp steps while the larger birds shuffled after her in uneven lines. Then she hopped onto a crate, pecked at a tablet screen until her K-drama resumed, and turned it toward the chickens with an expression that somehow looked smug.

Phong stared. The fire chickens stared too.

Onscreen, beautiful people suffered through romance, misunderstanding, and whatever terminal illness or tragic death the story was currently using to ruin lives for entertainment.

Little Fireball chirped and pecked once at the screen as if emphasizing an important emotional beat.

The chickens looked blank. One tried to peck at a bug instead.

Little Fireball’s whole tiny body sagged in visible disappointment. She turned and stared at them like a teacher realizing her students had understood none of the assigned reading.

Phong walked over, scooped the chick up before she could escalate into cultural violence, and set her into his hoodie hood. She burrowed down at once with a small offended noise, clearly still upset that the chickens lacked any appreciation for deep dramatic story arcs involving love, misunderstanding, and death.

Phong adjusted the hood around her and looked back at the elf children. They were already stronger than he expected. Already leveling in ways he had only just begun to understand. Which meant he could not keep treating them like strange little mascots who happened to call him dad.

The next step had to begin now.

He would speak with the Greencap knights. Hire one under the captain. Set terms. Get the children training before their stats climbed any higher than their discipline.

And as Camp Stymphalian settled around him, with guilty elves, disappointed phoenix chick, and fire chickens too simple for television drama, Phong started planning the next part of fatherhood.



Alex did not want to waste time searching blindly for another gate. Not now when the title Bai Hu had forced onto her, Squire of the White Tigress, had doubled the amount of EXP she needed to level. Every fight now had to count more. Every hour spent wandering had to justify itself. She was in no mood to burn days on random scouting if a better answer already existed.

So she said it plainly. “We ask the Tortura.”

Dominic looked over at her. “Because?”

“Because they’re natives of Floor 3,” Alex replied. “Or they were.”

That was enough to make the others go quiet and think it through.

The Tortura living near Camp Orthrus were exiles. Old archers who had fallen from grace once their levels dropped below fifty. If they had survived long enough to end up on Floor 2 and settle here, then they had almost certainly used a safer route than the obsidian canyon. Alex doubted a group of sub-fifty tortoise archers could make regular use of a path filled with monstrous cockroaches and spider body thieves.

Emma nodded first. “That’s solid.”

Joanne snapped her fingers once. “See, that’s why she’s the scary one!”

Jake squinted at her. “You say that like we didn’t know already.”

So they went to the Tortura and asked. The old archer who answered them listened without wasting motion, then pointed west of Camp Orthrus.

“There is a ruin,” he said. “In Floor 2. West. A gate lies there.”

Dominic’s shoulders eased by half an inch. “Safer than the canyon?”

The Tortura gave him a long look.

“Safer,” he said. “Not safe.”

"Fair."

Then the Tortura added the part that mattered. “Pixies nest there.”

Dominic groaned immediately. “I already don’t like that.”

Joanne looked over. “You don’t even know what they are.”

Dominic rubbed a hand over his face. “Exactly. And I know I’m not going to like how the dungeon twisted Tinker Bell.”

That got a few tired laughs, but not many. Because if the dungeon had taught them anything, it was this: never trust a familiar name down here.

They also remembered Mr. Zero and what he had said during the dinner at New Year's Eve. He mentioned a ruin with pixies, and now, they were pointed there by the Tortura. Too convenient for anyone liking, especially when it involved a floor boss that lived mostly on the surface under the alias of a tech savvy genius.

Yet, Team Nemean set out.

The route west of Camp Orthrus took them about three miles on foot. The ground changed as they went, less lake-fed and green than the camp perimeter, more broken and dry in patches. Old stone jutted from the earth at odd angles. Half-buried walls appeared now and then under vines and moss. The whole area felt like something had once stood here in full and had only later been chewed down by time and dungeon pressure.

By the time they reached the ruin, the light of Floor 2 had shifted into that dim, cold tone that made it feel older than it should.

And the sight that met them stopped them all.

It was a city. Or... what remained of one.

Not dungeon caves shaped into mimicry. Not crude monster structures, either. A real city, now broken and sunk and half reclaimed, but still carrying the shape of deliberate humanlike settlement. The houses and walls were made from something that looked close to modern concrete. Smooth in places. Cracked in others. Strong enough that even now, after ruin and collapse, much of it still stood in stunted blocks and leaning shells. Windows gaped darkly in many walls, some still held frames and warped panels that could creak open at the top or swing fully out from the side, the sort of design more familiar to Europe. A few half-broken shutters knocked lightly in the stale air, though no wind strong enough to move them could be felt at ground level.

And above the houses, on nearly every roof that remained intact, sat stranger things still. Strange devices consisted of clusters of polished metal orbs, connected together by rods or braces. Each construction balanced in ways that felt too precise to be decorative. Some had rings circling them, like halos or alignment frames. Others tilted at odd but deliberate angles, catching the cavern light and throwing it back in pale reflections.

No one at the edge of the ruin knew what any of them were. They looked nothing like relics from Earth history. Nothing like Roman ruin, medieval keep, industrial wreckage, or modern urban remains.

Just like most things buried in the dungeon, they came from some other culture entirely. A civilization that had once built with logic and beauty and tools that did not belong to anything the surface remembered.

Jake stared up at one of the rooftop devices and muttered, “I hate that this place looks smart.”

Emma nodded. “That usually means it’s dangerous.”

Alex’s eyes moved across the city remains, tracing sight lines and broken walls and the dark paths between buildings.

“Stay sharp,” she said quietly.

Because somewhere inside the ruin, beyond the concrete bones of a dead city and under those strange metal orbs, waited another gate.

And pixies.

            

    
        Chapter 107: Dungeon Pixies have broken skill

    
    
    
    
                The first pixie made everyone stop.

At first glance, it looked like a little girl: Small, barefoot, bare skin, and thin limbs. Then, the wrongness sank in.

Her body, from the neck down, was smooth like polished porcelain. No nipples. No navel. No sign of anything human beneath the shape. She was not naked in the way a child was naked. She was naked in the way a doll was naked. A thing wearing the idea of a little girl’s body without understanding what a body should have.

Her hair hung in a wild, filthy mess, like it had been cut by claws and left to rot. Her face was almost human, right until the eyes. Large compound eyes bulged where normal eyes should have been, black and wet and faceted, turning in tiny jerks as she scanned each member of Team Nemean.

Then Dominic’s eyes went lower.

Behind the pixie lay a corpse. Old enough to stink. Fresh enough to still be meat. It had been chewed in places. Not cleanly. Not by a beast trying to hunt. The flesh was ragged and torn away in bites, as if something small had knelt over it and eaten without patience.

The worker pixie looked at them. Then screamed.

Rotting bits of meat clung to her teeth as the sound ripped out of her throat, high and sharp enough to stab through the whole ruin. It was not a warning cry in any normal sense. It sounded more like glass scraping against glass, like rage and hunger squeezed through a child’s voice.

Dominic’s face twisted at once.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “I already hate dungeon pixies.”

He had barely finished the sentence when movement broke out in the broken buildings around them. More shapes. Faster ones.

And somehow, those were worse.

Soldier pixies dropped from the broken upper windows and glided down from cracked rooftops, wings buzzing with a harsh insect rattle. They were larger than the worker, though not by much, their bodies built on the same wrong little-girl frame. But from their backs came wings like those of dragonflies, long, thin, clear, and twitching with violent speed.

Their mouths were worse still. Each one had fangs too large for its face. Thick, long, white, curved too far. The teeth were so oversized that the creatures had to part their jaws wider than seemed possible, enough that it looked like they were slightly dislocating them just to let the fangs protrude fully.

Jake grimaced. “Nope.”

Joanne lifted a hand, already gathering mana at her fingertip. “That is deeply upsetting.”

“Dragonfly soldiers,” Jack said quietly, eyes tracking the ruin above them. “Of course.”

The worker pixie did not stay. The moment the soldiers appeared, she darted away into another section of the ruin, scrambling over broken stone with jerky, insect-fast movement. She vanished through a cracked wall opening, likely heading straight back to the nest.

Emma clicked her tongue softly. “She’s calling the rest.”

“That scream probably did that already,” Janet said.

Dominic rolled one shoulder and stepped forward half a pace, staring at the soldier pixies with the deep offense of a man who had wanted a safer route and instead found this. He had joked about not liking what the dungeon would do to Tinker Bell. Now he looked like he regretted ever invoking the name.

The pixies spread out across the broken street between the dead concrete houses. More movement flickered deeper in the ruin. Shadows in shattered windows. Buzzing wings behind warped frames. Little silhouettes crouched on rooftops beside the strange metal orbs and ringed devices that still crowned the old houses.

They were being watched. Measured. Encircled.

Alex did not waste time wondering why dungeon pixies gathered rotten flesh. She did not care why the workers scavenged carrion or why their soldiers had dragonfly wings or whether there was some system logic behind any of it.

Right now, all she cared about was the thing that mattered most. The fight.

She stepped forward and drew the psychic Dragon Slayer into being. It formed in her hand with a pulse of pale force, a heavy slab of a sword, brutal and oversized, clunky by design. It lacked the clean elegance of her old rapier. That was the point. Phong had been right. She needed a true heavy hitter, something with weight, something that could force the issue instead of dancing around it.

The moment the massive blade settled into her grip, the rest of her constructs fanned out around her: a spear, a vajra, two bows, two shields.

They floated in ready positions, forming the frame of her control like a private little army centered around her body. The rapier no longer appeared. The Dragon Slayer had taken its place in her usual setup.

One of the soldier pixies hissed at her, jaw opening too wide.

Alex only tightened her grip. Behind her, the rest of Team Nemean moved into place almost at once.

Dominic planted his feet near the front, eyes fixed on the nearest cluster of pixies. He rolled his neck once, already settling into the heavy, forward pressure that came before one of his fights.

Janet slid slightly to the side where she could watch more angles at once. Her hand brushed her weapon and her eyes moved fast, already reading lines of movement, entry points, weak spots in the ruined street.

Jake and Jack split naturally without a word. Jake drifted toward the flank where he had room to move if the fight broke wide. Jack watched the ground and walls, reading terrain the way only he could, already judging what broken concrete, half-collapsed corners, and narrow gaps might be turned into choke points.

Joanne lifted her finger and a small knot of lightning crackled into life above it. Not unleashed yet. Just waiting. Her expression had gone very still, the way it always did when she was about to become dangerous.

Emma drew in a breath and centered herself, her presence settling into that strange, poised calm that came before her class unfolded. Beside her, Séline and Camille shifted into the easy, practiced readiness of two people who had fought beside each other for too long to need to speak.

Alexei stepped where he could best support the line, broad shoulders squared, face still carrying faint signs of what three days with fire chickens had done to his dignity. Even so, when the time came to fight, he looked exactly like what he was. A wall with a pulse.

The buzzing rose. More soldier pixies appeared.

One landed upside down on the side of a wall and skittered sideways, head tilted so far it almost lay flat on its shoulder. Another hovered low over the corpse, fangs wet, eyes fixed on the humans who had interrupted its meal. A third clicked its teeth together in quick little snaps, the sound far too eager.

Dominic let out a breath through his nose.

“Ugly fight,” he said.

Nobody disagreed. Because this was not going to be clean. Not the kind of fight with room to breathe, room to reposition, room to make mistakes. The ruin was too tight, the enemy too fast, and the nest too close.

Alex lifted the Dragon Slayer. The psychic blade hummed.

Her spear drifted higher over one shoulder. The vajra held near her blind side. Two bows angled outward to cover range. The two shields floated low and close, ready to intercept or slam.

The fight turned ugly faster than any of them wanted.

That was the problem with going into a new ruin full of unknown monsters. No matter how strong Team Nemean had become, no matter how much they trained, leveled, and learned to fight together, the dungeon always found new ways to remind them of one truth.

Levels and stats were absolute. But they were not everything. The same way humans could punch above their weight with skills, tactics, and teamwork, the dungeon’s creatures could do the same. And the pixies did.

The first time Dominic smashed one of the soldier pixies out of the air, he thought they had a good read on the fight. Then the corpse split.

Not metaphorically. The thing literally split into three.

One version burst outward in pale light, tiny body wrapped in a glow that felt holy, regal, almost sacred if one ignored the fangs and compound eyes. Another version peeled away in writhing shadow, its little face twisted with pure malice and bloodlust. The third landed lightly with no aura of menace at all, calm and unnerving, its hands already forming shields of protective magic.

Three bodies. Three minds. Three different roles. And they moved independently.

“Of course they do,” Joanne hissed, lightning snapping from her fingertip as she blasted the holy one back into a broken wall.

The shadow version was already gone. It vanished into a crack of darkness and reappeared near Emma, fangs open wide.

Alexei got there first. He stepped in, took the hit on armor and shoulder, and drove the little monster into the ground with enough force to crack the pavement beneath it.

“Watch the sneaks!” he barked.

More pixies split. And soon the ruin became a nightmare of motion.

Holy pixies raining down light and punishment magic from rooftops. Shadow pixies sliding through blind spots, windows, collapsed doorways, any patch of darkness they could use to strike from bad angles. Defense pixies hovering behind them, calm and collected, layering barriers and protection over the others.

Jack saved them from getting buried under sheer numbers. The Stone Warden planted his feet and turned the ruin itself into a weapon. Concrete slabs rose. Broken walls shifted. Choke points narrowed. Attack angles vanished. In a matter of seconds, he had cut off three quarters of the pixies’ approach lines and forced the fight into tighter lanes Team Nemean could actually hold.

Without that, they would have been swarmed. Yet even with it, the pressure stayed constant.

Jake and Janet moved like needles through the gaps Jack created, taking openings the moment they appeared. Joanne turned cracked alleys into kill zones with lightning. Emma tried to keep buffs up where she could, but the pace of the fight gave her little room to breathe. Dominic was everywhere the line shook. Camille and Séline cut down the versions that got too close, the twins moving with their usual lethal rhythm.

And Alex fought at the center, frustrated.

The Dragon Slayer carved huge arcs through the air as she swung, breaking pixies apart in brutal, heavy-looking strikes.

Keyword, looking.

That was the problem. She could mimic the shape. She could mimic the size. But the true heft still was not there. Not really.

The giant psychic slab sword should have felt like it dragged the air behind it, like each swing carried the weight of a falling wall. Instead, it felt too clean, too controlled, too light for what it was trying to be.

Alex remembered exactly when she had almost gotten it right. The obsidian canyon. Berserking Strawberry in her system. Emma juiced up on her own buffs and Weeping Onion. Stats pushed into absurd territory. For a brief moment back then, her constructs had felt real weight. True mass. Like the world had to accept them as solid. Now, without that flood of raw stat increase, the feeling slipped through her fingers again.

She swung anyway, cursing under her breath as the Dragon Slayer scattered a holy pixie and a defense pixie in one blow. Still not enough. Because that was the other problem Alex solved almost at once.

The pixies were not merely splitting for flexibility. They were anchoring themselves.

The first one they thought they killed reformed. Not from nothing, but from the surviving version still nearby. The shadow body shuddered, light spilled from it, and the holy and defense copies started rebuilding in a rush of magic and flesh.

Alex saw it once. Then twice. And that was enough.

“We have to kill all three in under a minute!” she shouted. “If one survives, the rest regenerate!”

That changed the fight. Now every split body became a timer. Now every engagement became a brutal little burst of priority targeting. Kill the holy version. Catch the shadow one before it slipped away. Break the defense copy before it stalled long enough for the others to come back.

Alex doubted the regeneration was free. The pixies had to be burning mana or vitality to do it. But there were too many of them, and Team Nemean was in their territory. Trying to outlast that kind of attrition inside the ruin would be suicide.

Alexei took hit after hit meant for the others. He became the anchor under the storm.

The shadow variants loved him least because he kept ruining their kills. Every time one slipped through a gap or crawled along a blind wall trying to tear into Emma or Joanne or one of the others, Alexei was there. Shield up, body in the way, sword swinging after he took the hit. He bled for it, but he held.

Jack stayed the quiet hero of the whole retreat. Every time the pixies tried to widen the fight again, he bent the battlefield back into shape. Fallen beams. concrete shards. walls half collapsed and ready to drop. He made the ruin say no on his behalf.

Dominic saw the shape of the fight before the others did. Or maybe he just accepted it first. They were winning exchanges. But they were losing the field. Too many enemies. Too much room for the nest to keep feeding bodies into the fight. Too many unknowns deeper in the ruin.

So he made the call.

“Back out!” he shouted. “Slowly! Stay tight!”

Nobody argued. That was another reason they survived as long as they did. When Dominic made a call in battle, people moved.

Team Nemean gave ground step by step. Jack sealed lanes as they withdrew. Alex and Séline handled the heaviest pressure at the front edge of retreat, smashing apart whatever threatened to close too fast. Alexei guarded the middle and rear, still taking the worst of the shadow ambushes. Emma, Joanne, Janet, Jake, and Camille worked the spaces in between, turning pursuit into punishment whenever the pixies got greedy.

They gave up the dead streets of the outer ruin one block at a time, then they saw the structure. It stood apart from the rest of the city remains, larger and better preserved, built from pale material that looked almost metallic under the dungeon light. Frost clung to its surface in thin, unnatural lines. The whole place gave off the feel of a cryo-tomb, high-tech and ceremonial at once.

A sign stood near the entrance, etched in a language none of them could read.

On either side of the main gate stood statues. Dog-headed angels. Tall, elegant, and ominous. Each one of them held a weapon pointed downward in formal stillness, their canine faces expressionless and severe. Sacred guardians, maybe. Executioners, maybe. The difference felt small.

Even in retreat, the place made the skin on Dominic’s arms tighten.

“Ominous,” Jake muttered.

“Very,” Janet said.

Then Emma noticed the important part. The pixies had slowed. Not much. But enough.

They hovered at a distance from the tomb. Holy ones circling high. Shadow ones clinging to broken walls and peering from cracks. Defense ones lingering behind them like handlers. They were wary.

Emma’s eyes sharpened. “They don’t like this place.”

Dominic glanced once at her, then at the tomb, then back at the pixies.

Emma pointed. “Look at them. They’re not committing.”

Joanne grimaced. “So the haunted freezer mausoleum is the safer option.”

“Yes,” Emma said.

“That says a lot about this ruin,” Jack muttered.

Dominic made the call instantly.

“We go in. Rest. Regroup. Now.”

The main gate was sealed. Or... more like had been.

Séline stepped forward before anyone else could volunteer, rolled one shoulder, and looked at the entrance with the kind of expression she usually reserved for things that offended her personally.

“Move.”

The others moved.

She drove one fist into the gate. The impact boomed through the square like a cannon shot. Metal and stone screamed. Frost cracked outward in white veins. Then the entire sealed entrance buckled inward and tore open under the force of her punch.

Cold air spilled out. Ancient. Dry. And wrong.

Dominic did not waste the opening. “Inside!”

Team Nemean crossed the threshold together, battered, breathing hard, and still ready for another ugly surprise if the dungeon decided to give them one.

Behind them, the pixies stopped at the edge of the tomb’s shadow. None followed. Not yet anyway.

And that alone was enough to tell everyone inside that whatever waited deeper in the cryo-tomb, even the dungeon pixies wanted no part of it.

            

    
        Chapter 108: The tomb of lost tomorrow

    
    
    
    
                Inside the main chamber, the air felt old in a way the surface never could. Cold. Still. And dry.

Their footsteps echoed across polished stone as Team Nemean spread out just enough to breathe again without losing sight of one another. The main hall of the cryo-tomb was far too clean compared to the ruin outside. Dust existed, yes. Time had touched this place, yes. But not in the same way. The chamber still held itself together with a quiet dignity, like something important had once slept here and expected the world to behave.

Murals covered the walls. Not one or two, but a whole stretches of them.

The plaques beneath the images were written in a language none of them could read. The shapes bent too hard, warped too strangely, like letters made by something that understood the idea of human writing but not the logic beneath it. It reminded Jake of those old early AI images people used to laugh at. Words that looked almost right until you actually tried to read them.

Only this was not funny. Not here. Not with the pictures above them.

The murals showed war between humanity against monsters. Not one city, not one ruin, not one dungeon floor, not even a single country. A war big enough to unite mankind. It made the walls themselves feel heavy.

There were armies of creatures twisted into shapes Team Nemean could barely follow at a glance. Swarms in one. Towers of flesh in another. Winged things with too many limbs in the next. Beasts crawling over cities and plains and dead landscapes. And in the middle of the scenes, humanity answered with its own champions.

Heroes wrapped in huge amounts of mana, so dense it looked like they were cloaked in comet tails. Light and force streamed behind them as they charged toward one constant figure that appeared again and again across the murals.

A hooded figure, draped in gray. Always gray. It never attacked directly. Sometimes it stood above battle, sometimes it walked through ruin. And in the other, it just watched while the world behind it burned.

No one liked the implication of that.

Séline was the first to give it shape. “Time loop.”

Her voice carried too well in the chamber.

Jake frowned at the mural. “That’s a cheerful thought.”

“It would explain prophecy ruins,” Séline said. “Or murals of things not yet happened.”

But even as she said it, the idea sat wrong with most of them.

Emma folded her arms and kept staring at the wall. “No.”

Séline looked over. “No.”

“If this were a time loop,” Emma said, “then why murals showing a future that already happened like this exist?” She narrowed her eyes. “They... well, we would just repeat.”

That landed. Because she was right. A loop explained repetition. Not this feeling. This felt more like someone trying to leave a mark.

Camille stepped closer to one broken section of mural and traced the air near it without touching.

“What if some people from the previous loop survived, or they awaken memory from the previous loop in this life” she said. “And they left this ruin here to warn the next cycle. In Manhwa and Manhua there are a lot of stories that use regression like that.”

That made the chamber go quiet again. Because no one had a clean argument against it.

Dominic rubbed a hand over his jaw. Joanne looked unhappy in that particular way she did when too many answers sounded possible. Janet turned her gaze back to the hooded figure in gray and muttered something under her breath that was probably not kind.

Alex stared longest. Then she spoke without looking away from the mural. “Or the dungeon is a cosmic being.”

That pulled several eyes toward her. She went on, calm and cold and thinking fast.

“It devours worlds. Incorporates them into itself.” Her hand lifted slightly toward the surrounding walls, the metal orbs on the roof outside, the whole dead city around the tomb. “That would explain the ruins. Different cultures. Civilizations that never existed on Earth. Not one history, but many.”

Jake let out a breath. “I like that one better.”

Jack nodded slowly. “Same.”

Joanne gave a sharp little point toward Alex. “Yes. Big cosmic sentient dungeon eating worlds is somehow more comforting than time loop hell.”

Janet snorted. “Because it means our lives aren’t meaningless repetitions.”

Emma said nothing for a few seconds.

Then, quietly, “It also fits the ruins better.”

Dominic looked from one mural to the next, then made the practical call like that time with the Monstrous Phoenix.

“We rest!”

That snapped the team back into motion. Not relaxed, not in this kind of unexplainable ruin. But functional. They had earned that much.

A rough meal was started in the chamber while watches were arranged and injuries checked. Nobody trusted the tomb fully, but the pixies’ fear of it bought them room, and room meant survival. For now, that was enough.

Alex sat against one of the smoother walls after they made camp and pulled out her phone.

Dominic, passing by with food in hand, glanced over without much thought. Then he paused. Scrolled names caught his eye: Jin Yong, Gu Long, Wen Rui-An.

He looked at her, then back at the screen. “You’re reading wuxia?”

Alex did not look embarrassed in the slightest. “Yes.”

Dominic lowered himself onto a nearby piece of broken stone and gave her a curious look. “Since when?”

“Since recently.” She scrolled once, eyes still on the text. “I figured expanding my perspective to a different culture might be the push I need.”

“For your fighting style.”

That got a small nod. Alex locked the screen and looked up at last.

“I already have range, flexibility, control is my forte.” She glanced toward the Dragon Slayer resting nearby in its dissolved state, waiting to be called again. “What I’m missing isn’t more weapons. It’s… weight. I achived it once through raw stats. But doing that again without blowing myself up with Phong's strawberry might require a different way of thinking about force.”

Dominic understood that faster than most people would have. He had watched her ever since Phong pointed out the flaw. Ever since she started trying to give her style more weight and more finality.

“That makes sense,” he said.

Alex leaned her head back against the wall.

Then Dominic added, “You know you can use Bai Hu’s storm.”

That pulled her eyes back to him.

“The skill,” he said. “If you want to use it, use it. We’ll adapt.”

Alex said nothing right away.

Dominic continued, steady and practical.

“We can learn the new positioning. We can work around you being the eye of the storm.” He shrugged a little. “You don’t have to hold back for us.”

Alex was quiet for a moment. Then she shook her head.

“I wasn’t holding back,” she said. “Not really.”

Dominic raised a brow.

“That was our first real encounter with the pixies,” Alex said. “I didn’t use it because I didn’t know enough yet. That’s all.”

He studied her face for a second, judging whether she was protecting the team’s feelings or simply stating fact. With Alex, the two could overlap. Still, he believed her. So Dominic let the matter rest.

Around them, the cryo-tomb stayed silent. The murals watched from the walls. The dead city beyond the chamber waited under strange metal orbs and broken windows. Somewhere outside, the pixies still circled the edge of the tomb’s fear.

Inside, Team Nemean ate, rested, and tried not to think too hard about the gray hooded figure painted across the walls of a world that might not have been theirs.

For now, surviving the next hour was enough.



Midnight broke apart under Dominic’s scream. It hit the cryo-tomb walls and came back twice as loud. Everyone was awake in an instant.

That alone said enough. Dominic was not Jake. He was not Rico. He was not the kind of person who screamed because he got startled, or annoyed, or saw something ugly in the dungeon. For someone like him to make that sound meant something had gone very, very wrong.

Alex was on her feet first, psychic spear already in hand. Joanne rolled up with her ring raised, a spark gathering at her fingertip before she was even fully standing. Jake and Jack moved as one, both already armed. Janet snatched up her weapon and shoved the last of sleep out of her face. Séline and Camille came up low and ready, the way people did when they expected blood the moment they turned a corner.

They followed the sound deeper into the tomb. Into the burial chamber.

And then all of them stopped.

Because there were, somehow, two Dominics.

Their Dominic stood near the entrance to the chamber, pale in a way none of them had ever seen on him. He had mostly gotten himself under control by then, but only mostly. His chest still rose too fast. His eyes were fixed on the altar at the center of the room. One shaking finger pointed forward.

“What the fuck is that?”

No one answered him. Because on the main altar of the burial chamber, there really was another Dominic that hadn't been there when they checked the place for ambush earlier. He was kneeling there. Still. Silent except for a broken murmur that rose and fell like a damaged recording.

The chamber itself seemed built around that altar. Wide steps led up to it from all sides, and above it hung old crystal fixtures that no longer gave light. The whole room was lined with more murals and broken frozen caskets, but none of that mattered now. Not with that thing on the altar.

The other Dominic wore heavy armor. Not like Dominic’s own usual look.

This armor was bulkier in some places and more layered in others, shaped in a style none of them could name. It had the look of old war gear, severe and proud, with broad shoulder guards and overlapping plates that made Alex think of a samurai from some old movie Phong once made her watch. In front of the kneeling figure stood a huge tower shield planted against the floor, its surface worked with a strange bronze-like face pattern. Wide eyes. Harsh lines. A design none of them recognized, only that it looked ancient and wrong in a way the dungeon seemed to love.

(the shield was inspired by San Xing Dui's culture fyi)
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But the armor was not the worst part. The body inside it was ruined. Deep cuts covered the other Dominic from head to toe. Dozens, maybe more. Some were slashes, some looked like punctures. And some looked too torn to be from any clean weapon.

From every opening came blood, but not red. It was golden. It gushed and dripped down the armor in shining streams, and every time the light caught it, it gleamed like molten metal.

Joanne swore softly. Emma’s face tightened. Janet’s grip on her weapon hardened.

Then the other thing became clear, and that was what made Jake take one step back. Some of the wounds were not wounds. Or maybe they were, but not in any way he understood. They looked like glitches, static on an old television. Jagged strips of noise cutting through flesh, armor, even the outline of the body itself. As if pieces of that other Dominic were not just bleeding out, but breaking apart. Information tearing loose from whatever he was.

Alex felt the skin on the back of her neck crawl. The kneeling figure’s head twitched. Then it spoke again.

“Stop the gr...”

The voice cut out halfway through the word. It dragged into a burst of distortion so ugly it made everyone flinch.

“...rrkshh...gr...aaaa...”

Then again. “Stop the gr...”

Dominic stared at it like he was seeing his own corpse trying to talk. Joanne was the first to say what everyone else was already thinking. “The gray one.”

Her voice came out hushed without her meaning to.

Emma’s eyes flicked at once toward the chamber walls, toward the murals they had studied earlier. Heroes. Monsters. A war. And always, somewhere in the images, the hooded figure in gray.

Jake swallowed. “You think that’s what he’s trying to say?”

“What else would it be?” Jack muttered.

Séline narrowed her eyes at the altar. “It fits too well.”

Camille’s voice was colder. “Too well is usually bad.”

Janet glanced from the kneeling figure to their Dominic and back again. “I don’t like any of this.”

Alex said nothing at first. She just looked. Same build. Same face. Same presence. And yet not.

This Dominic on the altar looked older in a way that had nothing to do with years. He looked worn down by too much war and too much pain. Even kneeling, even half broken, he gave off a kind of weight. Not just power or level. History scarred with battles, a past shrouded in despair.

Dominic found his own voice first. “That’s not me.”

Jake let out a weak laugh that held no humor. “Really?”

Dominic did not even spare him a look.

“That’s not me,” he repeated, more firmly this time, as if he needed to hear it himself.

The kneeling figure twitched again. Golden blood dripped from the altar to the floor.

“Stop... the gr...”

The last word died in static.

Emma took a slow step sideways, eyes fixed on the other Dominic. “We need to consider the obvious problem here.”

“No shit,” Joanne muttered.

Emma ignored that. “If this tomb is tied to those murals, and those murals really are warnings, then either this is some kind of projection...” She paused, visibly hating the next option. “...or that is Dominic from somewhere else.”

“Time loop,” Séline said again.

Camille folded her arms. “Or another world.”

Jake looked deeply unhappy. “Great! Love both options.”

Jack frowned. “Why would it look like Dominic?”

No one had a good answer.

Dominic himself seemed to have stopped hearing them. His breathing had steadied now, but that almost made it worse. He was focused. Locked in. The kind of look he got when he had already decided something and the rest of the world was just trying to catch up.

Alex noticed first. “Dominic.”

He did not answer.

Janet took one step toward him. “Dom.”

Still nothing.

He was staring up at the altar, at the kneeling figure wearing a stranger’s armor and his own face. Then Dominic started forward.

Janet caught his wrist at once. “Are you serious?”

He looked at her, then back at the altar. “I need to see it up close.”

Emma frowned. “That is a terrible idea.”

Jake pointed at the bleeding double. “For once, rich girl’s right.”

“Don’t call me that right now,” Emma snapped.

Joanne kept her ring trained on the figure. “I can shoot him from here if he moves weird.”

“Please do not shoot the maybe-Dominic unless we have to,” Jack said.

“That was implied.”

Alex stepped in front of Dominic by half a pace, psychic spear still in hand. “We don’t know what this is.”

Dominic met her eyes. “Exactly.”

It was such a Dominic answer that nobody liked it.

Janet exhaled through her nose. “You are not doing this alone.”

“I’m not asking to.”

The kneeling figure shuddered again. Its head lifted a little. Enough for them to see the full face. It was Dominic. No mistake now.

Dominic, but harder. Dominic, but worn out. Dominic, but less gentle giant and a lot more Dark Soul NPC. It was their captain if he was carrying something old and grim in the set of his jaw. Golden blood ran from one eye.

“Stop...” it whispered.

Then the static tore through the rest of the sentence.

Alex cursed under her breath.

Emma’s expression had gone sharp and calculating. “If he really means the gray figure from the murals, then that thing knows something.”

“That thing,” Dominic said quietly, “looks like me.”

Emma pressed her lips together but did not argue. That was answer enough.

Dominic gently pulled his wrist free from Janet’s hand. She hated that he did it gently. If he had been rough about it, she could have yelled. Could have shoved him back. But Dominic being Dominic made it harder.

“Just close enough to look,” he said.

“No touching,” Joanne said at once.

Jake added, “No touching, no heroic nonsense, no dungeon horror deals.”

Jack lifted a hand. “And if it moves wrong, we pull you back.”

Séline cracked her knuckles. “Fast.”

Camille nodded once. “Very fast.”

Alex held his gaze for another second, then stepped aside, though her spear stayed up. “If I say stop, you stop.”

Dominic gave the smallest nod. Then he turned toward the altar.

The burial chamber felt colder with each step he took.

The other Dominic remained kneeling, bleeding gold, static crawling through his wounds in ugly flickers. The tower shield stood before him like a grave marker. Behind him, the dark wall murals watched in silence.

No one breathed easy. No one blinked for long.

Dominic reached the base of the altar stairs.

And then, with every eye in the chamber fixed on him, he started to climb.

            

    
        Chapter 109: Echo of a warrior

    
    
    
    
                Dominic did not expect the other him to vanish.

He reached the final step, breath held, every muscle in his body tight for a fight, a trap, a curse, anything.

Instead, the kneeling figure looked up.

And broke apart.

Not into flesh. Not into dust. Into mana particles. Pale, gold-lit fragments that lifted from the ruined armor and the bleeding body like fireflies being pulled apart by wind. The heavy samurai-styled shell collapsed inward with no sound at all, and before Dominic could even step back, those particles rushed into him.

The chamber went silent.

Dominic froze.

Then the world split open inside his skull.

He staggered, one hand flying to his head, and nearly dropped to one knee on the altar steps. Janet shouted his name from below. Alex moved at once, psychic spear already rising, but Dominic lifted one shaking hand without looking back.

“Wait.”

The word came out strangled. Because he was no longer seeing the burial chamber. He was seeing another life. Another Dominic’s.

It came in broken glimpses, pieces of memory slamming into him with the force of impact. Light, sound, pain, fear, duty, grief. A whole existence torn up and poured into him in flashes too fast to hold and too sharp to ignore.

He saw another Earth. Not theirs.

A world where the sky looked the same but everything beneath it had drifted down another path long before any of them were born. Cities rose with designs that made modern skyscrapers feel crude. Towers bent to catch starlight. Highways of pale metal crossed over seas of crystal-lit buildings. The people of that world drew power not from oil, wind, or atom, but from the cosmos itself.

Astronomy-based technology. Energy gathered from the heavens. The weird devices on top of the ruined houses outside suddenly made sense. Those linked metal orbs and circling rings were not decoration. They were batteries, collectors, harvesters of cosmic force, the same way solar panels on their Earth drank sunlight.

He saw them shining on rooftops while another Dominic ran through streets lit by star-made lamps. He saw news screens in a language his mind did not know and yet somehow understood through memory. He saw uniforms, training halls, war briefings. That world had already been torn by conflict even before the dungeon came. Nations divided, cities scarred, the powerful became greedy and the small learnt bravery. Humanity proud, wounded, and very used to living close to war.

Then the dungeon appeared.

And unlike their Earth, it was not gentle.

No classes awakening with enough breathing room to adjust. No slow spread of chaos. No years of grim adaptation mixed with society trying to stay itself.

War began at once. A true one, world wide war against an enemy from beyond human comprehension, against the Pillars.

Dominic’s borrowed memories sharpened until they became agony.

He saw the Phoenix rise in a wall of fire that swallowed a skyline.

He saw the White Tigress freeze an entire continent, ice spreading over nations so fast the sea itself became part of the grave.

He heard the Sky Emperor roar and felt the whole globe tremble beneath it.

Yet humanity persisted. Not easily. Not nobly. Desperately.

They fought because there was nothing else left, they learnt to cooperate with their old enemies because there was a bigger threat across the horizon. And among them... rose a hero. Unknown to Dominic by name. Never clearly seen, always in white armor. A figure that moved through battle like judgment, wrapped in so much power that people turned toward them the way drowning men turned toward shore. The slayer of Bai Hu. The one who stole a goddess’ power. That was what they were called.

The title burned through Dominic’s head with the force of myth.

He saw armies rally behind that hero. He saw monsters die in numbers too high to count. He saw hope.

And then the memory tore itself apart.

As if something had ripped the middle out of a film reel and only left him the ending. Now he was in this tomb.

The same chamber.

The same chamber, not as old as this one, still intact and untouched by the cruelty of time, being lit with a cold blue light from hidden systems in the walls.

The cryo-coffins were sealed then. There were rows of them. Inside each one lay a sleeping human wrapped in frost and silence. The other Dominic moved among them in that heavy armor, blood already on him, already carrying that strange tower shield with the carved mask face on it.

He was ushering the last survivors in. Children. Adults. The wounded. The terrified.

He spoke to them with a calm Dominic had never heard in his own voice. Not because he felt no fear, on the contrary, because there was no room left for fear when everyone else needed him steady.

The pods closed. The chamber sealed. And the other Dominic turned back alone. He planted himself before the altar. Before the stairs. Before the last road into the burial hall.

Enemies came, but not as one clear army. The memories blurred there, advancing enemies were smeared into waves of shadowy figures not because the other Dominic forgot, but because there had been too many attacks, too many repeated waves of hopeless retaliation, too many times he had stood and struck and watched darkness come again.

Still, one image cut through. He braced behind the great shield. Punched the back of it with his fist. And from the eye and mouth of the carved mask on its face, destruction burst forth in a beam so violent it turned the chamber white.

God’s Roar Cannon. The name came with the memory. It was his signature. That Dominic’s signature. His last answer to a world ending around him.

Again. Again. Again. Each blast bought only minutes. Each victory became a rest too short it felt more torturous than relief. Each defense became another failure delayed.

And in the end, he was overwhelmed.

Dominic saw himself from that other life standing in this very chamber, shredded open, golden blood running from deep wounds while the enemy finally broke through. Not monsters with clear faces. Not soldiers he could hate cleanly. They were blackened shapes that refused to stay fixed in memory, as if even the dead man’s mind had stopped bothering to distinguish one hopeless attacker from the next.

He fell to one knee right after the last enemy, shield still planted, body refusing to quit after life should already have left it. He knew he had merely a minute or two to catch some breath before the next wave of terror flooded the tomb.

Then the cryo-coffins opened. Dominic’s heart clenched inside the memory. The survivors had awoken, but they were not the other Dominic's salvation. Their bodies twisted in the cold light of the tomb into shapes that made his stomach drop even before his own mind caught up.

Greenish-blue skin. Backward-turned knees. Red eyes devoid of all but the hunger for death.

The Soerai! The sleeping humans had become the Soerai.

Whether through time, corruption, dungeon influence, or some worse fate he could not yet understand, the survivors this man had bled to protect had woken without their minds. They had woken changed. Woken wrong.

The dying Dominic on the altar tried to warn them. Tried to tell them something important enough to drag out with his last breaths.

“Stop the gr...”

The memory twisted there, the sound cutting off as one of the newly born Soerai lunged. The plea was drowned in pain, in static, in the ruined body finally being torn past recovery by the very people he had died to save.

Then all of it ended.

Dominic came back to himself on the altar. Back in the dark chamber. Back with Team Nemean below. Back with cold air in his lungs and his own hands shaking.

Tears were already falling before he understood he was crying. Not from pain. Not exactly. Grief too big and too sudden to belong to one life alone had brought tears to his eyes.

Below him, Janet had gone pale. Alex stood frozen for one rare heartbeat, psychic spear lowered without her meaning to. Joanne’s lightning had died out at her fingertip. Jake and Jack both stared up in silence. Emma looked stricken in a way none of them had seen before, as if the elegant mask she wore for most problems had simply failed to cover this one.

Dominic stood at the top of the altar, crying for a man who had been him and not him, for a whole other world that had fought and lost, for the survivors who had become monsters, and for the terrible understanding that had just opened inside his chest.

The Soerai had once been human.

And somewhere in the middle of the tears and the horror and the secondhand memories still burning through him, Dominic knew one more thing.

The world of the other Dominic was too alien, too different from their own to be called a time-loop.

            

    
        Chapter 110: The systematic eradication of dungeon pixies

    
    
    
    
                Dominic realized the shield was his.

Not in the metaphorical sense. Not in the vague, symbolic way a relic sometimes “chose” someone.

The moment the memories settled enough for him to breathe through them, a system prompt flickered in the corner of his vision and refused to be ignored.

Eyeless Heaven

Ownership transferred.

And beneath that, another line.

Skill acquired: God’s Roar Cannon

Dominic read the names out loud because the rest of the team needed to hear them too. But the words tasted bitter in his mouth. Not because the shield was weak. Not because the skill sounded ridiculous. Because he knew what those names had cost the man who first carried them.

He looked down at Eyeless Heaven in his hands. The tower shield felt heavy in the right way. Old. Earned. The carved mask face on it remained unreadable, the eye and mouth slits dark and still now, as if waiting to be struck awake.

Jake exhaled first. “So we’re just doing this now. We’re inheriting dead alternate-selves’ gear.”

“No time loop,” Dominic said quietly.

That made several of them look up. He rubbed one hand over his face and forced himself to explain through the exhaustion.

“The Earth I saw wasn’t ours. Not even close.” His voice stayed rough. “The tech was different. Their whole development path was different. Their cities. Their power systems. They used cosmic energy. Those devices on the rooftops outside were basically cosmic batteries.” He looked at the murals, then back to the team. “Too different. This isn’t a loop. Not ours.”

That eased something in the room. Not everything. But enough.

Enough for Jake to stop looking like existence itself had become an insult. Enough for Jack’s shoulders to lower a little. Enough for Joanne to mutter, “Good. I would’ve hated the loop thing.”

Emma leaned against one of the tomb walls and closed her eyes for a second. “Parallel worlds is still bad.”

“Less personally insulting,” Jake said.

Camille, quiet as ever, gave the smallest nod. That was as close to comfort as the tomb was going to offer. The team slept in shifts after that. Or tried to. The cryo-tomb stayed cold and silent around them, and even with the immediate horror dulled by exhaustion, none of them rested easily. But one thing did not go unnoticed.

That night, Janet stayed close to Dominic. Closer than usual even for a married woman sleeping in a dungeon beside the man she loved. She did not make a scene of it. Did not speak much. Just stayed within reach, as if some part of her feared that if she looked away too long, he might split into another version and vanish into some other war-torn world she could not follow.

Dominic understood. He did not tell her not to.

At dawn, he rose first. The tomb’s pale light made the bronze face of Eyeless Heaven look almost alive. Dominic picked the shield up and felt the weight settle into his arm like it had always meant to be there. Not natural yet. Not familiar yet. But right.

He looked at the weapon for a long moment. Then made a vow quietly enough that no one else heard it. He would protect his team. He would protect this world. And somehow, in doing that, he would carry the regret the other Dominic died with instead of letting it rot in a dead tomb.

When the others were fully up and moving, Alex made the next call. “We use the tomb.”

Dominic looked over.

Alex folded her arms and nodded toward the entrance where the pixies still hovered in wary patterns outside. “As a safe zone. We pull them here. Farm them in controlled fights. Retreat back inside when needed.”

Emma followed at once. “Until the nest decides we’re too expensive to treat as prey.”

Jack’s eyes moved over the entrance angles and the choke points around the broken gate. “That can work.”

Joanne grinned. “So our plan is to become an infestation problem.”

Jake shrugged. “I’ve had worse plans.”

Dominic took one glance at the chamber, the entrance, the team, then nodded. So they did exactly that. The day became a cycle of violence and adaptation.

They would push out from the tomb, draw pixies into controlled lanes, kill what they could, then fall back inside before the swarm could widen the field too much. The pixies hated the tomb enough to hesitate at the threshold every time. That hesitation became Team Nemean’s advantage.

Dominic tested God’s Roar Cannon the first time a cluster of holy variants hung too far back for him to reach. He braced Eyeless Heaven. Punched the back of it the way memory told him to. The carved mask on the front lit from within, pale gold flooding into the eye and mouth slits, and then a beam of raw destruction erupted outward with enough force to rip through the ruin street and vaporize two pixies cleanly while blasting a third into wet ruin against a wall.

The recoil ran up Dominic’s arm. The grin that spread over his face was immediate.

“Oh,” he said. Then, more honestly. “Oh, I love this!”

Jake stared. “You finally got range.”

Dominic looked genuinely delighted for the first time since midnight. “I finally got range!”

It was perfect for him. His class had always lacked that option. He was a breaker, a pressure wall, a close-range hammer. Eyeless Heaven gave him reach without changing who he was.

Alex started using Bai Hu’s storm too. She had delayed long enough. Now, with a safe retreat point behind them and a steady farm in front of them, she began testing Tigerphoon properly. The skill turned on around her in a whirling local storm, a violent radius centered on her body. Pixies that entered it were torn apart so fast the others immediately started trying to avoid her zone altogether.

She became, in Jake’s words, “a human pixie-blender.”

Not a bad result. Still, Alex was not fully satisfied. Because the storm altered air flow too much. Sometimes when she tried to use her bows inside it, her own arrow tracks shifted. Not enough to ruin everything. Enough to annoy someone with her standards.

“It messes with my shots,” she muttered after one arrow curved just slightly off the clean line she wanted.

Joanne looked at the shredded pixies around her and deadpanned, “Tragic.”

Alex ignored her.

Jack made the next improvement. He raised makeshift front walls from broken ruin stone and anchored them into useful angles for Alexei. That gave the paladin better coverage, cleaner lines, and safer lanes to intercept the shadow pixies that kept trying to slip in low and nasty.

Those same walls became tools for the others too. Séline, Camille, and Jake started using them to their advantage, vaulting, sliding, and cutting off the variants Dominic, Alex, Janet, and Joanne could not catch cleanly. Shadow copies that slipped. Defense copies that hung too far off center. Holy ones trying to kite from above. The mobile trio turned Jack’s rough battlefield architecture into a hunting ground.

Emma stayed behind in the tomb for most of it. She wasn’t idle, though. Never idle. She sang to buff them until her mana ran dry, then rested just long enough to recover, then did it again. Over and over through the day. Her songs layered strength, dexterity, and constitution into the team in timed waves, making each push sharper and each retreat less desperate.

By the end of the day, the kills had piled high enough for the system to answer.

Levels climbed. Alex and Emma reached 37. Dominic and Janet hit 38. Jake, Jack, Joanne, Séline, and Camille all rose to 36, each of them now just shy of gaining another level.

The tomb, once a place of dread, had become a grinder. A temporary school of war. And when night began to creep back into the cold lines of the ruin, Team Nemean returned once more to the cryo-tomb entrance battered, filthy, stronger, and just a little more dangerous than they had been that morning.

Team Nemean spent the next three days turning the pixie ruin into a lesson in attrition. At first, the hive had answered every loss with more bodies. Worker pixies screamed from the deeper blocks. Soldier pixies split into holy, shadow, and defense forms the moment they were pressured. They came from rooftops, broken windows, underground cracks, and alley shadows as if the whole dead city had been built to birth more of them.

But Team Nemean stopped treating the ruin like prey territory. They turned it into a butcher’s lane. Every time the pixies pushed too hard, Dominic blasted them apart with God’s Roar Cannon. Alex carved through their lines with Dragon Slayer in one hand and a storm howling around her. Jack kept shaping the battlefield into something smaller, tighter, crueler. Emma’s songs rose and fell with perfect timing. Joanne’s lightning punished every cluster. Janet picked off mistakes. Jake, Séline, and Camille cut down anything that slipped through.

By the dawn of the fourth day since Dominic met the other him, the hive had finally made the calculation every predator made when a meal bit back too hard. They were not worth the casualties.

The pixies did not stop existing. They just stopped contesting the outer blocks. That was enough. So, Team Nemean pushed deeper into the ruin at last.

The city skeleton stretched farther than they had thought. More concrete houses. More strange roof batteries. More dead streets from a world that had drawn power from the stars. And at the far end of it, half hidden behind cracked walls and a slope of broken stone, they found it.

The gate. Golden and tall. Ancient in the same way all the gates were ancient, as if they had not been built but declared into existence. And on the door, etched into the metal, was the same hooded figure.

Dominic stared at it for a long second. Then muttered, “That king in yellow looking bastard really does look like the gray one from the tomb.”

No one laughed. Because he was right.

The silhouette was not exact. It never was. But the shape of it, the drape of the hood, the way the figure stood like it belonged at the center of things, it was close enough to tighten every nerve in the body.

Emma folded her arms. “I hate that connection.”

Jake looked at the carving and grimaced. “I hate that he’s probably right.”

Alex stepped forward first. “Either way, we’re not turning back.”

Nobody argued. They opened the gate and descended.

This time, Floor 3 did not greet them with black obsidian canyon and the memory of body-snatching spiders. Instead, it greeted them with a forest. A vast one.

The trees rose so high their crowns vanished into the dim far-above like the tops of redwoods lost in fog. Their trunks were broad enough that five men linking arms might not reach around one. The forest floor was cooler here, layered with fallen needles, old roots, and stretches of moss that swallowed sound. Light filtered down in red-brown shafts through impossible height, giving the whole place a quiet that felt old and watchful.

Then they saw the watchtowers: Treehouses, not crude platforms, but built structures worked into the giant trunks with ladders, balconies, and lookout nests. On top of one, archers watched them from the shadows between branches.

Tortura. But not the exiles from near Camp Orthrus. These ones looked younger. Harder. Straighter in the back and sharper in the eyes. Their bows were strung tight and held with the easy confidence of warriors still in their prime. Their levels, when the system gave them, were all fifty-five and above.

Jake let out a low whistle. “Yeah. Those are not retired grandpas.”

The nearest Tortura did not lower his bow. Neither did the others.

So Alex stepped forward and slowly raised her hand. In it was the emblem the old Tortura on Floor 2 had given them. A sign of peace, roughly carved but clear enough to mean something to those who knew it.

The effect was immediate. The archers on the platforms shifted. Not relaxed, not fully, but enough. One called down in a language Team Nemean did not know. Another answered from higher in the trees. A third disappeared into the branches, likely to bring word inward.

After a tense minute, a rope ladder dropped from the nearest platform: Permission.

Dominic exhaled quietly. “Good enough.”

They were led into the Tortura camp after that. It was built high and low at once, spread between the giant trunks and the ground below. Walkways linked treehouses overhead. Platforms held drying racks, fletching stations, and sleeping nests. On the ground, there were cookfires and gathering circles ringed with polished stone. The whole place felt lived in, old, and stubbornly alive in the middle of a floor that had already tried to kill them twice through two different routes.

At the heart of the camp stood a totem.

A turtle carved from dark wood and fitted with old beads, feathers, bone, and strips of shell. Firelight danced over its face. Around it, young Tortura danced under the evening glow of the campfire, stepping in rhythms older than the dungeon path Team Nemean had taken to reach them. It was not a celebration exactly. More a ritual of continuity. Of memory. Of people who still knew who they were.

Team Nemean waited by the edge of the circle until the chieftain approached.

He was broad for a Tortura, older than the warriors on the towers but not yet fallen from grace like the exiles below. His shell bore scars. His bow was taller than Joanne. Around his neck hung carved tokens that likely meant rank, war, or both.

He spoke first to Alex, which did not surprise anyone. Alex had the emblem. Alex carried the weight of first contact more naturally than most. Alex also had the kind of face people took seriously when discussing matters that might turn into blood.

The two of them spoke for a while with the help of gestures, repeated names, and enough shared context to make meaning from fragments. Emma stepped in once or twice where diplomacy needed softer edges. Dominic stayed quiet and visible, the way a leader did when another leader in his group had the floor.

At last, the chieftain’s eyes moved over the rest of Team Nemean. Then to the distant direction of Floor 2, as if he could somehow see through earth and root toward Camp Orthrus.

He said something else, longer this time. Alex listened, asked one short question, then nodded.

When she turned back to the group, her expression was thoughtful. “He wants to meet Phong.”

That got immediate reactions.

Jake blinked. “Of course he does.”

Emma’s mouth twitched. “Everyone eventually does.”

Alex ignored them and continued. “The old Tortura on Floor 2 told them about Camp Orthrus. About the perimeter. The defenses. The relative safety.”

Dominic caught it first. “Retirement.”

Alex nodded. “The chieftain wants to discuss using part of Camp Orthrus as a nursing home for their senior warriors.”

For a second, no one said anything. Then Joanne looked around the giant forest camp, the watchtowers, the dancing children, the scarred archers in their prime, and muttered, “You know what, that makes perfect sense.”

It did.

Team Nemean had come looking for a safer route into Floor 3. Instead, once again, they had found another people with history, structure, and needs that could be bargained with. Another alliance waiting to happen.

And as the firelight flickered over the turtle totem and the Tortura youths danced beneath the towering redwood-like trees, Alex looked toward the darkness beyond camp and thought of Phong. Because somehow, even down here, even on a floor he had not stepped onto yet, the world kept making room for the farmer.

            

    
        Chapter 111: The predator of Tortura: the Werdigo

    
    
    
    
                The Tortura chieftain welcomed Team Nemean to stay for the night. It wasn’t because he was being polite, though.

“The night in Croak Wood is not safe,” he said through broken trade speech and what Alex managed to piece together. Then his voice lowered, and even the younger Tortura nearby seemed to listen more carefully. “Werdigo walks when dark is deep.”

That name landed wrong the moment it was spoken.

The chieftain explained only what mattered. In Tortura history, the Werdigo was a supernatural undead predator. Not merely dangerous... Invincible. Brave warriors had gone after it. Strong warriors had challenged it. None lasted long after answering its whisper in the Croak Wood.

Not one of them liked what they heard.

The Tortura prepared a tent for Team Nemean anyway, larger than the others and set close enough to the central fire that it still counted as being under village protection. But the warnings did not stop.

“Do not answer the wood,” one of the older archers told them.

“Any voice?” Janet asked.

“Any voice,” the Tortura confirmed.

“Even if it sounds human?” Joanne asked.

The archer looked at her flatly. “Especially then.”

Then came the next rule. “The fire in your tent must not go out.”

Dominic pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course.”

The Tortura continued like this was all perfectly ordinary. “And if shadow claws start coming into the tent, use laurel leaves. Sprinkle water at the entrance.”

Jake blinked. “Shadow claws.”

“Yes.”

“Like that’s a normal sentence.”

The Tortura did not care for his sarcasm. “It is here.”

That shut him up.

By the time the villagers left them alone, Team Nemean stood inside the tent surrounded by bedrolls, travel gear, a small fire basin, a pouch of laurel leaves, and the growing realization that they had somehow wandered into a full rule-horror forest.

Dominic looked at the fire, then at the leaves, then at the closed tent flap. “I did not sign up for r/nosleep dungeon rules.”

Joanne pointed at him. “That is exactly what this is.”

Alex, kneeling by the fire basin, murmured more to herself than to anyone else, “Werdigo.”

Emma looked over. “What.”

Alex frowned. “It sounds like two things got shoved together. Wendigo from Indigenous American folklore. And wer. As in old Germanic roots.”

Jake stared at her. “That is not making me feel better.”

“It shouldn’t,” Emma said.

None of them had an answer for why the name felt borrowed from two human traditions at once. The dungeon did not bother explaining itself. So they settled in as best they could.

And then they learned why the Tortura called it Croak Wood.

It started slowly. A creak. Then another. Then, all around the camp, the giant trees began to move. Not like treants, though. That was the first bad part. Treants were slow, rooted, thoughtful. Their movements had intention that still felt plant-like, old and deliberate.

Croak Wood was different. The giant trunks twisted. The bark flexed. The roots tore half loose from the ground and dragged themselves a little, then settled, then shifted again. Great masses of wood slithered across the forest floor with an ugly, half-snake motion that no tree should ever have. Their branches bent and writhed overhead while the trunks creaked and croaked so loudly it echoed across the whole forest like giant wooden throats clearing themselves all night.

Jack checked one through the system once and made a face.

“Category,” he muttered, “just says tree.”

Not monster. Not beast, either. Not even treant. Tree.

The same kind of dead, simple category the system gave rocks, consumables, and things that should not get up and crawl around after midnight. That somehow made it worse.

Even stranger, the trees the Tortura used in their village did not join the movement. The living timber worked into platforms, towers, and homes stayed still and upright, anchored in quiet while the rest of the Croak Wood slithered and croaked around them.

At first, the sight held everyone’s attention. It was bizarre enough to be almost impressive. That did not last long. After an hour, it became annoying. After two, it became miserable.

The croaking. The creaking. The constant shifting of impossible trees outside the tent. Every time someone almost drifted off, another long wooden groan would scrape through the dark and ruin it. By three in the morning, Team Nemean had barely slept at all.

Jake lay flat on his back staring at the tent roof with the dead eyes of a man personally betrayed by forest acoustics. Joanne had given up pretending comfort existed. Dominic was still awake because someone had to be. Emma rested with the discipline of someone used to making peace with bad conditions. Janet stayed close to Dominic. Jack and the French girls had at least managed something like a half-doze in turns.

Alex nearly slipped under. That was what made it dangerous. The fire in the basin burned low but steady. Her eyes had just fallen shut for a second when she heard it.

“Alex.”

Phong’s voice, warm and gentle.

Exactly the way he always said her name when they were alone and he wanted her attention without dragging her too hard out of her thoughts. Her whole body almost answered on instinct.

Almost!

The rational part of her mind slammed awake first. Because Phong was not here. Phong was on another floor. And the Tortura had warned them. Do not answer the wood. Any voice. Especially a human one.

Cold went through Alex all at once. Her eyes snapped open. For one terrible moment she could still hear the echo of his voice in the dark outside the tent, soft and patient and close enough to sound like he was just beyond the flap.

She stood so fast it startled everyone.

Dominic was already halfway upright. “What?”

Alex did not waste time explaining in pieces.

“Up,” she said sharply. “Everyone. Now.”

Jake jerked awake with a curse. Joanne rolled over and sat up at once. Emma’s eyes opened immediately, too trained to question tone before moving. Janet’s hand was already on her weapon. Jack and the French girls came awake hard and fast the moment they heard the fear Alex could not quite hide.

Dominic rose fully. “What happened?”

Alex looked toward the tent entrance, jaw tight. “I heard Phong.”

That silenced the tent. Every bit of drowsiness vanished. Because now all of them were awake enough to understand exactly why that was a problem.

The rest of the night turned into a test of every single warning the Tortura had given them.

No one in the tent said it out loud. They did not need to. The moment Alex said she had heard Phong’s voice outside, everyone understood that this was no longer a strange night in a strange forest. This was now a rule-horror situation in full.

Dominic was the first to move. He grabbed the laurel leaves and shoved half the pouch toward Emma. Jake and Jack shifted closer to the fire basin at once. Joanne and Janet took the rear of the tent, watching the canvas walls as if expecting something to push through at any second. Séline and Camille moved nearer to Alex and Dominic, ready to react if the thing outside tried to force its way in.

For a few breaths, nothing happened. Then the first rule came for them.

A loud, unnatural wind howled right outside the tent flap.

Not through the trees. Not across the camp. Right outside the flap, like some giant mouth had lowered itself there and blown.

The tent walls snapped inward. The fire basin guttered so hard that for one sick second the flame shrank to a weak orange thread.

“Shit,” Jake snapped.

He and Jack were already on it. Jake grabbed spare kindling while Jack shielded the basin with both hands and his body. Jake struck flame. Jack fed it. Together they forced the fire back into a strong, steady burn before it could die out completely.

The moment the flame rose again, the howling wind cut off.

Cut off, like something outside had gotten annoyed and stopped trying.

Nobody relaxed. Because then the second rule came.

At first, it looked like the shadows near the tent entrance had simply thickened. Then they moved.

Claws.

Long, thin, shadowy claws crawled under the flap and along the ground like black fingers feeling for warmth. They dragged themselves closer and closer toward the nearest living bodies, slow and deliberate, each one ending in a hook-like point that looked too sharp and too eager.

Joanne lifted her hand.

Emma grabbed her wrist at once. “No.”

Right. The rule.

Emma dropped to one knee, snatched up the water bowl the Tortura had left for them, dipped the laurel leaves into it, and sprinkled the entrance with quick, sharp flicks of her hand.

The reaction was instant. The shadow claws recoiled like worms touched by salt. They pulled back in ugly jerks, scraping across the ground before vanishing under the flap into the dark outside.

Jake stared at the entrance. “I officially hate this forest.”

“No argument,” Janet muttered.

Alex and Dominic exchanged one look. Then both of them reached for the roasted dungeon-grown sweet potatoes they had packed from camp stores.

The crop had a use they did not break out often, but tonight was worth it. Both ate quickly, chewing through the sweet, dense flesh while the others kept watch. A few breaths later, the enhancement hit. Their senses sharpened. Not just sight. Hearing too. Smell. Awareness.

The darkness outside the tent shifted.

Or rather, they could finally start peeling it apart.

What had looked like a solid wall of black now showed layers. Veils. Thin curtains of shadow hanging over the camp like damp cloth. Through those layers, Alex and Dominic could see farther than normal, deeper than human eyes should manage in a night like this. And what they saw was bizarre enough to make both of them go still.

Shapes were moving through Croak Wood. Humanoid shapes. But wrong ones.

A whole march of them passed between the slithering trees, long-limbed and uneven, their bodies looking vaguely like Tortura stripped of everything that made Tortura what they were. No shells. No sturdy dignity. Just hollow, elongated husks with stretched limbs and thin necks, shambling through the woods in silence. In the dark, they looked like the remains of Tortura after something had peeled their history and their bodies apart.

Dominic’s throat tightened. “What the hell…”

And above them floated something even worse.

At first glance, it looked almost human. A person, maybe.

Thin. Messy-haired. Bloodshot eyes. Rabid-looking in that filthy, sleep-deprived way some people got after a week without rest. But the wrongness showed itself fast.

First, in how it carried itself. The thing held both of its ears shut with its hands. At the same time, it had lifted both feet unnaturally high, thumbs from its feet shoved into its own nostrils as if plugging them too. The pose should have been impossible. Ridiculous. But the creature hovered above the shell-less Tortura with calm ease, doing it like it had all the time in the world.

(For the record, cà rồng looked like this when it fly)

[image: image]

Second, it was hovering. Not standing on branch or wood. Hanging there above the procession.

Alex felt the chill reach her spine before she even realized she was using Appraisal.

The system flickered. Then it returned a result.

Name: cà rồng
Race: “human”

Alex’s breath caught.

Not human.

“Human.”

Including the quotation marks. That hit her harder than the creature’s face did.

For one heartbeat, she forgot the tent, the fire, the rules, everything. Her mind snagged on that one impossible detail. The system was either mocking the idea of humanity or trying to tell her that whatever this thing was, it wore the label wrong.

The creature turned its head. Straight toward her. As if it had felt the appraisal. As if it had noticed her looking past the shadow veil. Then it smiled.

Its mouth cracked open too wide, revealing tusks the size of ripe bananas.

            

    
        Chapter 112: The Nine

    
    
    
    
                The shell-less Tortura moved at a single beck of cà rồng’s hand.

They didn’t run or charge.

They simply turned as one and began making their way toward the village with those long, warped limbs, like puppets that had forgotten they were ever alive.

Dominic reacted first.

He rushed to the tent flap and shouted toward the nearest Tortura lodge. “Wake up! Enemy!”

Alex was right beside him a heartbeat later, voice sharper, louder.

“Get up! Something’s coming!”

Nothing. No answer. No movement.

Not even a rustle from within the tents.

At first Jake thought the Tortura were asleep through it.

Then the truth hit all of them at once.

The rules.

Do not answer the Croak Wood.

Do not answer the calls from outside.

The Tortura had held so firmly to their own rules that even now, hearing what sounded like panicked voices in the dark, they refused to respond. To them, that was how one survived the night. They had no way of knowing that this time, there really was an enemy coming for them.

“Shit,” Joanne hissed.

“Can we force them awake?” Janet asked.

“No time,” Dominic said.

Because cà rồng was already drifting closer. It floated over the advancing warped Tortura and came fully into view above the village firelight. And that was when Team Nemean understood how badly outmatched they were.

Alex’s status flickered again.

Level: 82
Boss-class entity.

For one cold second, it felt like the air itself got heavier.

A boss. Not just a high-level monster. Not just some strange undead from Croak Wood. A boss that had most likely climbed up from a lower floor.

Dominic’s hand tightened around Eyeless Heaven. Emma’s face lost color. Even Alexei, who usually looked at danger the way some people looked at hard work, went grim and still.

Cà rồng slowly lowered itself until it hovered over the center path between the Tortura tents. Then, with insulting calm, it pulled its foot-thumbs out of its nostrils.

The gesture was so bizarre that under any other circumstance Jake might have laughed from sheer disbelief. He did not laugh now.

The thing smirked. Its bloodshot eyes swept over Team Nemean like they were children who had wandered into an adult war.

“Fellow human,” it said, voice smooth and unpleasantly amused. “Your greed is too large for your own capability.”

It looked around at the camp, then toward the heart of the Tortura village.

“Coming after one of the Nine Secrets at your level…”

Its smile widened around those huge tusks. “Suicidal.”

Emma frowned. “Nine Secrets…”

Cà rồng continued as if giving a sermon.

“Still, perhaps this death will do you good. Learn your lesson now.” It tilted its head. “And in your next life, perhaps your kind will know to kneel before mysteries they cannot bear.”

Alex moved before it finished. She did not waste a word.

She bit into a Berserking Strawberry.

Power surged through her body so fast the others could feel it in the air around her. Psychic constructs snapped into being in a flash. Spear. Vajra. Two shields. Two bows. Dragon Slayer. Everything she could bring forth, she brought forth at once.

Then she attacked with all she had.

The spear shot first.

The bows loosed in tandem.

Dragon Slayer came crashing in from above while the vajra cut low and hard, aiming to trap movement, force an opening, force something.

Anything!

Cà rồng lifted one hand. And slapped the whole attack aside.

Just like that. Like someone brushing away flies.

Alex’s constructs shattered and spun off course. One shield split in midair. The spear flew into a tent post. Dragon Slayer broke apart into psychic fragments before it could even land.

The scene was so effortless, so one-sided, that everyone else froze for the exact wrong reason.

Because now they knew. This was not a hard fight. This was death.

Cà rồng slowly raised its palm toward them.

No skill name appeared. No aura flared. Yet every instinct in Team Nemean screamed the same thing before the strike even fell.

Death.

Raw. Immediate. Final.

Dominic stepped forward on instinct, shield up. Alexei moved too. Joanne gathered lightning. Emma’s blades trembled into being.

Nobody believed any of it would be enough.

Then something else moved. The tortoise statue at the center of the village began to gleam.

At first it was only a faint light crawling through the carved grooves of the old totem. Then the whole statue lit up from within, soft and bright and steady in a way that hurt the eyes after so much darkness and fear.

The raised hand of cà rồng paused.

Light rose from the statue. Not a beam. A shape.

A phantom slowly emerged from the carved turtle form, bright as moonlight and clean enough to make the whole camp feel briefly unreal. It was humanoid in outline, but its face held no features at all. Smooth. Blank. Like a mannequin given life by sacred fire.

The moment it appeared, cà rồng did not recoil.

It screamed with joy. Like a starving beast seeing a banquet. It huffed once through its nostrils. And from them poured thousands of tiny swords made of light.

They flooded out in streams so dense they looked like luminous swarms of insects. Then the swords arranged themselves in spinning circles. The circles stacked over one another at different distances and angles, forming layered rings of moving blades around the floating boss.

None of Team Nemean could make sense of the pattern. It was too alien, too technical, too deliberate. Like watching some impossible machine made of holy steel come together in midair.

Cà rồng spread its arms proudly. “So this is it!”

Its voice shook with hunger and delight. “Whatever Secret the Tortura have guarded…”

It grinned wide enough to show every monstrous tusk in its mouth. “It will be mine from today onward!”

The bright phantom said nothing. It simply continued rising from the tortoise statue, slow and silent and terrible in its stillness.

Then, at last, it lifted its smooth, featureless face. But the bright phantom did not look at cà rồng first. It turned slowly. Then stepped toward Séline.

For one strange second, nobody understood what it was doing. Not Dominic. Not Alex. Not even Séline herself. The featureless thing stopped in front of her, lowered its head, and waited.

Just waited. As if asking.

Séline stared at it, still tense from the sheer terror of cà rồng’s arrival. Her hands were half raised, her body ready to move, but her mind had not caught up. She looked once toward Dominic, once toward Camille, then back at the phantom.

“What does it want from me?” she asked, voice tight.

No one answered. Because no one knew.

The phantom remained bowed. Waiting.

Cà rồng’s grin widened further, if that was even possible. Its bloodshot eyes glittered with hunger.

“Take it,” it said, almost purring. “Yes. Go on. Let me see.”

That alone made Séline want to refuse. But she could feel it now. The phantom was not forcing itself on her. It was asking for permission. A choice. And with cà rồng hovering above them all like a blade over their necks, there was only one answer she could live with.

Reluctantly, slowly, Séline gave a single nod.

The phantom moved at once. Its body came apart into a blanket of pale light and flowed into her.

Séline gasped. Every muscle in her body went rigid. Light passed through her skin, her limbs, her chest, and then buried itself deeper, like something ancient had opened a door inside her and stepped through. Her eyes snapped shut. Then opened again.

Camille sucked in a breath. There was a character in Séline’s pupils now.

Not a symbol that stayed still. A shifting one. An ever-changing mark that felt older than language and sharper than steel. The moment Séline saw it reflected in the edge of one floating sword, understanding struck her all at once.

Dǒu. The fighting secret of the Nine.

It wasn’t explained to her. She had just known it. Like the power had not whispered a lesson into her ear, but instead dropped a whole body of instinct into her bones.

She knew what she was borrowing. And the second she knew, her hand flicked out.

The thousands of tiny swords of light surrounding cà rồng were still spinning in those layered circles, stacked one over another in a formation Team Nemean could not even begin to understand.

Séline copied it instantly. No chant. No struggle. No trial and error.

A second formation bloomed around her, perfect down to the smallest angle. Rings of light swords spun into being with the same layered precision, the same impossible balance of offense and control. The camp was filled with two mirrored halos of deadly blades, one around cà rồng and one around Séline.

Jake forgot himself long enough to curse softly. Joanne just stared. Even Alex’s eyes widened.

Cà rồng looked like it might cry from joy.

“Yes,” it breathed. “Yes!”

Its whole body shivered in delight. It moved the next second, launching itself straight at Séline with no more pretense. It did not hesitate. It did not test the waters. It went all in at once, certain that this was the moment it had wanted. If Séline had borrowed the secret of fighting, then it would simply beat her down with superior experience and take that secret for itself.

At least, that was what it thought. The first exchange shattered that idea.

Cà rồng’s swords came in from three angles, layered with its own close-range rush. The formation was dense enough to turn most fighters into meat.

Séline moved through it like she had seen it a thousand times. Because dǒu showed her every weakness, every gap, every transition between one motion and the next. The secret did not just let her copy the technique. It let her understand it.

Cà rồng’s offense spread before her like a solved puzzle. Where its force peaked. Where its control dipped. Which sword was real pressure and which was a feint. Where its floating body overcommitted by half a beat.

She slipped pass the first strike. Redirected the second. Turned a whole outer ring of blades aside with a tiny shift in formation that forced cà rồng to open its flank. And her own swords answered.

Cà rồng jerked back so fast its hovering posture almost broke. For the first time, true shock flashed across its face. What it felt was simple: It was fighting a more experienced version of itself.

Cà rồng rushed again, this time harder, furious and excited in equal parts. It changed the order of its formations. Reversed the spin. Sent light swords low first and then high, trying to bury Séline in angles.

It did not matter. Dǒu kept feeding her answers.

Not in words. In certainty. And in motion.

Her body moved with a grace she did not own, her hands shaping formations that should have taken years to master. Every time cà rồng tried to overwhelm her with skill, the secret peeled the attack open and handed her its guts.

Then it got worse. For cà rồng, anyway. Because once Séline fully grasped the logic behind the sword formation, her mind leaped one step further than its creator had.

She saw not only how to defend against it. Not only how to counter it. She saw how to take it.

Her fingers curled. The light swords around cà rồng shuddered.

For one stunned moment, even Team Nemean did not understand what they were seeing. Then half of cà rồng’s own blades turned on it.

Its scream tore through the camp.

Séline did not stop there. With dǒu guiding her, she controlled both formations at once, her own and its stolen one, weaving them together into a cross-pattern of spinning death that trapped cà rồng in the middle.

Swords punched through its shoulders. Its side. Its thigh.

Then two long blades drove through its torso from opposite angles, pinning it in midair for one sick heartbeat like a grotesque trophy. It looked like a pincushion made of its own pride.

Golden blood sprayed.

Cà rồng tore itself free with a horrible shriek, leaving chunks of flesh and clots of glowing blood hanging from the blades. The delight was gone from its face now. Only rage and fear remained.

It looked at Séline. Then at the phantom glow still lingering inside her eyes. And ran. Not retreated with dignity. Ran!

It spun midair and fled into the darkness beyond Croak Wood with a speed that left only a smear of shadow behind. Its shell-less followers wavered and then scattered with it, the whole nightmare procession breaking apart into the moving dark of the forest.

For a second, nobody moved. Then Séline swore. A raw, ugly curse in French.

Camille blinked at her sister. “You okay?”

Séline’s voice came out strained, furious, and not fully her own.

“My level is too low,” she snapped. “If I were stronger, I could have killed it.”

The words had barely left her mouth when the light left her. The phantom peeled out of Séline’s body in one smooth tide, as if it had only borrowed her for the fight and nothing more. The shifting character in her eyes vanished at once. The blanket of light drifted back toward the tortoise statue, sank into it, and the old totem dimmed once more.

The moment it left, Séline’s knees gave out. Camille lunged first and caught her before she hit the ground face first.

Dominic and Janet were beside them a second later. Alex kept her eyes on the tree line in case cà rồng tried one last cheap trick, but it was gone. Truly gone, at least for now.

Séline looked pale and spent in Camille’s arms, like the secret had wrung every drop of strength out of her.

The camp was silent. Then, one by one, the Tortura began emerging from their lodges, finally daring to step out now that the thing in the woods had retreated.

And at the center of it all, the tortoise statue stood quiet again, as if nothing impossible had just happened at its feet.

            

    
        Chapter 113: The origin of the Tortura

    
    
    
    
                Morning came gray and damp over Croak Wood.

The camp did not wake the way Camp Stymphalian did. No lazy chatter. No Rico. No smell of breakfast dragging people out of their bedrolls. Here, the Tortura rose in quiet motions, checking the woods, checking the totem, checking whether the night had truly ended and not merely changed shape.

Team Nemean looked much the same.

Alex was still asleep, the backlash from the Berserking Strawberry not yet done with her. Even in rest, her body held tension, like some part of her still wanted to get up and continue fighting something far above her class. Séline had it worse in a different way. The woman who had driven cà rồng off with the borrowed might of dǒu was dead to the world, pale and spent, one hand still faintly clenched as if some memory of those spinning sword formations had not yet left her muscles.

Dominic stepped out of the tent first. Janet followed a second later.

The Tortura chieftain was already waiting by the central fire, tall and composed, as if bosses from lower floors and secrets of the Nine were not the sort of things that shattered ordinary sleep.

Dominic did not waste time.

“What was that thing,” he asked. “Cà rồng. The stretched Tortura. The statue. The phantom. I need answers.”

The chieftain studied him for a long moment, measuring. Then the old Tortura sighed.

“I speak,” he said, “only if your camp agrees.”

Dominic frowned. “Agrees to what.”

“The old ones.” The chieftain’s hand moved in a slow gesture, not toward the younger warriors but somewhere behind them, toward memory, toward decline. “Your Camp Orthrus. Nursing ground. Resting ground. For warriors who fall from grace.”

Dominic’s jaw tightened.

It was not that he disliked the idea. Phong would have heard the request out. Probably agreed if the cost was fair and the politics made sense. But Phong was not here. Camp Orthrus was not Dominic’s to promise away. And promising something on another man’s behalf, especially when that man had turned a half-dead outpost into a functioning community through sheer stubbornness and trust, sat wrong with him.

He hesitated. That was when Alex came out of the tent.

Not gracefully. She still looked rough from the Strawberry penalty, skin pale, movements slower than usual, expression annoyed at the whole concept of weakness. But she was awake, and awake Alex was still Alex.

She took one look at Dominic’s face, then at the chieftain, and pieced enough together at once.

“Agreed,” she said.

Dominic turned. “Alex.”

She cut him off with a glance. “Phong would do the same.”

That was the problem. Dominic knew she was right.

Not carelessly. Not without details. But if Phong knew what they had run into here, knew that this request came tied to cursed old warriors and a lower-floor predator that hunted them across exile, he would not leave the Tortura hanging on a technicality.

Alex folded her arms, ignoring how stiff the motion clearly felt. “You know he would.”

Dominic exhaled once through his nose. Then nodded.

The chieftain accepted that with the solemn weight of someone hearing a pact, not just permission. Only then did he begin.

“We are not from here,” he said.

That line alone made the camp seem to quiet around them.

“We are native to the Ninth Floor. A place called the Dry Sea.”

Joanne, now awake enough to listen from just outside the tent, muttered, “Of course it’s called something horrible.”

The chieftain went on. “In the Dry Sea, darkness kills.”

Not metaphor. Not fear. Not poetic exaggeration. The way he said it made the truth plain. Darkness itself was an active threat there, the kind of law you built culture around or died under.

He gestured toward the totem. “Statues of gods like this are the only safe places.”

Dominic’s eyes flicked to the turtle statue with fresh understanding.

The chieftain’s face hardened a little. “We were once faithful of the Titan of Ninth Floor.”

He did not say the Titan’s name. Maybe he could not. Maybe he would not.

“But we angered our god.” That answer carried old shame. “Punishment came. Exile to Floor Three. And a curse.”

Now the pieces started falling into place too fast.

“One of the things from Ninth Floor darkness followed us,” the chieftain said. “Cà rồng.”

Emma, listening from the back, narrowed her eyes. “Followed on its own?”

The chieftain gave the slightest shake of his head. “Not without leave. It likely got permission from one Titan.”

That was almost worse. Because it meant some floor boss, some Pillar or Titan lower in the dungeon, had let a level eighty-two boss wander upward into Floor 3 to torment an exiled people.

Alex’s mouth hardened.

The chieftain continued, voice flat now with facts too old to dramatize. “The curse of our Ninth Floor Titan is why we fall from grace.”

There it was. The thing the old Tortura on Floor 2 had lived under. The thing the younger warriors here still feared.

“As age takes us, levels bleed away.”

Dominic’s grip tightened slightly on Eyeless Heaven.

“When we fall below level fifty, we can no longer resist cà rồng’s skills.”

The image of the stretched, shell-less Tortura from the night before flashed back into everyone’s head at once.

The chieftain did not spare them. “That is when we become werdigo.”

Silence. No one interrupted him now.

“That is why we banish those who fall from grace to Floor Two.” He looked toward the direction they had come from, through ruin and gate and lake and camp. “Cruel mercy is still mercy. Cà rồng will not chase to higher floors if it wishes to avoid angering the Sky Emperor.”

That line settled into Dominic like a stone.

So that was it. The exiles near Camp Orthrus were not merely retired old warriors cast out by a harsh people. They were sent away to save the rest of the tribe and to save themselves from becoming both prey and weapon simultaneously.

Below them, a cursed homeland. Above them, a border even lower-floor horrors hesitated to cross. And in the middle, Floor 3, where the prime of the Tortura still stood guard around old secrets and older grief.

Dominic looked at the chieftain and saw him differently now. Not just as a leader of archers in a redwood camp, but as the head of a people balancing reverence, exile, and slow decline under a god’s punishment.

Behind him, Janet had gone very still. Joanne looked like she wanted to swear and ask ten questions at once. Emma’s face had gone into that sharp, cool shape she wore when she was rearranging political truths in her head. Alex just looked tired and vindicated at once, as if the dungeon had once again proven that every “monster faction” came with enough pain to shame human simplicity.

From inside the tent, Séline shifted but did not wake.

Dominic held the silence for a moment longer. Then he understood one thing with perfect clarity.

The Tortura had not asked for a nursing home because they were sentimental. They asked because they were running out of merciful places to send the old. And Camp Orthrus, by sheer accident and Phong’s absurd life, had become one.

The chieftain said nothing more after that. He did not need to.

The woods beyond the camp creaked softly in the daylight, far less threatening than they had in the night, but no one in Team Nemean made the mistake of thinking Croak Wood was less dangerous now that they understood it better. If anything, it felt worse.

Dominic asked the chieftain for permission to stay one more night.

Not for himself; for Alex and Séline.

Alex still had the last of the Berserking Strawberry weakness dragging at her body, and Séline looked like the borrowed touch of dǒu had hollowed her out and only then left her standing. Pushing on today would have been stupid.

The chieftain agreed without making them work for it. That alone said something.

Not trust yet, at least not fully. But enough respect after the night before.

With that settled, Dominic looked over the team and made the next call.

“Other than Emma, Séline, and Alex,” he said, “we earn our meal.”

Jake raised a brow. “That sounds suspicious.”

“Hunt with the Tortura,” Dominic said.

That got the point across fast. Nobody there was dumb enough to miss the real reason. Yes, it would earn them food. Yes, it would be the decent thing to do after the Tortura sheltered them and nearly got dragged into cà rồng’s mess because of them. But more than that, Dominic wanted them moving through Croak Wood with guides while the guides were still willing.

He still meant to progress deeper into Floor 3. And doing that blind in a forest that moved at night and whispered in your lover’s voice would be beyond stupid.

Emma nodded first. “Good call.”

Joanne stretched and sighed. “I hate that this is smart.”

Jake looked toward the woods and grimaced. “If I get eaten by a tree, I’m haunting all of you.”

“You’d finally be useful as a ranged scout,” Jack said.

That got a weak laugh and loosened the mood just enough.

So they went.

The Tortura did not take them on some great heroic hunt either. They took them the proper way — quietly, patiently — like people teaching children how not to die in a place that had already outlived more mistakes than they could count. They showed Team Nemean how to move through Croak Wood without offending it. How to listen for the difference between ordinary creaking and the false croak that meant something was shifting too close. How to read the forest floor where roots had dragged during the night. How to tell which patches of bark had been rubbed smooth by slithering movement and which had been scarred by something hunting between the trunks.

Most important of all, they taught them how not to get lost. Because Croak Wood did not stay still.

Each night the trees moved. Each morning the forest was different. Landmarks that looked reliable in daylight could drag themselves half a mile away by dawn. What felt like a safe route one evening could become a wall of trunks and root tangles the next morning. The Tortura did not navigate by memory alone. They had a trick for that.

The root of truth.

One of the older Tortura hunters knelt beside a giant redwood-like trunk and pulled away loose soil near the base. Hidden inside the broader root mass, partly tucked into the stump, was a smaller root. Harder. Straighter. Strange in a way the others were not.

He tapped it with one claw and looked up at Team Nemean.

“This one,” he said, “always points north.”

Jake crouched beside it. “Always?”

The Tortura nodded.

Jack lowered himself near the stump and studied the angle. “So the trees know direction through this?”

The Tortura gave him an approving glance.

“Yes. We think they use true root to travel. To avoid colliding when they move.”

That made gross sense. A whole forest of slithering trees had to have some way not to turn itself into a wooden pileup every night. The root of truth gave them that.

Then the hunter showed them something even more useful. He drew a stone knife and struck the smaller root. Not hard enough to fully severe it, just enough to damage.

The change was immediate.

The whole giant tree gave one long, groaning creak and then went still in a way that felt unnatural after what Team Nemean now knew about Croak Wood.

The Tortura rose and dusted his hands off.

“Break true root,” he said, “tree stops moving. Until root grows back.”

Dominic’s eyes sharpened at once. That was not just navigation, that was full on terrain control.

The Tortura had built their villages, platforms, and homes around that truth. They picked the trees they liked, broke their roots of truth, and anchored their structures there. That was why the trees in the village stayed still while the rest of Croak Wood slithered in the dark.

Joanne let out a low whistle. “That is insanely useful.”

“It’s also terrifying,” Janet said.

“Those two things go together in dungeon biology,” Camille replied.

The hunt itself almost became secondary to the lesson. They moved with Tortura archers through shifting lanes between the trunks, watched how they climbed, how they paused, how they never trusted the quiet for long. Every step deeper into Croak Wood felt less random and more like entering a place with rules written into bark and root instead of stone.

By the time the light started to tilt again and the hunting bands turned back toward camp with fresh kills slung over shoulders and backs, Team Nemean had not only earned their meal, they had earned a map.

Not on paper. In the body. The kind that mattered more in places like this.

And as they walked back beneath the giant trunks of Croak Wood, each of them understood the same thing Dominic had understood from the start. If they meant to survive Floor 3, then this was how it would happen. Not by barging forward. By learning how the land itself wanted to kill them first.

Dinner felt quieter that night. Not because the Tortura feast lacked life. There was still the crackle of fire, the smell of roasted game, the low murmur of a people who had survived another night under curse and forest and hunger. But Team Nemean had seen too much in too little time. The cryo-tomb. The other Dominic. The Soerai. Cà rồng. The phantom in the turtle totem.

So when Séline finally spoke, everyone listened. She sat wrapped in a blanket near the fire, still pale from what the phantom had drawn out of her. Camille stayed close, silent and watchful in that way of hers that always said more than words. Séline stared into the flames for a long moment before she began.

“What I borrowed last night,” she said, voice quieter than usual, “was not the true dǒu secret.”

That got Dominic’s attention at once.

Séline lifted one hand and rubbed her temple. “The phantom. The statue. Even that was only a copy.”

Joanne frowned. “A copy.”

Séline nodded. “Someone saw the real thing. Or touched it. Or survived standing near it long enough to understand a fragment. Then they interpreted what they saw and carved that interpretation into the statue.”

She looked toward the turtle totem at the center of the village.

“The Tortura fed it with faith. With prayer. With generations of belief.” Her eyes lowered again. “That was enough to let the phantom last for years after the one who made the copy died.”

Nobody spoke over her.

Because the idea sat wrong and right at the same time.

A secret so large that even a carved understanding of it could still move, still choose, still lend out power across generations.

Then Séline said the part that made even the Tortura nearest the fire go still.

“The dǒu secret,” she murmured, “and probably all of the Nine... they are not things the dungeon made.”

Emma’s eyes narrowed. “Then what are they.”

Séline looked up.

“They are human answer.”

The fire popped.

Somewhere in the trees beyond camp, Croak Wood creaked low and distant.

And in the silence that followed, she told them what she had seen in the drifting half-dream left behind by the phantom.

Not a full memory, not even something as clear as what Dominic received from the other him.

Just a glimpse. A vision. A shard of something broken eons before.

She had seen a humanoid figure standing on the last floor of the dungeon.

Not Floor 3. Not Floor 9. The final floor, the deepest the dungeon went, the destination that all of mankind bet their hope on, the end of this global madness.

The system had shown its level as nothing but question marks, just like that of a floor boss. Too high. Too far beyond her. Even thinking about it made her skin prickle.

That figure stood before a giant gate. Not one of the gold descent gates with the cloaked figure. Something bigger. Final. Like the mouth of an ending.

Then the figure disintegrated.

It turned itself into a massive flame... by choice.

The fire did not spread outward first. It burned inward and downward, until a single character was engraved into the ground itself. The shape kept shifting in her memory. Every time she tried to hold it still, it changed. But no matter what form it took, the meaning remained the same:

Fighting. Dǒu.

“The dungeon hated it,” Séline said softly.

That line made Alex lift her eyes from her bowl.

Séline’s face was distant, like she was not looking at the fire anymore but at something far deeper than it.

“I could feel it,” she said. “The dungeon shook. It groaned.” Her fingers tightened around the blanket. “Like a criminal being branded with hot iron.”

Nobody touched their food after that.

Because if she was right, then the Nine were not loots, not artifacts, not tricks left in some ancient ruin.

They were wounds.

Wounds humans had carved into the dungeon itself.

Jack let out a long breath and rubbed his face.

“So what,” he said. “We have to get to Floor 13 to find dǒu for real.”

Alex shook her head before Séline could.

“Not necessarily.”

Jack looked over.

“Shifting,” Alex said.

Right.

The same cursed mechanism that kept tearing the dungeon’s geography apart and stitching it back wrong. The same thing that split biomes across floors, moved regions, and made maps die young.

Séline sat up a little straighter despite the fatigue.

“That might be the reason Shifting exists at all,” she said.

That made Dominic frown.

Séline continued, gaining force as the idea settled into shape.

“If the Nine are answers against the dungeon, then the dungeon cannot afford to let them gather in one place.” She looked around the fire. “So it shifts. It shuffles. It keeps itself separated.”

Emma leaned back slightly, expression sharpening.

“You think the dungeon is defending itself.”

“Yes.”

Jake laughed once, without humor. “That is awful.”

“That is logical,” Emma corrected.

Janet was quiet for a while after that.

Then she asked the question none of them wanted to touch and all of them had already begun thinking.

“If we gathered all nine,” she said, “and brought them to Floor 13...” Her eyes moved from Séline to Dominic to the dark forest around them. “Could we end the dungeon?”

No one answered.

Not because they did not care. Because the question was too large, too hopeful.

Too dangerous.

Could life return to normal after that? Could the gates close? Could the war end? Could the dead stay dead and the living stop shaping themselves around floors and monsters and system messages?

The fire crackled. Nobody gave Janet a lie to hold.

At last, Dominic spoke.

“I think Séline’s right.”

Everyone looked at him. Dominic’s hand rested on Eyeless Heaven, propped beside him against a log. The shield’s mask-face caught the firelight and gave nothing back.

“In the memories from the other me,” he said, voice low, “there was no Shifting.”

That alone made the air feel colder.

“No dungeon diving, no slow adaptation, no years of people trying to live around it.” He looked into the fire. “The dungeon came for war. Straight from the start.”

He did not need to dress it up.

They had already seen enough through his grief and his telling to know what he meant.

“The floor bosses led armies out,” Dominic said. “They marched out of the dungeon and invaded that Earth.”

No one at the fire had a joke left after that.

Because it meant their world, brutal and absurd and unfair as it was, might actually be the kinder version. A dungeon that shifted and scattered and played slow. A dungeon that had chosen siege and infiltration over immediate conquest.

Or maybe, as Séline now suggested, a dungeon forced into that shape because human answers had already wounded it badly enough once before.

The thought sat between them through the rest of dinner.

Not comforting or clean. But real.

And as the Tortura fires burned low beneath the moving shadows of Croak Wood, Team Nemean sat with the shape of a possibility they were not ready to name aloud.

That the dungeon was not only a prison. Not only a battlefield. But something that could bleed.

            

    
        Chapter 114: The farmer and the brewing famine

    
    
    
    
                While Team Nemean rested in the Tortura camp, Phong had his own battle waiting for him on Floor 2.

Not against a boss or a cursed forest, no. Nothing quite that dramatic. His battle was purely against consequences.

Lake Baratok had not recovered from what the White Tigress did to it.

Phong stood near the shoreline with his boots half sunk into damp soil and looked out over the water in silence. The lake still held beauty, but it was the wounded kind now. The kind that looked fine from a distance until you noticed what was missing.

The prolonged freezing had done terrible damage.

Half of the lizardmen hatchlings had died. It wasn’t collateral damage of the battle, or a result of hunger alone. Simply because the lake had been forced into a state it was never meant to endure for that long. The fish stocks had crashed. Smaller aquatic life had been hit even worse. The reeds near the shallows were thinner. The water insects were fewer. The whole chain beneath the surface had been cut in places Phong could not even fully see.

And now famine was brewing. It wasn’t the dramatic kind with open starvation yet. Just the kind of pressure that turned societies mean.

So Phong worked.

Moletatoes spread beneath the banks, pushing through the earth in wide, patient lines. They loosened packed ground, shifted mud where the freeze had hardened it wrong, and helped restore gentle slopes and safe nesting zones. The terrain around the lake had to be coaxed back into something living before life would trust it again.

The Timatoes helped too.

In their own awful way.

They still looked down on the moletatoes, of course. Phong had never solved that problem. The tiger-faced tomatoes clearly thought root-network labor was beneath creatures as glorious as themselves.

But they protected the work. That, at least, they did with violent pride.

Any creature that got too curious about the moletato patches paid for it. The Timatoes rolled patrol around the active terraforming zones, baring their little fangs and hissing at anything that came too near. If a hungry scavenger tried to dig up the potatoes or chew through a working line, the Timatoes swarmed it and made an example out of it so bloody and loud that the rest of the local fauna learned fast: Leave the moletatoes alone!

After the third or fourth such lesson, hardly anything tested the rule anymore.

Phong watched one Timato roll past, pause beside a burrowing root-line, and glare up at a curious long-legged lake beast until it slowly backed away. He rubbed one hand over his face.

Useful. Still insufferable, though.

Then he opened the food stand.

Calling it a humanitarian aid station felt wrong. Not because the act was wrong, though. Because the word human no longer fit the reality in front of him: he was feeding a lake region full of dungeon races, each with their own way of sorting need from worth.

The lizardmen came first, organized as always despite the strain. Their society was matriarchal, so their priorities showed it. Food went first to hatchlings still alive, then to the elders, then to the weaker males who would not survive a lean season without support. Their queen’s people distributed with discipline. No shouting. No open greed. Just quiet sharpness and careful counting.

The Kamohai were different. Brutally so. They sorted based on strength and threshold. The strongest adults, especially the new ones who had only recently entered full adulthood, were fed first. To them, survival of the fittest was not a slogan. It was structure. If the strongest stayed strong, the whole people had a better chance of surviving the next blow.

Phong did not agree with it. Yet he understood it was not his place to walk into another people’s hunger and demand they reshape their instincts for his comfort.

Then there were the lizardmen’s vassals: Buforians came in damp groups, frog-folk with wide eyes and cautious hands; the andromorphic mice of the Great Burrow arrived in family clusters, quick and alert, trying to look smaller than they were; the United Tribes of Giant Crickets came with all the twitchy impatience of a people built from jump and hunger; and the Inkborn, octopus folk who looked deeply wrong on land no matter how gracefully they moved, came with baskets and sealed jars for whatever broth or softened food could be carried back to their own.

It would have been easier if hunger made everyone noble.

It did not.

There were, as always, bad nuts. Spoiled ones too.

Some tried to take extra portions. Some lied. Some tried to send the same person through twice under a different group’s line. A few pushed harder when they realized the stand was being run by a level 1 farmer and not one of his stronger allies.

When called out, those few made the mistake of thinking Phong’s quiet meant weakness.

So they tried force.

The Timatoes made sure that mistake only happened once per idiot.

Phong did not even need to raise his voice most times. One sharp look at the little red monsters lining the stand was enough. And when that failed, the Timatoes rolled forward with all the joy of tiny executioners who had finally been given a reason.

After the first one died choking on boiling tomato juice and torn-open throat, every race around the food stand understood the rule: You did not challenge Phong’s authority there.

Not if you wanted to keep breathing.

It was ugly. Necessary. And it worked.

So the lines settled. Distribution kept moving. The food went out bowl by bowl, bundle by bundle, crate by crate.

Phong gave away all of it: prepared fish stews made thin to stretch further, broth thickened with root vegetables and mushrooms, rice and grain he had brought in when he could, cooked meats traded from allies who could still hunt — soft portions for hatchlings, simple dense ones for the old.

Enough variety that different races could at least take something home.

By the time the last container was scraped clean and the final waiting hands had been turned away with nothing left to offer, the sky-light above the cavern had shifted toward evening. Phong sat down on an overturned crate beside the empty stand. His shoulders ached. His hands smelled of broth, smoke, and lake mud.

Around him, the desperate noise had softened. People were leaving. Carrying what they had gotten. Guarding it. Sharing it. Arguing over it, probably, once out of sight.

The Timatoes rolled lazy patrol nearby, red with more than their natural color.

Phong looked out over the recovering lake and thought of something that left a bad taste in his mouth.

The ten-day harvest cycle. Mutated crops came back fast.

Too fast.

Fast enough to feed a war machine if someone rich, cruel, and organized got hold of the right land, the right labor, and the right secrecy.

That was the part the elites would see — not the starving hatchlings; not the broken fish chain; not the patient work of stitching a damaged biome back together. They would see logistics:  renewable buffs, rotating supply, and a system that could keep soldiers fed, healed, boosted, and replaced on a rhythm tighter than most modern armies could dream of.

Phong leaned forward, elbows on knees, and stared at the dirt between his boots. He had always known his plants could change battles. But sitting there, after emptying every last pot just to stop a local famine from turning into a bloodbath, he understood with fresh clarity how easily the same cycle could be used to fuel something far worse.

            

    
        Chapter 115: Plotting farmer

    
    
    
    
                Rico came out of the lime-oak clone like a man fleeing responsibility. Which was accurate.

Behind him came the elf children, all of them yelling at once, their voices high and full of energy in a way only children with absurd stats and very little sense of moderation could manage.

Phong looked up from where he sat near the empty food stand and immediately understood two things: first, the children had finished training for the day; and second, Rico had lost another argument.

The elf children had started training daily with one of the Greencap knights, and the results were getting stranger by the day. Even at level 13, with their stats already brushing against fifty, they could give a level 36 bunny knight real trouble if the knight let his guard drop for even a second.

Not enough to beat him. Not even close. Still enough to be a headache, though. Enough that Phong had already caught one Greencap muttering under his breath about how elf children should not be allowed to hit that hard.

Still, the only reason the children stayed focused through training at all was simple. Rico. Or more precisely, the promise of playing horsy with Uncle Rico after training. With Rico being the horse, of course.

The raccoon skidded to a stop the moment he saw Phong, as if hoping the presence of an adult would somehow cancel his fate. It did not. The children hit him like a tidal wave of leafy limbs and demands.

“Uncle Rico!”

“Horsy!”

“You promised!”

“Fast horsy!”

Rico threw both paws into the air in loud protest. “Raccoon oppressed! Child labor! Horse labor!”

“You are not labor,” Nyx would have said if she were there. “You are entertainment.”

Phong watched in silence for about three seconds. Then one corner of his mouth twitched upward. That was all the sympathy Rico was getting.

The raccoon tried to climb onto a crate to escape. One elf child grabbed his tail. Another latched onto his arm. A third had already started trying to climb onto his back with the confidence of a tiny warlord claiming a mount.

Rico looked at Phong with betrayal in his eyes. Phong looked back with the calm of a father who had learned long ago that some problems were self-inflicted.

“You enabled them,” he said.

“I encouraged joy!”

“You encouraged this.”

Rico opened his mouth to argue. Then, because his instincts were stronger than his dignity, he spotted the rest of Phong’s coffee. That ended the conversation immediately. The raccoon twisted free from the children for exactly two seconds, lunged for the stash, and came up with it clutched to his chest like a dragon stealing treasure.

“Emergency ration!”

“That is theft,” Phong said.

“It is survival!”

The children, seeing he had stopped moving again, resumed the assault.

By the time the scene settled, Rico had somehow lost both the moral argument and the physical one. He ended up on all fours with two elf children on his back, one trying to steer him by the ears, and the rest running around him in delighted circles.

Phong let them have it for a while.

The lake region had seen enough grief lately. If it got an afternoon of children laughing while a raccoon suffered, the world could endure that much absurdity.

Later, when the play was finally burned out of them for the moment, Rico dumped the children back at Phong’s place like unwanted royal luggage.

The elves immediately swarmed their father and started talking over one another about training, the knight, who cheated, who hit harder, and how Uncle Rico was a slow horse and should be upgraded.

Rico pointed a paw at them in outrage. “Slander!”

Phong only nodded vaguely, already sorting which parts were complaint and which parts were actual useful progress. Then Rico left again. No drama this time. No explanation, either.

He just adjusted the little treant on his back, checked that his stolen coffee was secure, and wandered off with the air of someone very committed to private schemes. Phong watched him go and knew enough not to ask. He had already figured out what the raccoon was doing in broad strokes. Rico was training the young treant’s stamina, trying to extend the duration of his Kamen Rider forms. The five-minute limit had clearly offended him on a spiritual level. Where exactly he went to train, though, Phong did not know. And that was fine. Rico was reckless in many ways, but not stupid about the big things. He respected Shifting enough to stay away from unfamiliar terrain unless someone stronger or more knowledgeable was with him. That alone put him above a surprising number of humans Phong had known.

So Phong let him go. Around him, the elf children were already tugging at his sleeves again, asking for food, asking if they trained well, asking if they could beat more bunnies tomorrow, asking if Uncle Rico could be a faster horse.

Phong sighed and stood. The day was not done yet. It rarely was. Phong fed everyone before he let himself think again. The elf children came first because if they did not, they became a natural disaster in small bodies. Nyx got hers with the calm dignity of someone pretending she had not already been waiting in the best possible spot. Bruno wagged so hard he nearly upset a stool. Little Fireball perched on the edge of the table and chirped until Phong slid a portion her way, then acted as if it had been her right all along.

The meal had barely started before Little Fireball tried to expand her faith. She hopped closer to the elf children, pecked at the tablet screen, and proudly showed them one of her treasured K-dramas. The screen lit up with beautiful people, tears, and the kind of emotional misery only television could stretch into several episodes.

The children watched for all of twenty seconds. Then one of them frowned. “Too whiny.”

Another looked up at Phong with complete sincerity. “Why they not talk together?”

Phong blinked.

The child pointed at the screen, where two tragic idiots were clearly suffering from a misunderstanding that could have been solved in one conversation.

“You and Alex talk all time,” the child said. “Why these people not do that?”

That was... a very fair question.

Phong looked at the screen. Then at Little Fireball, who chirped in scandalized protest. Then back at the children. He had no good answer.

So he just shrugged. “Bad writing.”

Little Fireball gasped in bird. The children ignored her and went back to eating.

He had just started relaxing into the simple rhythm of feeding them when a figure approached the edge of camp and waited with the careful politeness of someone who understood Timatoes existed nearby.

It was one of the andromorphic mice from the Great Burrow. Small, neat, alert-eyed, dressed in practical gear with pouches and wrappings that suggested travel and trade more than war. The mouse bowed slightly.

“The Farmer,” it said.

Phong glanced up. “That’s me.”

The envoy stepped closer only after the Timatoes rolled aside with visible disapproval. “We come to ask for trade.”

That caught Phong’s attention fully.

The mouse laid the offer out simply. Medicinal roots. Useful minerals. In return, they wanted food, surface soil, surface seeds... and to be taught how to farm.

Phong did not answer right away. Not because the offer was bad. Because something in it bothered him.

“How do you know about soil and seeds,” he asked, “or me teaching that.”

The envoy twitched one whisker, then explained. The Great Burrow did not exist only here. Like the Scale Throne of the lizardmen, their tunnels and settlements stretched across floors. But unlike the lizardmen, they were weak. Too many of their people lacked combat classes. Too few of them could hold territory by force. So on Floor 2 they had become vassals of the lizardmen for protection. On Floor 3, they gave tribute to the Greencap Kingdom for the same reason.

One of their scouts, it turned out, had learned of Phong’s deal with Pioneer Squad Twelve of the Greencap Kingdom when the mice had gone to offer tribute to the Greencap King.

That made sense. Too much sense! Phong’s eyes narrowed anyway.

The mouse did not flinch. It continued and finally reached the heart of the matter. The Great Burrow’s soldiers and knights received a buff tied to the size of their kingdom. The more mice they had, the stronger their defenders. But in famine, population fell. And when their numbers dropped, so did the strength of the very forces meant to protect them.

A bad harvest did not merely make them hungry. It made them weak enough to be prey. That was why the mice had come. Not from greed. From fear with numbers attached.

Phong sat with that for a moment. Then realized, with a slow and unpleasant clarity, that he had made a mistake. He had distributed food equally. One portion here. One portion there. One line, one measure, one reasonable handout at a time.

Equal. But not fair. Not when one race’s stability depended directly on population in a way another’s did not. Not when different cultures, classes, and biological pressures turned the same amount of food into wildly different outcomes.

The realization sat bitter on his tongue. He looked at the envoy again. Then nodded once. “I’ll help.”

Relief flickered across the mouse’s face before discipline pulled it back under control.

Phong held up one finger. “One condition.”

The envoy waited.

“The Great Burrow listens to human divers for me.”

Now it was the mouse’s turn to pause, calculating. Then it nodded. “Agreed.”

That was that. A trade. Food and farming for intelligence.

Exactly the kind of thing Phong had learned to build his life on.

The envoy bowed again and withdrew, careful not to turn its back too quickly on the Timatoes. Phong watched it go, then looked down at the children finishing their meal, at Nyx licking one paw clean, at Bruno trying to look as if he had not already checked whether seconds were possible, at Little Fireball still offended on behalf of dramatic television.

Tomorrow’s food stand would have to change. New rules. Not simply equal shares.

Phong leaned back and exhaled through his nose. Another day. Another lesson in how feeding people was never just feeding people. Especially down here.

            

    
        Chapter 116: The progression of the alliance, and the possibilities of revenge

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, Phong changed the rules of the food stand.

He didn't take away any of the food, but he added work instead.

The usual meals still went out. The hatchlings still needed feeding. The old still needed feeding. The injured still needed feeding. Phong kept those who could not support themselves alive. But from that day on, anyone strong enough to work could trade labor for extra portions, better portions, or priority access to supplies.

It solved two problems at once: the famine, and the recovery of lake Baratok.

The lizardmen were the first ones he hired.

Phong had them reshape the outer look of Camp Orthrus so that, from afar, it would pass for one of the lake outposts under Scale Throne influence. The lines of the walls, the slope of the watch points, the way the banners and carved posts sat near the perimeter, all of it was adjusted just enough that ordinary divers would think twice before getting closer. It was not perfect, but it was a good enough camouflage to fool most divers investigating from a distance.

Telescope and drones couldn't work well in mana dense environments, and no one other than Phong's circle had sailed the lake yet. So they should be safe once the lizardmen created some more housing along the camp perimeter and moved there.

After them came the mice of the Great Burrow.

They were small, fast, and very, very good at tunneling where Phong needed precision more than brute force. He had them dig irrigation channels for the expanding plant beds and reinforce weak parts of Camp Orthrus’s walls from below. The little andromorphic mice moved like a living construction crew, carrying dirt, stone, and roots in lines so efficient that even the moletatoes seemed to approve.

The Kamohai got heavier work.

So did the cricket folk of the United Tribes of Giant Crickets.

Phong sent them into the crescent-shaped wood at the back of camp with one goal: take down enough trees to widen the usable ground without opening the camp too much to the forest. It was dirty, loud work. Chopping down the tree, dragging them back, processing them. But the Kamohai and the giant crickets did it well, each people in their own way.

The Buforians and the Inkborn got a stranger task.

Phong hired them to help maintain the freezer.

The frog folk and the octopus people were both more comfortable around cold moisture and water-work than many of the others, and together they proved surprisingly suited to supporting and extending the frost magic being used there. With their help, the frozen storage stayed stable longer, and Phong no longer had to grit his teeth every time he looked at his meat or fish reserves.

The lizardman mages approved this immensely.

By noon, Camp Orthrus no longer felt like a half-finished emergency base.

It felt like a growing frontier.

Messy? Yes. Uneven? Absolutely. Too dependent on one farmer and his absurd influence. But it was alive, and that was what truly matter, especially after a Pillar decided that ecological disturbance was their next problem.

That was when Rico returned.

The raccoon came out of nowhere as usual, carrying the exact air of someone who had just done something impressive and dangerous and wanted an audience immediately.

He plopped down beside Phong with dramatic exhaustion.

“Coffee.”

Phong handed him some without question.

That was the irritating part for Rico.

The raccoon took the coffee, stared at Phong, and waited. Phong sipped his own drink and kept watching workers move around camp. Rico’s tail twitched.

Nothing.

No “where were you?”

No “what did you do this time?”

No “what type of chaos do you have in store today?”

The raccoon got visibly offended. His whiskers vibrated a little, and it was not because of the amount of caffeine Rico was chugging. Because yes, he wanted the coffee. But he had also clearly come back hoping to be asked.

Phong knew that, and chose not to reward it yet.

That made Rico sulk beside him, clutching his caffeine with all the tragedy of a performer denied stage time.

Only after the meal lines had thinned, the extra portions had gone out, the work crews had rotated, and the day had settled into something almost orderly did Phong finally glance sideways.

“What do you want me to ask.”

Rico straightened instantly. That was all the opening he needed.

The raccoon puffed up. “Camp Stymphalian maybe got new allies.”

Phong raised a brow. “Maybe?”

“They not here yet,” Rico said quickly. “One day. Two day maybe.”

He clearly wanted a bigger reaction.

Phong gave him almost none.

“What kind?”

Rico grinned in the way of someone holding back a surprise solely for personal satisfaction.

“Secret.”

Phong looked at him for a moment, then shrugged. He did not ask again.

That somehow annoyed Rico even more. Because a raccoon could survive many things. Being denied curiosity as a social reward was apparently not one of them. In Rico's world, that was a crime almost as big as not getting a daily dose of caffeine.

Still, if Rico said he had found possible allies, Phong believed him. Indeed, Rico was many problems and chaos disguised as a raccoon, but when he came back smug instead of panicked, it usually meant the situation was real and not immediately lethal.

So Phong simply pointed toward the lime-oak.

“Go to Floor 1. Fetch the elf children.”

Rico stared at him in horror.

“No.”

“Yes.”

The raccoon put a paw to his chest. “I did diplomacy.”

“And now you do transport.”

That was not the answer Rico wanted, especially because “transport” meant one thing: Horsey.

He looked toward the tree with deep dread, already hearing the elf children in his future. Still, Camp Orthrus had one fatal weakness from Rico’s point of view. No proper caffeinated drinks, no coffee stash worth stealing. Not even soda strong enough to matter. Phong had decided that camp Orthrus would be where he stacked his tea, and leafy caffeine was the only type of caffeine Rico dislike. He looked down at the cup in his paws, then at Phong, then at the road to his suffering.

At last, with all the misery of a heroic victim marching toward doom, Rico surrendered.

“Fine,” he muttered. “But raccoon remembers this betrayal.”

Phong waved him off.

Rico trudged toward the lime-oak like a condemned man going to execution, already dreading the moment the elf children spotted him and decided Uncle Rico had returned for the sacred purpose of being a horse.

Phong watched him go, took another sip of coffee, and turned back to the camp.

There was still too much to do.

That night, after the food stand closed and the workers drifted back to their people, Camp Orthrus finally grew quiet. Lake Baratok was never truly silent. There was always water moving somewhere, a lizardman patrol changing shift, a Kamohai laugh carrying too far over the shore, or some Timato rolling by with the air of a tiny thug on night duty.

But it was quiet enough. At least, enough for Phong to sit alone inside his lodging with a lamp turned low and let his body remember what rest should feel like.

He did not sleep.

Instead, he reached into his bag and pulled out the Steam Deck from a while ago.

For a second, just holding it felt strange. Too normal, too surface, too much like the kind of thing a college student should be doing on break instead of a farmer trying to hold together a cross-species relief effort in a world dungeon.

Then he turned it on.

The screen lit up softly.

Among the installed games was one only he had access to.

Kamen Rider Rico.

Phong stared at the title screen for a moment and could not help the faint twitch at the corner of his mouth.

Of course Long named it that.

The coffee guru had made a platformer game, put it on steam in a closed beta stage, and gave only Phong the key to download and install.

He opened the game, put the code Long had given him into the prompt window, and waited.

The title screen barely had time to finish loading before a private system message slid into view from the developer.

Phong opened it.

The message was quite long.

[Joshua Harlan went to Kyoto to dive there until March. His father, Daniel, had plans.]

Phong’s eyes narrowed immediately.

He set the device more firmly on his knee and opened the rest of the report.

It was written in Long’s usual way. Sparse, direct, with barely any wasted words, but enough context to let Phong build the picture himself.

Josh’s mother was Kurosaki Kitahara - heiress of the Kurosaki yakuza.

Phong’s gaze paused there for a second, then moved on.

She and Daniel Harlan had not married for love. It was political. Business dressed as a 'bond of love' in the language of these elites. Josh himself had been born through surrogacy, and after that, Kitahara had returned to Japan to live with her lovers. She had no affection for Daniel, but she still saw Josh as her son.

That part mattered.

Because it explained the next move: Kitahara thought Josh had become too obsessed with dealing with “small fry.”

Phong let out one short breath through his nose at that, then continued.

She had taken Josh back to Kyoto to cool his head and prepare him for the diver league in March. Which meant one thing: Josh would be out of New York. Out of Daniel’s shadow for a while.

And Daniel, left to his own devices, had started moving.

Phong read on.

Daniel Harlan had funded top researchers for the past two years to study Shifting patterns. The report named several institutions, several grants, a dozen shell fronts. And among them sat one detail that made Phong’s eyes harden further: The new major at the university Phong used to attend. The same major Selena had just been awarded a bachelor’s degree from earlier this year.

Of course.

Of course Daniel had shoved money into that place too.

Long’s report didn't stop for Phong's dislike.

The research had finally produced a result.

Daniel planned to visit a “stable spot” near the gate to Manhattan. Good news: it was not the ruin between Lake Baratok and Death Peak. It was somewhere else. A place where shifting behavior had supposedly shown enough regularity to predict and exploit. Bad news: Long hadn't managed to crack the encrypted file containing the location to this "stable spot" yet.

If the findings held up in person, Daniel planned to move hard and fast: invest heavily, lobbying a law on ownership of dungeon real estate. His plan wasn't just buying land near a gate, but pioneering the legal and practical framework for treating sections of the dungeon itself as profit-bearing American property. If this plan succeeded, it would help Daniel immensely in drawing investment.

Phong stared at the words for a long time.

The sheer arrogance of it would have been laughable if it were not so believable.

That was how men like Daniel Harlan looked at the world. Not as something alive, not as something shared. It was not even a battlefield already full of peoples, monsters, factions, and buried grief for people like him.

It was land to be acquired, assets to be controlled, profits to be made.

The report ended there, useful, but incomplete.

Phong lowered the Steam Deck slightly and leaned back against the wall of the lodge.

Outside, the camp kept breathing around him. Somewhere far off, a lizardman hatchling made its first croaking sound. Somewhere nearer, wood popped in a fire where well fed elf children snored. Somewhere even nearer, Little Fireball shifted in sleep inside his hood hanging by the bed.

But inside the room, it was just him and the report.

Josh in Kyoto, probably would run into his family in Vietnam during dungeon diving. Daniel making his move toward a stable spot near Manhattan.

It was a chance.

The thought came ugly and fast enough that Phong knew it had already been waiting inside him. When the gazes of the elites were consumed by the divers league in march, this would be his chance to kill Daniel Harlan, to make the father vanish the same way the son had shoved hell into Phong’s life.

To make Josh feel what he had felt.

To make that bastard suffer the same way Phong had these past 2 years.

To make Josh's world collapse under him in a single moment.

Phong closed his eyes.

He did not have a concrete plan yet.

But, with his spy network comprised of both the Eardropping Woodears and the mice of the Great Burrow, Phong felt like he was barely inches away from taking the first step of his revenge against the Harlans.

And that was enough to make his blood boil over with excitement.

            

    
        Chapter 117: The blinds from the Dry Sea

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, Rico’s “allies” arrived.

The moment Phong saw them, he understood why the raccoon had been so smug while also refusing to explain anything. No normal explanation would have done them justice.

They were human. Or at least, they had once been. Now, they looked like what happened when a person had been chewed on by the dungeon and somehow lived through it.

Their backs were swollen and hunched, bulging under loose wraps and worn cloth until each of them looked bent under a burden growing from inside their own flesh. They walked with staffs clutched in trembling hands. Their legs were even worse. The skin was riddled with holes, and from those holes, worms would sometimes peek out and writhe before slipping back beneath the flesh.

Phong had seen many ugly things by now, but these people still made his skin crawl.

One of them caught him looking and spoke in a dry, matter-of-fact voice.

“They keep us alive.”

Phong frowned. How on earth did a blind person with a blindfold just tell when he looked at them was completely beyond him.

The man seemed to look down at his own leg where a pale worm had just pushed halfway out through a hole near the shin.

“They feed on us too,” he added. “But they keep us alive.”

That was not any more reassuring, not even one bit. If anything, the explanation made it worse.

Worse still were their faces.

Most of them had their eyes covered with bandages, wrapped again and again until only the lower half of their faces remained visible. But the bandages did not hide the claw marks on their cheeks. Deep, ugly scars, the kind that could only have come from desperate hands gouging inward. These people had clawed their own eyes out.

Phong realized that before anyone said it, and once he realized it, he started hearing the mutters.

“People shouldn’t have eyes.”

“Eyes lie.”

“Eyes invite them in.”

It was deeply concerning. Phong would have called that insane if he wasn't so desensitized by the dungeon's bullshit that everything in life now sounded plausible. Even Rico, who had proudly brought them here, had fallen a little quieter now that the group stood in full daylight before camp.

The strangers called themselves the H’Re.

When Phong asked what that meant, the one who seemed to be their leader answered.

“Gnawed,” he said.

The leader stood a little straighter than the rest, though that did not make him less unsettling. Unlike the others, he still had one visible eye. Not where it should have been though. One single vertical eye stared from the middle of his forehead, blinking slowly as it studied Phong.

Phong had to fight the urge to look away. The old man seemed like a messed up version of Erlang Shen.

The H’Re leader planted his staff and spoke in a voice roughened by age, pain, and too much darkness.

“We are those who were gnawed by the Dry Sea and did not die.”

That made the air around them feel colder.

“The darkness of the Ninth Floor ate at us,” he continued. “And in being gnawed, we learned the truth of our people.”

Phong did not know what that truth was, and judging from the way the man said it, he was not sure he wanted to know.

The leader went on anyway.

A recent Shifting had moved their hideout from Floor 9 to a nearby mountain ridge. They had been displaced, confused, and forced closer to regions they did not know. Then Rico had found them. Or, maybe more precisely, they had found Rico.

That part was less clear. Either way, the H’Re seemed to believe it had not been chance.

Their leader lifted his chin a little and spoke with the weight of prophecy.

“There is a saying among our people. An old promise.” His vertical eye fixed on Rico for a moment. “An envoy of the Green will appear in the form of a talking raccoon and lead us to the Green.”

Rico puffed his chest out immediately, looking entirely smug and too pleased with himself. That got him a boo from both Nyx and Bruno, yet the raccoon treated them like applauses anyway.

Phong closed his eyes for one second. Of course that raccoon did.

The H’Re leader continued, voice trembling with something between reverence and fanatic hope.

“The Green will be the only one who can kill those pesky eyes.” His lip curled slightly at the word. “And free all the humans of the Ninth Floor.”

Phong looked at them again.

First, at the worms. Then at the dirty bandages over empty eyes. Finally, the way some of them twitched whenever sunlight caught a reflective surface.

Mentally stable was not how he would describe them. Not even close.

Still, level-wise, they were no joke. When the system gave him enough to work with, what it showed was bad news.

Every single one of the H're were level 60 and above.

For a brief moment, Phong understood why Rico had come back pleased with himself. From the raccoon’s point of view, he had found another powerful faction and dragged them back like a cat bringing home something alarming it had hunted.

Phong rubbed one hand over his face.

Then he turned to the lizardmen queen.

He did not ask for a full alliance, not even refuge inside the center of camp. Only whether the H’Re could be allowed to stay nearby.

The queen did not answer at once. Her slit-pupiled gaze moved over the H’Re, measuring the old scars, the unstable mutters, the worms, the prophecy talk, and the raw levels hidden in their ruined frames. When she finally spoke, her answer was simple.

“No.”

Rico gasped like she had stabbed him.

“They should stay,” the raccoon protested at once. “They know my importance. They powerful.”

That was exactly the wrong thing to say.

The queen turned her eyes to him.

“Then they are your responsibility, then?”

Rico froze.

The queen continued in the same even tone.

“When their insanity rises. When they lash out. When they kill. When their prophecy becomes a problem. When they release whatever magic behind those eyes upon the Scaled Throne... Will you take responsibility?”

Rico’s tail immediately tucked between his legs.

The raccoon backed down so fast it was almost impressive.

“…valid concern,” he muttered.

Phong could not fault the queen.

In truth, he thought the same.

Camp Orthrus was already a fragile place. Half built, and still growing. The zone near it was full of tension, trade, hunger, and too many moving parts. Bringing in a group of unstable level sixty-plus people who clawed their own eyes out and muttered about the truth of humanity would be reckless.

The queen was right.

And yet, Phong looked at the H’Re again.

For all their wrongness, for all the danger they carried, he could not quite bring himself to reject them outright. Not when they had clearly come here because they believed this was their last hope. And he had seen enough to know that keeping them where he could see them was still safer than letting them wander off and somehow get recruited by the wrong people.

Phong thought of Olen and the trolls at that last part.

So he chose a middle path.

“I’m not the Green you’re waiting for,” Phong said plainly.

Some of the H’Re stirred in distress at that. Their leader, however, only watched him with that single eye.

Phong went on before they could spiral.

“But I do know a place.”

He told them about the old Mushroomoid colony near a gate to Floor 3. The swampy region the Mushroomires had once called home, now left with enough space and isolation that a group like the H’Re could settle there without immediately clashing with Camp Orthrus or the lake peoples.

“You can stay there for now,” Phong said. “Until something better is worked out.”

The H’Re leader listened in silence.

Then he gave a slow nod.

“Then we will go.”

He did not bargain.

There was no anger to be found in his voice.

Not even disappointment loud enough to crack into something ugly reflected in that single eye.

Just a strange, tired acceptance.

That somehow made them feel sadder.

Phong watched as the H’Re began moving again, staffs tapping against the ground, hunched shapes turning toward the direction of the old Mushroomoid swamp. They moved like the remains of a people who had already lost too much of themselves, but not yet enough to stop walking.

Rico watched them go with a look halfway between pride and worry.

The lizardmen queen said nothing else.

And Phong stood there for a while, eyes following the retreating H’Re, already knowing this would not be the last time that prophecy came knocking at his door.

The H'Re left behind one last warning before they disappeared into the direction of the old Mushroomoid swamp.

“Beware of the Painted Skin.”

The words stayed with Phong longer than he wanted.

They stirred up an old memory from before all this. A Chinese ghost story: Liaozhai ZhiYi by Pu Songling - Painted skin. A thing that wore a human shape like clothing and only revealed what it really was when it was already too late.

That was enough for him.

Before the day ended, Phong passed the warning through the lakeside network as far as he could. To the lizardmen, the Kamohai, the Inkborn. To the mice of the Great Burrow, the Buforians and the cricket tribes too. He did not have details, only a name and a bad feeling. But in the dungeon, that was often enough to save lives.

            

    
        Chapter 118: Painted skins and dungeon Rico Hood

    
    
    
    
                That night, Phong slept in Camp Orthrus.

Or tried to.

The elf children curled together in a heap that somehow took up more room than seemed possible. Nyx slept in a coil near the foot of the bedding, one eye half open even at rest. Bruno lay near the doorway like he could personally bite danger before it crossed the threshold, while little Fireball had buried herself in Phong's hood again, warm and smug in sleep. Rico, after much complaint about missing proper coffee, had finally settled down too.

Phong woke at midnight—not from sound, but from instinct. The kind that crawled up the back of the neck before the mind had words for it.

He opened his eyes and sat up slowly. Something was outside.

When he stepped out far enough to look toward the perimeter, he saw one of the scariest things he had ever seen in his life.

A flayed diver's skin stood near the entrance of camp. Just the skin—no flesh inside it, no bones, no real body. It stood upright anyway, hanging in the shape of a person and waving at him with a slow, loose motion that made his stomach knot. Where the face should have been, the stretched skin held a smile. Not a real one. A sinister one—a grin pulled onto dead leather.

The Timatoes were already there, dozens of them floating low with fangs bared and boiling juice ready. Little tiger faces fixed on the thing with the kind of violent focus they only wore when they wanted permission to become murder.

But they did not attack first, and that was what worried Phong most.

The Timatoes were many things—proud, bloodthirsty, completely insane in ways only fruit should never be—but they were not cautious without reason.

The flayed skin did not advance either. It stood there at the edge of camp like a scout, measuring distance, counting defenses, checking lines of sight. It looked at the Timatoes, at the walls, at the sleeping lodgings. At him.

Phong felt cold all over.

Then the skin fluttered—not ran, not jumped, but fluttered away into the dark like a sheet caught by bad wind.

That was the exact moment Rico woke up. The raccoon stumbled out half asleep, saw the thing just before it vanished, and immediately pissed himself.

Phong stared at him. Rico stared at the dark with every hair on his body puffed up.

For a few seconds, neither of them spoke.

Then Phong said flatly, "You did it again. First the trolls. Now this."

Rico whipped around, scandalized and terrified at once. "I am Kamen Rider," he hissed. "Not freaking exorcist."

Phong would have answered, but movement hit the edge of camp again. Something small came running out of the dark and collapsed right before the entrance.

A mouse—one of the Great Burrow scouts.

She hit the ground hard, dragged herself forward another handspan, and looked into camp with panic so raw it burned through her little features.

"Help," she rasped.

Behind her, more flayed skins fluttered closer through the dark.

The Timatoes moved before Phong could think, swarming the mouse fast enough that Phong only had time to shout half a word before red little monsters were all over her, tearing into her skin with fangs and boiling juice.

Then something burst out from inside her—something far larger than the mouse skin had any right to contain. It exploded upward in wet ruin, shredding the false hide as it came free. What rose from inside was a hunched humanoid mass of raw red flesh and bulging eyes. It had no skin at all. Its mouth gaped too wide, too deep, like a maw split into meat, and where arms and legs should have been, it had thousands of fleshy tendrils knotting and writhing over each other in a constant crawling motion.

Phong nearly threw up on the spot. To him it looked like John Carpenter's The Thing and Imhotep from The Mummy had somehow made a child together and then aborted it three weeks in, but the thing had lived anyway out of spite.

The Timatoes tore into it, screaming with delight. Boiling tomato juice hissed across exposed flesh while little fangs ripped at tendrils. The creature shrieked with a sound that had too much wetness in it and not enough soul.

Phong pressed one hand hard over his mouth and forced himself not to gag.

So this, he thought, dizzy with horror, is a Painted Skin from the Dry Sea.

The painted skin at the gate was still screaming under the Timatoes when Phong got hit from behind by six crying elf children at once. They slammed into his back hard enough to nearly knock him forward.

"Daddy!"

The children clung to him in a tangle of shaking limbs, tears, and terror. The sight of the thing the Timatoes were tearing apart had broken whatever strange bravery their stats gave them. One child buried their face in his side, another clutched at his shirt so hard the fabric threatened to rip, and a third was crying loud enough to wake the dead, which, given the state of the dungeon, did not feel like a phrase Phong should use lightly anymore.

And worse, some of them had peed themselves from fear.

Phong closed his eyes for one second and accepted that the night was ruined.

Behind him, Rico took one look at the wet trousers and announced with immediate relief, "See. Raccoon not only one who humiliate self."

Phong turned his head just enough to give him a look. "Not helping."

"Morale statement," Rico said.

"It's not."

The raccoon had enough self-preservation left not to push further.

Nyx and Bruno came next, both of them already fully alert. Nyx's fur was raised, and Bruno had that low rumble in his chest that meant he wanted to bite something and would settle for nothing less.

Phong pointed toward the perimeter. "First watch. Both of you."

Nyx nodded once, sharp and serious. Bruno puffed himself up. "We'll guard."

And for once, neither of them treated it like a game.

So while the animals took first watch and the Timatoes patrolled with fresh blood still staining their little faces, Phong gathered the elf children up and brought them back inside.

It took longer than he wanted—he had to change their clothes, clean them, wash shaky hands and tear-streaked faces. Reassure each one that the bad thing had not gotten in, that daddy was here, that Nyx and Bruno were on watch, that the angry tomatoes outside were even meaner than the skin monster.

It worked. Slowly, one by one, the children drifted back down from full panic into exhausted hiccuping sobs, then finally into sleep.

By the time the last one loosened their grip on his sleeve and went still, Phong felt wrung dry.

Morning came with bad news—bad enough that the whole alliance around Lake Baratok started sounding different. Sharper. Less patient. More frightened in the ways people only got when the danger was not just strong, but wrong.

There had already been victims of the Painted Skins across every faction. Lizardmen, Kamohai, a mouse from the Great Burrow—even one of the Inkborn had gone missing and been found wrong.

Phong spent the morning gathering stories and comparing details. The more he listened, the clearer the pattern became.

There were two kinds of attack.

The first type was the flutter skins—just skins, empty ones that drifted through the dark like sheets of flesh on bad wind. If they caught a victim, they wrapped around them and squeezed or stretched until the body inside was forced to match the stolen shape. It killed the victim in the process, though from the stories Phong could not tell whether death came from broken bones, suffocation, or something worse.

The second type was more direct: a demon, the same kind he had seen burst out of the mouse the night before. Those things hunted, flayed the victim themselves, and then wore the skin as clothing.

That explained the scout. That explained the plea for help. That explained why the Timatoes had acted before Phong could—somewhere in their little tiger-fruit heads, they had recognized the wrongness before any human logic could catch up.

Once he had enough stories, Phong started laying down rules.

No one moved alone at dusk or night. No one answered a familiar voice in the dark unless they had full visual confirmation. Any ally returning from patrol had to answer challenge questions before being allowed close to camp. If a body moved wrong, it got treated as a threat first. If something seemed too familiar, too sudden, too eager to be trusted, it got checked from range.

And nobody, absolutely nobody, approached a lone survivor outside the perimeter without backup and something sharp enough to cut skin.

The rules spread fast. Fear helped with that, as did the memory of the thing inside the mouse.

The Kamohai and the lizardmen took the offensive side of it almost immediately, forming hunting parties for daylight hours and pushing around the lake banks and through the nearby woods to track the abominations while the sun-equivalent light still held. The Kamohai wanted blood and motion. The lizardmen wanted order and containment. Between the two, the hunting packs had a real chance of catching at least some of the Painted Skins before night came again.

Phong watched them organize and felt the situation shift into something uglier but clearer. This was no longer just famine relief or biome recovery—now Lake Baratok had a horror problem. And he had a very bad feeling that the H'Re's warning had arrived early only because something had already started moving behind the scenes before anyone was ready.

Phong started preparing for the future the moment the Painted Skin problem showed its teeth. He no longer had the luxury of treating each crisis like a separate fire to put out—famine, spies, shifting, floor bosses, cursed races from lower floors, and now skin-wearing horrors. All of it was starting to overlap.

So he moved.

First, he brought several mice from the Great Burrow up to Floor 1. They were nervous the whole trip through the lime-oak network, whiskers twitching, little paws clutching their packs like the roots might suddenly change their minds and spit them into a monster nest. Phong ignored the fear and brought them straight to Camp Harpy.

The Greencap Bunnies received them with the same stiff military seriousness they gave everything.

Phong explained the arrangement again in full: the mice would learn to farm with surface soil, and in return, they would serve as his ears among the divers—not just on Floor 2, but wherever the Great Burrow still had tunnels, vassals, scouts, and reason to listen.

He then left the elf children there too, for their daily training with the Greencap knight. The children complained at first, mostly because Phong was not staying and because Uncle Rico was not there to suffer as a horse after drills. But the moment the bunny knight captain walked over and gave them that flat look of his, they straightened up fast enough to make Phong almost proud.

Almost.

Then he told the Greencap captain about the arrangement with the mice. The captain listened in silence, war banners still crossed over his back, eyes sharp and unreadable as always. When Phong finished, the Greencap gave a slow nod.

"Acceptable," he said. "As long as you pay in surface soil."

Phong had expected that. "Done."

That settled it.

The mice of the Great Burrow would learn how to farm from the Greencaps, under Phong's arrangement and with Phong's resources. In time, they would no longer need to beg for food every time a famine hit. And in the meantime, they would become something else for him: an intel network.

That thought sat cold and useful in his mind.

After that, Phong expanded his own systems. More moletatoes went into the ground, more Eardropping Wood Ears were planted where roots could relay their audio through the network. The ears alone had limits—sound only, distorted meaning sometimes, fragments instead of clear truth. But with mice listening, watching, and moving through places larger people overlooked, the system became much more dangerous.

The Wood Ears would carry sound, the mice would carry context, and together, they would let Phong hear things he had no business hearing.

He felt no guilt about it. Not anymore. Not after Daniel Harlan, not after Josh, not after every smiling rich bastard who thought Phong's life was a game board for their convenience.

When that work was set, he went to visit the H'Re.

They had settled near the entrance to the obsidian canyon, far enough from Camp Orthrus to avoid causing panic, close enough to stay within a zone people already feared. It suited them in a bleak sort of way. They looked less like a marching horror now and more like a refugee camp built by people who had forgotten what comfort meant—lean shelters, bound cloth, worm-sick bodies curled in shadows. A few of them still muttered to themselves about eyes.

Their leader came out to meet Phong. That single vertical eye in his forehead blinked slowly as always.

"We are grateful," he said.

The words were sincere enough to unsettle Phong more than lies would have.

He looked over the H'Re camp and nodded once. "Stay out of trouble."

The leader made a dry sound that might have been laughter. "Trouble finds all men."

That was not wrong.

Phong left them there and headed back toward camp. On the way, he saw Carrockets flying in the distance—not one, but several. They streaked over the horizon in burning arcs before exploding somewhere far off with enough force to shake birds from the trees.

Phong stopped, stared, then slowly rubbed one hand down his face.

He did not need a system prompt to know what that meant: Rico.

Only Rico would look at his friend's living artillery plants and decide they were perfect for cardio training.

By the time Phong followed the direction of the blasts enough to understand the shape of what happened, the answer was somehow worse than expected.

Rico had been using divers as target practice—not to kill them or maim them permanently, just to terrorize them while the baby treant on his back built more stamina through repeated Kamen Rider transformations.

Phong stood there in silence for a long moment, then decided he would deal with Rico's nonsense later. Mostly because if he dealt with it immediately, he might actually strangle the raccoon.

Instead, he pulled out his phone and checked the news, which turned out to be a mistake. Rico had already become media—articles, clips, interviews with rattled divers, photos from shaky phones, threads from the Diver Association forum. Phong scrolled through it and felt his soul slowly trying to leave his body.

The headlines were all versions of the same thing: the weird treant from Josh's failed push against Death Peak had appeared on Floor 2. It would ambush teams of divers, blast them with what one terrified commentator had called "a few full minutes of hell," then leave. No confirmed kills, no lasting crippling injuries—just chaos, fear, humiliation, and enough explosives to make the experience unforgettable.

Then came the worse part.

Divers had learned the treant could be bribed with energy drinks. If they left offerings of Monsters, Red Bull, or similar cans, the strange treant would sometimes spare them or back off sooner.

Phong stopped walking. He stared at the screen, then scrolled further down with the dead hand of a man no longer surprised by anything and yet still somehow offended.

The brands had reacted already—of course they had. Limited flavors, promotional campaigns, ads themed after the mysterious rogue treant of Floor 2. Some idiot in media had already given Rico a name: "Dungeon Robin Hood." "Caffeinated vigilante."

Phong facepalmed so hard it made an actual sound.

So that was what the raccoon had been doing behind his back all this time—not just training, but building a brand.

            

    
        Chapter 119: Dungeon Mexican stand off

    
    
    
    
                The Croak Wood taught patience the hard way.

Team Nemean moved through the shifting forest with more discipline now. The Tortura lessons had sunk in—nobody wandered, nobody trusted the quiet, nobody stepped where they had not checked the roots first. Even Jake, who normally liked to drift where his instincts pleased, stayed inside the rhythm Dominic set.

As they moved, Séline started sharing more of what she had felt when the copy of dǒu had passed through her. At first, she struggled to explain it, then she found words.

"Mana doesn't move like muscle," she said, while they crossed between two giant trunks whose bark still looked wet from the night's slithering. "That's the mistake."

Joanne glanced over. "Go on."

Séline flexed one hand, looking at her own fist as if it had disappointed her personally. "With the body, force feels direct. Chain the joints right, rotate right, snap right—hit lands." She frowned. "Mana is slower than that. It needs to move from where it gathers, then travel through you, then out."

Dominic nodded slowly. At level thirty seven, after everything they had fought, all of them knew mana had weight. They knew it changed the body, changed the way skills felt. But none of them had ever tried to put language on the exact way it moved.

Séline did.

"At lower level, our mana was thin," she said. "So the delay was too small to matter. We could act like the body came first and mana just followed. But after evolution at level thirty, the mana got thicker, heavier, more viscous.”

Emma, walking a little behind them, picked up on it first. "And kinetic starts losing to magical amplification."

"Human speech?" Dominic chimed in, not because he was stupid, but because he had learnt his high school curriculum in Spanish, so English definitions didn't register immediately for him.

"Physics start losing to magical bullshit after level 30."

Séline looked back and nodded once. "Yes."

That was the missing piece—or at least part of it. Kinetic force from clean modern movement, from snapping the body into the strike, still mattered. But the thicker mana after level thirty had started to outgrow momentum and chain of body, slowly making faster equal harder an outdated thought. If mana had to travel, then how one gave it time to travel might matter more than they realized.

By the time they stopped for a short water break, Dominic had already decided to test it. He planted Eyeless Heaven down beside him and rolled one shoulder.

"Hit me."

Jake laughed. "That sounded bad."

Dominic ignored him.

Séline stepped up first and threw a normal punch—clean, explosive, the kind of strike drilled by modern combat logic. Hips, shoulder, chain, snap. It landed squarely into Dominic's guard, and he took it without issue.

"Again," he said.

Séline frowned, then tried the other way. This time she slowed it down—not sloppily, not hesitating, but simply letting the motion stretch longer, like she was giving something inside her body more room to catch up. The punch came in less sharp, less sudden.

Then it hit.

Dominic's expression changed. The blow crashed into his shield and his feet left the ground.

Jake swore.

Dominic was thrown backward by the same attack from Séline, boots scraping through dirt before he landed and rolled once, then came back up with shock all over his face.

"That," he said, "felt very different."

Séline lowered her fist slowly, staring at it now with renewed interest.

Alex, who had been watching with narrowed eyes the whole time, finally spoke. "That's the same logic as inner force in wuxia."

Everyone looked at her.

She shrugged. "In the novels I'm reading, slower attacks mean more power. The old masters always did that." She frowned slightly. "It was never explained properly though. It was just treated like a thing the strong could do."

Joanne snorted. "Classic."

Dominic picked up Eyeless Heaven again and dusted himself off. "Alright," he said. "Now spar."

That part went worse for Séline—much worse.

Against Dominic, Alex, and Jake, she got destroyed. Not because the new idea was wrong, but because fights were still fights. Slower punches carried much more weight now, yes, but Jake slipped around them too easily. Alex cut angles too well. Dominic just pressured her until the space to set those heavier strikes never opened right.

After the third exchange, Dominic stepped back and lifted one hand. "Your punches hit harder," he said. "A lot harder."

Séline clicked her tongue, annoyed and breathing a little rougher than she wanted to show.

"But," Dominic continued, "speed is still a huge advantage. A fight still ends in one clean hit if the other side is strong enough."

Jake pointed at her. "Hard to use your new world-shaking punch if someone stabs you first."

"Thank you, Jake," Joanne said dryly.

"I'm being supportive."

"You're being Jake."

Séline rolled one shoulder and looked down at her own hand again. "There's still something missing," she said.

Camille glanced at her. "You think dǒu should be better than this."

Séline nodded. "The fighting style tied to a Secret shouldn't be incomplete. If dǒu is real, then it should be the best way to fight with mana." Her brow furrowed. "This is part of it. Not all of it."

Dominic considered that, then let the matter rest. There was no point forcing an answer while standing in the middle of Croak Wood with only scraps of insight and a long road ahead. Some things had to sit in the body before they became real.

So they kept moving.

The next morning, after one more night beneath the shifting groans of the forest, Team Nemean finally saw the edge of Croak Wood. Light opened ahead through the trunks—real open ground. The sight alone changed the team's mood, not relaxed but sharper. The edge of one danger always meant another was waiting.

Then Dominic heard steel—a clash, then another. Not loud enough to be a full battlefield, too regular to be an accident.

He raised one fist at once. The team stopped, weapons came half up.

Dominic listened for a few breaths, then said quietly, "Careful."

Nobody questioned him. Divers killing each other in the dungeon, outside the reach of cameras and surface law, was normal—ugly, but normal. Walking blind into someone else's fight was how people ended up dead or blamed.

So they approached with care. The forest thinned enough for them to see the field outside, and what waited there was not a simple fight.

It was a standoff—a true Mexican standoff, spread across open grass under the pale light of Floor 3.

On the east side stood a team led by a woman in ornate plate armor. Her hair was platinum blonde, bright even from this distance. A crown rested on her head, not decorative but worn with the confidence of someone who had long ago stopped caring whether lesser people found it arrogant. A white cloth was tied across her eyes.

Séline saw her and went still. "No way."

Camille looked over. "You know her."

Séline's voice dropped lower. "That's Jeanne de Valois."

That name hit Emma first, then Alex, then Dominic.

France's strongest diver, one of Europe's Elite Four, and more than that, one of only three known cases in the world where a diver's class had taken the name of a human hero rather than a broad title or combat role.

Jeanne d'Arc.

The woman stood like a saint and a warlord at once, even while blindfolded.

On the west side stood another force, this one led by Yue Ting.

Emma recognized her immediately—China's Taoist Master, the first diver in the modern world to establish stable footing on Floor 3. Yellow talismans floated around her in layered circles, drifting like living wards between attack and prayer. Even standing still, she looked untouchable in a way that made Jake uncomfortable and Joanne deeply interested.

And then there was the third party.

One lone man.

He stood in the middle, caught in a pincer between France and China, and yet somehow he did not look like prey. He was bald, a kasaya hung off him like a cape, and he stood with the quiet calm of someone who used to be surrounded by hostile people.

Alex squinted, then whispered, "Is it me or does that baldy look strangely like Phong?"

That made the whole team focus harder, and once they did, they saw it too. Not exact, not enough to call him Phong by mistake, but the bone structure, the shape of the face, the line of the jaw—there was enough resemblance to make the thought stick. He was more muscular than their farmer, carried himself with more direct dominance, more certainty. But the facial features were close enough that if someone told them they were related, none of them would laugh.

Jake muttered under his breath, "Maybe we're just bad with Asian faces."

Emma did not take her eyes off the field. "Or maybe not."

Dominic studied the scene in silence—Europe's finest on one side, China's finest on the other, one unknown bald monk-looking man in the middle. Whatever this was, rushing in would be stupid.

So he made the only reasonable call. "We watch first."

Team Nemean stayed inside the edge of Croak Wood, hidden by giant trunks and shadow, and waited to see who would move first in the field ahead.

The bald man spoke first. "My, my. France and China all over again." He rolled one shoulder and grinned like this was all a bad joke told just for him. "Just my luck. If there is a US team here for my throat too, I can truly say history has repeated itself."

His voice carried cleanly across the field.

Jeanne de Valois did not sound amused. "You are alone, Mister Trần." Her blindfold did not make her look less imposing—if anything, it made her look more certain. "Hand over the Lín secret and you will be under France's protection."

Yue Ting gave a soft laugh. "Do not listen to her, baldy Vân." The Chinese leader lifted one hand, talismans circling like tame spirits around her. "Asians should trust Asians."

Then she tilted her chin slightly, looking toward Jeanne with open contempt. "Besides, do you really think she has a chance?"

As she said that, a character appeared behind her head, hovering there in golden light, steady and terrible.

Qián – Foresee. No matter your mother tongue, you knew what it meant on the first look, just like with Dǒu. Seemed like it was a shared characteristic across the Nine and their clones.

Emma sucked in a breath. Alex's eyes narrowed at once.

So that was one of the Nine.

Vân looked between them and laughed. "I am all for gender equality." He spread his hands wide. "So ladies, put your faces where I can punch them."

Jake had to bite his lip to stop a sound from escaping. Joanne pressed both hands over her mouth, Jack looked like he was suffering in silence, and Dominic's shoulders shook once.

Alex, on the other hand, looked personally offended. "I refuse," she whispered, "to accept that this weirdo is related to Phong."

That almost broke the rest of them. Almost.

Across the field, the French side reacted badly to Vân's words. Several divers looked ready to rush in out of pure outrage, but Jeanne lifted her lance slightly and stopped them with one motion.

"Stay back," she said. Her tone left no room for pride. "Vân is the most annoying kind of opponent." She turned her blindfolded face slightly, not toward her own people, but toward the air as if she could feel the lines of the battle already. "Other than me and Yue Ting, none of you here can break his defense."

Then she moved—no warning, no count. She charged.

Sword in one hand, lance in the other, Jeanne de Valois crossed the field like a white storm given human form. As she ran, phantoms began to rise around her—French cavalry, old armor, war banners, riders from another age, from the days of Jeanne d'Arc. They did not ride beside her but overlaid on her, layer after layer of history climbing onto her body like a second army made of memory and will. Her outline grew larger, heavier, and yet cleaner. By the fifth step, the movement of one woman sounded like the march of many.

Dominic's eyes widened. "Damn."

Vân, absurdly enough, sounded delighted. "This is chuunibyou as fuck," he announced loudly, "but why not?"

Then he brought both palms together in front of his chest. "Phật Đả Kim Chung."

(Buddha-forged golden bell.)

As he said the name, his praying hands rose from chest to brow, and with that motion a bell of golden mana formed around him. It rose from the ground and sealed around his body, vast, luminous, and solid enough that even from the tree line Team Nemean could feel the pressure in it.

Jeanne hit it the next second.

The bell rang, and the sound tore across the battlefield. Jake doubled over with a curse, Jack grabbed his own head, Dominic went to one knee with his jaw tight. Camille and Séline both flinched hard, Janet looked ready to throw up.

Only Alex, Joanne and Emma stayed mostly steady.

Across the field, France and China's lower divers suffered the same—men and women staggered, clutched their heads, cursed, or dropped to one knee. Yue Ting stood untouched.

Alex forced herself upright and narrowed her eyes. "It's not just defense," she said through the spinning in everyone else's heads. "That bell makes anyone whose main stat isn't intelligence fall sick."

Emma nodded once. "A status effect tied to the impact."

Vân took the chance at once, dashing forward out of the golden bell with startling speed, closed fingers held together as if his hand itself were a blade.

"Kim Đỉnh Phật Đăng!"

(Lotus lamp on the golden peak.)

Purple mana surged from him in a sudden burst and formed a spinning lotus lamp in the air. A tiny flame burned at its center, serene and beautiful for exactly one heartbeat, then the lamp spun. Dozens of mana slashes burst from it every second, lancing across the field toward Jeanne in a rain of purple cuts.

The French leader did not retreat. She twirled her lance, and foot soldiers rose from the ground this time, not cavalry—phantom infantry in old French armor rushed ahead and planted their shields into the earth in perfect order. The purple slashes struck them in a storm of sparks and shattered mana, but the spectral line held long enough for Jeanne to keep advancing.

Vân laughed and rushed in too, clearly intending to meet her head-on.

That was when Yue Ting entered—no rush, no shout. She simply stepped in and took control of the sky. One finger pointed forward, and behind her, the Bagua symbol of heaven, Qián, brightened until the air around it trembled. Yellow talismans flared and spread in layered circles. Her voice came calm and severe, like a temple bell at dawn.

"Endless heaven, infinite earth. I command thee. Lend me thy dao."

Lightning fell—not one bolt, but rain. The whole field flashed white as streak after streak of lightning bombarded the golden bell around Vân. Each hit rang it again, each strike forced it lower. The ground under him cracked, then cratered, then gave out completely as the barrage drove him down.

The bell held—barely—but Vân still crashed into the dirt hard enough to throw up dust and broken turf.

Yue Ting stepped onto the air itself. Not metaphor—she simply stood there above him, robes and talismans stirring in the aftermath of her own spell, eyes fixed downward with cool disdain.

"Taoism against Buddhism," she said. "Let us see which is truly superior."

            

    
        Chapter 120: The Nine vs The Nine (replica)

    
    
    
    
                Vân looked genuinely offended.

“Speak for yourself, Miss Taoist,” he shouted back across the field. “I am no monk. I fully intend to marry some girl and have children.”

That almost made Jake choke.

Even Emma’s mouth twitched.

Yue Ting did not react.

She lifted one hand, ready to press her advantage from the air, when a phantom cavalryman thundered upward from below and nearly took her off her feet. The strike forced her to twist away mid-step.

On the ground, Jeanne let out a soft grunt and said with cold annoyance,

“It is impolite to ignore a lady and just flirt like that, you know?”

That dragged the fight into a true three-way deadlock.

Jeanne pressed from the ground like an army made human. Her phantom soldiers and cavalry answered every movement of her lance and sword, hitting with the combined force of a dozen men at once. Each charge felt heavier than one person should have been allowed to make.

Yue Ting controlled the battlefield from above. The symbol behind her shifted through the Bagua as naturally as breathing. One moment Qián had hung there in stern gold. The next it changed. Dui. The earth beneath her target turned heavy and false, like standing in swamp water. Li. Pillars of fire burst up from the ground in clean, punishing lines. Zhen. A deafening force cracked through the air so hard even the observers at the forest edge had to brace against it.

Vân answered the only way he seemed to know how.

With raw nerve and Buddhist-named violence.

Phật Đả Kim Chung held his defense together, the golden bell swallowing impacts and turning some of them back on the senses of those around him. Kim Đỉnh Phật Đăng spun again and again, purple lotus-lamp slashes ripping outward whenever either woman gave him the space to form them.

None trusted the others.

None could spare focus to break the stalemate cleanly.

And in that poison balance, the three of them locked themselves tighter and tighter into a fight where no one’s allies could safely interfere.

Then Vân moved first.

Or rather, he moved because Yue Ting gave him the chance.

She forced Jeanne half a step off line with one of her Bagua shifts, just enough to create the opening. Vân’s hands came together in a new sign, fingers locking between each other.

The next instant, he became a flash of light.

He vanished from where he stood and reappeared behind Jeanne so fast that even Alex missed the transition.

His palm was already out. At the center of it spun a golden swastika of mana, tight and blinding and terrible. The last thing Jeanne heard before the hit landed was Vân shouting the name.

“Đại Phật Tây Lai!”

(Great Buddha that came over from the west.)

The strike hit Jeanne from behind.

The sound of it cracked through the field like a battering ram slamming a cathedral door.

Even from the tree line, Team Nemean felt the impact in their bones.

Jeanne staggered, and that was the exact moment Yue Ting had been waiting for.

Her wrist flicked once.

Mana exploded around her hand and formed a spinning yin-yang symbol, black and white devouring each other in a perfect circle. Then it sharpened.

Not metaphorically, the edges thinned and turned into something like a saw blade made of principle and motion.

It shot straight for Vân’s throat.

He saw it coming.

His right hand lifted, index and middle finger together.

The character for Lín spun in his pupil. Then the golden bell around him roared.

Power surged through it so violently that the whole plain shook with a sound like a bomb going off under the earth. Dust jumped. Grass flattened. Team Nemean all flinched at once.

In the sky, Yue Ting dropped.

Her body simply fell, as if the force had torn the footing out from under whatever supported her.

She crashed downward toward the field.

And then, suddenly, she was back.

It wasn't a motion, nor did it feel like time rewind. She simply reappeared exactly where she had been before the fall, still standing in the air as if the drop had belonged to another version of her.

Jake stared. “What? That's cheating...”

Emma’s brows drew together sharply.

Nobody at the edge of the field had an answer.

But Séline’s eyes had gone intent in the way they did whenever a pattern started revealing itself.

“They are not the true Secrets,” she said quietly.

Dominic glanced over. “You sure?”

“They feel wrong in the same way the dǒu copy felt wrong.” Séline kept her gaze on the field. “Powerful. Ancient. But incomplete.” Her voice lowered further. “Replicas. Like the phantom in the Tortura statue.”

Alex did not look away from Vân and Yue Ting either.

“It is still better than anything we have right now.”

That was, unfortunately, true.

Whatever replicas could do, they were enough to let three monsters in human skin lock a whole battlefield into paralysis.

Either due to her intelligence, or simply because she was more experienced with dealing with Vân's bullshit, Yue Ting realized there was no way to end this.

She looked at Vân, at the character spinning in his eye, at the bell still roaring around him, and then at Jeanne recovering her footing on the ground. Her expression turned from sour to sharpened.

She understood.

Qián and Lín were a bad match, neither of them had the upperhand, and together they would trap them forever in a fight of partial answers and mutual negation.

So she disengaged with the absolute dignity of someone deciding this battle no longer deserved her time.

Her talismans folded inward, the Bagua symbol dimmed. She stepped back through the air in three light motions and withdrew across the plain.

The moment she chose that, Jeanne understood too.

Without Yue Ting pressing the third angle, she had no clean way to bring Vân down alone. Not with his bell, not with his absurd movement, not with the field already showing too much of her own hand. And especially, not with how the secret of Lín seemed to be able to reflect damage back to the attacker regardless of distance and obstruction.

Unlike Yue Ting, she didn't have Qián to save her ass from that encounter.

So France’s finest backed down as well.

Her phantom army faded around her like mist burned off by morning, though the way she kept her sword angled made it clear she hated every second of the choice.

Vân watched both women retreat with visible disappointment.

He actually looked like he wanted to give chase and punch them both in the face for leaving.

Yet he did not move. Not even one step. Not until they had widened the distance enough that the standoff truly broke.

Séline noticed it first.

“He is stuck.”

Jake blinked. “I like what you're implying.”

“The replica,” Séline said, eyes narrowed. “That might be the downside.”

She pointed subtly through the trees.

Vân still stood in place loose, ready. Looking furious enough to bite the air. But he was standing in place all the same.

“The cost might be that he has to root himself to use it properly.”

Dominic let out a slow breath, showing that he agreed with Jake for once.

For all its absurdity, for all the outrageous force of the bell and whatever Lín had just done, the power had shown limits. Just like the dǒu copy did when it passed through Séline.

Replicas were strong.

But they were not invincible, not powerful enough to scare the dungeon itself like the real things.

And as the plain emptied, with Yue Ting gone one way and Jeanne another, Team Nemean stayed hidden in the Croak Wood and watched the bald man who maybe, somehow, looked too much like Phong stand alone in the aftermath of a fight that none of them would have survived.



Vân did not even turn around at first. He stretched both arms, and spoke toward the trees.

“You can come out now.”

Team Nemean froze.

Jake looked at Dominic.

Dominic looked at Alex.

None of them had made a sound. None of them had stepped on a branch. None of them had so much as breathed too loudly after Jeanne and Yue Ting pulled back. Yet the bald man in the field had found them anyway.

Dominic made the call with a small nod. They stepped out of the Croak Wood one by one, weapons not fully lowered, but not raised either. There was no point in hiding now that Vân had spotted them. There was also no point in picking a fight with a walking unbreakable wall that disguised as a super hero monk.

Vân turned then.

And smiled right at Alex.

“Sister-in-law.”

Alex’s face went flat. No one even had time to ask what the hell he meant before Vân casually pulled out his phone and showed them a picture.

It was old. Years old.

In it, a younger Vân stood at an airport beside a smaller, shy-looking boy. The boy had his shoulders slightly hunched, his posture already carrying that quiet instinct to take up less space than he should. Behind them stood an older man with a face that somehow radiated pure anger issues even through a still photo.

Alex felt her stomach drop.

She knew that shy boy.

Not because she had met him then.

Because she had seen those childhood photos in Phong’s room in the attic. Dominic and Janet had left that room mostly untouched after the renovation, and Alex had spent enough time in it to know what Phong looked like as a kid.

That was him.

Vân really was related to her farmer.

Which was, for a lack of better word, deeply irritating.

Then Alex realized why Vân had rubbed her the wrong way from the first sentence. He was a human version of Rico. That thought was so awful and so accurate that she nearly groaned out loud.

Only now did she understand why Phong was so tolerant toward the raccoon nonsenses.

Vân tucked the phone away again and nodded toward the plain behind him.

“You all were wise not to interfere,” he said. “I don’t know Jeanne well enough to say what she would’ve done. But Yue Ting?” He shrugged. “I’ve fought her many time. The Taoist Master must have spotted you already. That is just the nature of her Secret. If you had joined in, she would have dealt with you first.”

That sounded believable enough to make nobody argue.

Séline stepped forward a little.

Her eyes had not left him since the fight.

“Why are people like you even chasing the replicas of the Nine?”

That was the real question everyone had wanted to ask, at least before Vân flabbergasted them with the picture of a certain level 1 farmer. They had just watched three monsters in human bodies turn a field into a deadlock. Even a replica had been enough to make all of them feel small.

Vân nodded, as if pleased someone had asked the right thing.

“My Lín and Yue Ting’s Qián are only replicas,” he said. “Yes.”

Jake let out a short breath. “That is insane.”

“That is life,” Vân said. “And considering we're in a spatial anomaly disguise as a dungeon, I say life can be stranger. I'd rather not provoke it into making this a challenge.”

He hooked both thumbs into the edge of his kasaya and looked at them all in turn.

“If you want any chance at finding a true Secret, you start with the copy. No one walks up to the real thing empty-handed.”

Alex did not relax.

If anything, she got more suspicious.

He was too easy with the answers. Too casual, too willing to speak when someone at his level. Someone who could force a stalemate with Yue Ting and Jeanne de Valois, should have been far more guarded.

And that raised another problem. How was someone with this strong of a defense so nameless in western media.

Alex narrowed her eyes.

“You’re talking very freely,” she said. “For someone who dives alone.”

Vân shrugged.

He looked completely unbothered.

“Phong and I are closer than you think. Believe it or not.”

Alex did not believe him.

At least not immediately.

Then Vân added, “Also, someone spotted Joshua Harlan entering the dungeon through a gate in Kyoto. So I came down here to hunt the bastard.”

That eased the team more than anyone liked admitting. Because that, at least, made sense. Plenty of people had reason to hate Josh. And a strange Vietnamese relative of Phong wanting to cave his face in was weird, but not weird by dungeon standards.

Alex folded her arms. Then, because suspicion alone would not get her answers, she said, “Spar with me.”

Dominic glanced at her.

Vân grinned.

“Oh, I like you already.”

So they did.

The fight started ugly.

Not because Alex lost right away.

Because Vân fought in a way that felt wrong.

He was level 41, not impossibly higher than them, but he moved with a rhythm that made Alex’s instincts complain. Just like Séline said earlier, he favored slower strikes. Not to the point of feeling sluggish or clumsy, and certainly not to the point of making it telegraphed. But he was indeed slower than someone with his stats and obvious skill should have needed.

He let his blows breathe.

As if he was waiting for something to catch up.

Alex came in with her usual snap and speed, the sharp quick pressure she had built from HEMA drills and everything she had adapted from real combat since entering the dungeon, thinking it would beat him just like it did Séline.

And it did almost nothing to Vân.

He didn't even bother blocking or parrying.

That was the worst part.

Vân gave up on proper defense altogether and rushed through her offense like he trusted something else to keep him safe.

Alex’s psychic constructs hit. Her sword bit. Her spear, her vajra, all her shields landed, and they bounced off him. The difference felt insulting.

Vân kept walking in while using those slower, heavier attacks to force her off line. It was like someone lore walk toward Alex in the boxing ring just to style on how helpless she was against him.

From the side, Séline watched with growing intensity, trying to catch the missing piece she knew had to be there.

But it was Joanne who saw it first.

“Mana,” she said suddenly.

Everyone looked at her.

Joanne pointed. “Look at his skin.”

Now that she said it, they saw it.

Barely.

A thin layer of mana covered Vân’s whole body, close enough to the flesh to be missed if one only watched the big movements. It was not flashy. Not like a shield or armor skill. Just a dense, steady sheath over him.

The reason Alex's attacks had been failing miserably was a skill none of them had seen.

Vân stopped the spar the moment he realized Alex's surprise. For him, that was enough. He rolled one shoulder and looked at them.

“Do any of you know prana coat?”

None of them answered.

That, to him, was answer enough.

So he explained.

“Prana coat wasn’t given by the system,” Vân said. “A Burmese monk came up with it first. Later, the Chinese spread it all over East and Southeast Asia.”

Emma’s eyes sharpened immediately.

It was the first time they even heard of custom skill made by a human. But given what they had seen and known about the Nine, it fit in a scary way.

Vân tapped two fingers against his own forearm.

“Only concentrated enough mana can get past it and carry other force to damage the user. You can imagine how big of a innovation prana coating is. Thousands of years of realistic combat became half obsolete overnight. Martial artists, divers, researchers, everyone in the east started building new fighting ideas around the same problem.” He smiled faintly. “How to make mana matter more than muscle.”

Séline chimed in:

“The key idea is you wait for your mana to travel?”

"Bingo."

And with that, Séline got her answer, the missing part of the fighting style she had glimpsed from dǒu copy. The whole missing frame around it, even.

Prana coat was what forced the fight to slow down.

It was what bought the time needed for mana to move through the body fully before impact. Without it, speed still killed too easily. With it, people like Vân or Yue Ting could force combat into a tempo where thicker, heavier mana started deciding exchanges instead of old physical timing.

Séline clicked her tongue softly.

“That’s what we were missing.”

Vân nodded.

Alex lowered her weapon, thinking hard. So that was why her fast attacks had felt so useless.

Not because they were wrong, but because they belonged to an older logic.

Vân kept going.

“I’m trying to accelerate my mana too. Everyone serious is.” He shrugged. “But it gets harder after level forty.”

Dominic frowned. “Why.”

Vân tapped his own chest lightly.

“Mana gets thicker every ten levels. At least that’s how it feels.” He looked at the team with something closer to seriousness now. “Every threshold changes the body. Changes the way force behaves. If you want to keep climbing, you have to keep relearning how to fight.”

That left the whole group quiet. Because what he was saying fit too many things they had already felt without understanding.

The awkward weight in Séline’s stronger punch.

Alex’s problem with giving true heft to her constructs.

Vân had just handed them a missing chapter in the book.

And Alex hated how useful that made him.

He stretched once, easy and loose again now that the spar was done.

“Well,” he said, “now you all know something useful.”

Jake stared at him. “You’re just giving this away?”

Vân grinned.

“What? You want me to invoice you?”

That, again, felt painfully like something Rico would say.

Alex looked away before she could acknowledge the comparison a second time.

            

    
        Chapter 121: Custom skills and mana paths

    
    
    
    
                Vân stayed with Team Nemean after that.

“Josh is in Japan,” he said that evening while they made camp. “If the bastard is not completely brain-dead, he’ll come back with prana coat or something close to it. So you all should learn it now.”

No one argued after seeing what his body did to Alex’s offense.

Especially not after hearing how Eastern divers had already been rebuilding martial thought around mana while the west still leaned too heavily on old physical logic. The class system, evolutions at level 30, and the thickening of mana all fit the broader rule structure they already knew, where higher-level growth keeps changing what combat even means.

So Vân traveled with them for the time being.

That night, over dinner, they learned more. A lot more.

For one, Vân’s class was not what anyone expected.

“Thunderclap Monk,” he said, tapping his chopsticks against his bowl.

Jake blinked. “That sounds broken.”

Vân shrugged. “It has nothing but passives.”

That shut Jake up. Because that made it weirder, not weaker. All the flashy palm strikes, the golden bell, the lotus lamp, the almost-teleportation burst, those were not system-given actives. They were his own creations.

He explained the theory more carefully this time. Mana had travel paths through the body. The closest idea Team Nemean could compare them to was Eastern meridians, but Vân quickly corrected them.

“Only the idea is similar,” he said. “Not the exact pathways.”

The exact routes were different from person to person. Still, there were patterns. Usually, there would be intake paths on one hand and one leg, and output paths on the opposite side. Once someone learned to consciously control how mana moved through and between those paths, they could start changing the nature of the mana itself. And if the technique stabilized enough, the system would recognize it and register it as a custom skill.

That made Emma sit straighter.

“The system registers self-made skills.”

Vân nodded. “If it’s complete enough.”

He then listed his three.

“Phật Đả Kim Chung.”

“Kim Đỉnh Phật Đăng.”

“Đại Phật Tây Lai.”

Joanne muttered, “He really does name them like a theater kid with a god complex.”

Vân grinned. “You say that like it is a flaw.”

He kept teaching after that. Slow punch drills, breathing. Entry and exit control, layering mana just under skin without letting it disperse. Alex hated the first attempts because they felt clumsy. Séline hated them because she could feel how close she had come to the answer without fully seeing it. Dominic took to the discipline of it better than most. Jake hated standing still. Unlike him, Jack absorbed it quietly. Emma listened with the intensity of someone already mapping how to weaponize the concept later.

Then, at around eight that night, Vân’s phone rang. The caller ID was simple.

Grandpa

Vân jolted.

Actually jolted from one side of the fire to the other like the ringtone itself had tried to stab him.

That got everyone’s attention immediately.

Alex raised a brow. “You fought Yue Ting and Jeanne de Valois without blinking.”

Dominic pointed at the phone. “And that scares you?”

Vân looked at all of them with dead seriousness. “You don’t know our grandpa.”

Then, before answering, he took one look at Alex.

That look was suspicious enough that Emma immediately smirked.

Vân accepted the call.

The old man appeared on screen almost at once.

He was eighty-four, with a goatee, missing his right arm and left leg, and somehow still radiated enough force through a phone screen to make everyone at the fire sit a little straighter.

The first thing he said to Vân was an explosion of insult.

“You idiot.”

The old man’s voice carried the full authority of someone who had spent a lifetime being obeyed and never once found it excessive.

“I heard what you did. Boasting about punching Joshua Harlan? Have you got donkey poo for brain?” He leaned closer to the screen like rage itself could cross bandwidth. “For what he did to Phong, you should have killed him silently. But you just have to alarm him like an imbecile like that, eh?”

The whole camp went still.

Vân, for once, did not grin.

“Phong wants to do it himself,” he said. “And he didn’t want to drag a retired grandpa into this.”

That did not help much. The old man opened his mouth to continue, looking deeply offended that his face turned red like a tomato. Then Vân made the most shameless tactical decision Team Nemean had seen all week.

He turned the phone toward Alex.

“Look, grandpa. Your granddaughter-in-law.”

Alex froze.

Jeanne de Valois and Yue Ting had not managed that earlier.

That old man did.

His entire demeanor flipped completely, like someone had turned a switch in the center of his soul.

“Oh.”

The fury vanished. The old man straightened as much as the screen allowed and gave Alex the kind of respectful nod usually reserved for royalty, honored guests, or people one genuinely owed.

“Thank you,” he said, voice suddenly warm and grave. “For taking care of my grandson when I could not.”

That stunned Alex more than the title had.

Vân, meanwhile, looked like a condemned man who had just been granted a miracle pardon.

Dominic almost laughed.

Janet definitely noticed.

The old man then thanked the team too, one by one in his own stern way, and by the time he was done, Vân had escaped judgment for the moment.

Keyword: for the moment.

Then the old man said Vân could accompany Team Nemean. But the permission came with a warning.

“If anything happens to my future granddaughter-in-law,” he said, staring straight through the phone and somehow directly at Vân’s soul, “I will personally come down there and beat the crap out of you with a toothpick.”

Jake wheezed.

Joanne covered her mouth.

Even Alex’s mouth twitched.

The call ended not long after that. Silence held for exactly two breaths.

Then Dominic said, “He doesn’t seem that scary. Maybe just stubborn. Like old geezers are.”

Vân shivered.

“He’s only like that after fifty years of peace.”

That wiped the smiles off a few faces.

Vân poked the fire once with a stick and sighed.

“Our grandpa was a special forces instructor back in the Vietnam War. Got promoted to general right before the bombing of Hà Nội took his arm and leg... and my grandmother.” He looked at the flames instead of them. “He was strict on us. Really strict.”

That explained more than anyone liked.

It explained why Phong had hidden what happened to his aunt and uncle at first. Why he had kept that distance. Why revenge had not immediately turned into family mobilization.

Anything the old man did, and by extension anything Vân did under that banner, could be read as stirring up international conflict on purpose. In a world already full of dungeon tensions, shifting borders, and nations trying very hard not to ignite each other before they understood the rules, that mattered. A lot. There were already plenty of people who wanted conflict. Phong had not wanted to hand them an excuse. Especially if that meant potentially turned his crippled grandpa into an international criminal.

The broader world timeline already showed how unstable post-dungeon society became and how national systems kept reorganizing around dungeon pressure.

Vân’s voice softened after that.

“I’m really thankful to all of you.”

That surprised them more than the grandpa call had. Because for once, Vân sounded nothing like Rico. Nothing like a clown. Nothing like a show-off. Just tired and honest, like a mask had dropped.

“Phong chose to shoulder all of that revenge pressure alone. For my sake. For my parents’ sake. For grandpa’s sake.” He gave a weak huff. “That’s how my little brother’s mind works.”

Alex’s eyes lowered slightly. Because she knew it too. Phong had, more than once, tried to shoulder everything alone on an instinct.

Dominic said nothing.

Vân looked around the fire at all of them.

“I was glad when he started contacting us again after nearly a year and a half of radio silence,” he said. “Back home, grandpa only knew that there was an accident. He tried to message Phong multiple time to go home, but got no reply. He would have gone to the US himself had it not been for what happened to grandma. I went to New York after the news to see he sold the house, and didn't know where to find Phong. Couldn't leave the country for longer than a week. Small countries needed to keep their assets they had said."

He sighed, "Well, back on track. What I meant to say is: thank you. If not for you all, Phong'd be much more of a lone wolf by now.”

That landed harder than anyone expected.

Because they could all see it.

The version of Phong that never let Dominic in, never trusted Alex, never built Camp Stymphalian into a place people could belong to. The version that kept away even his own family halfway across the globe. The version who held every grudge under the skin until it turned him into something harder and lonelier.

So that was why Vân was so eager to tell them everything he knew.

Alex kept that thought to herself, as no matter how emotional Vân had shown he could be, at the end of the day... he was still loud, weird, and love showing off.

The fire crackled softly between them.

And for that brief stretch of night in Floor 3, with Croak Wood whispering at the edge of camp and prana coat drills waiting for tomorrow, Team Nemean understood a little more clearly just how much of Phong they had saved without ever setting out to.



Hà Nội Corner was quiet in the late hours.

The kind of quiet that only came after the last customers had left, the chairs were turned, and the smell of coffee had settled into the wood like a second skin. Long stood behind the counter, polishing a cup that did not need polishing, more out of habit than need.

The bell above the door rang.

Long looked up.

A businessman stepped in.

Blonde sideburns. Sunglasses. Easy smile. Tailored suit that cost more than most people made in a month. It was Mr. Zero - entrepreneur, genius, and one of the 13 Pillars of the Dungeon.

Long did not greet him right away.

Mr. Zero took one slow look around the coffee shop, then at Long, and smiled as if he had just confirmed a private joke.

“So,” he said, voice light, “it really is Fahr’s syndrome. My... couldn't tell just from looking. You work just like a healthy person. Stats from your class help tremendously with the early symptoms, am I right?”

Long’s hand paused on the cup.

Mr. Zero strolled to the counter like a regular customer and rested both palms on the wood.

“The calcified parts in your brain shielded you,” he said. “From the little suggestion I gave every System Blessed human.”

Long said nothing.

Mr. Zero continued anyway.

“That my technology was normal. That a generator running that well was normal. That an app that track people level in real time but didn’t track their location was normal. That a signal amplifier carrying internet through mana while every other radio-controlled device on the market failed after three hundred meters was normal.” He smiled wider. “Drones. RC cars. robots. All crippled. But mine somehow work, and you noticed.”

Long set the cup down.

His expression stayed mild, but the air around him had changed.

“You knew?”

“Of course I knew.”

Mr. Zero leaned one elbow on the counter.

“You were aware of all of it, and you chose to keep quiet. Why? It wouldn’t really matter if you had said something... but why?”

Long let out a slow breath.

Then, for the first time that night, he dropped the mask. No more broken English. No more careful pacing of words. When he spoke, the difference was immediate.

“I just wanted to keep Phong safe.”

That earned him something rare.

A real nod of respect from Mr. Zero.

The floor boss disguised as a businessman looked at him with a little less playfulness than before.

“The group chat,” Mr. Zero said, “was at least partly because of me?”

Long gave the smallest shrug.

“Don’t be so humble. I made it mostly because of you.”

Mr. Zero chuckled softly.

For a few seconds, neither spoke.

Long reached for the kettle and began making coffee without asking what the guest wanted. The motions were smooth, precise, practiced from years behind this counter. Water, heat, the blooming of coffee ground. The pour, the drip. The patience. All seemed to swirl together with the fragrance of the brew.

Then he asked the question that had clearly been waiting in him for a long time.

“I’ve seen you visit Red Lantern for at least ten years.”

Mr. Zero did not interrupt.

Long kept his eyes on the pour.

“So, I want an answer from you too.”

That made Mr. Zero’s smile thin a little.

Long looked up.

“Were you really a person before this, and had your identity stolen by a dungeon floor boss?”

He set the kettle down.

“Or had the dungeon already existed on Earth, quietly, for at least a decade before the world noticed.”

The coffee dripped.

Dark and steady.

Long’s face stayed calm.

But his next question came out heavier.

“And did the disappearance of Phong’s parents have anything to do with the dungeon.”

For once, Mr. Zero did not answer right away.

He looked at Long. Really looked at him.

Then his gaze shifted, just for a second, toward the back of the shop, as if he could somehow see through old walls and time itself.

“Phong’s uncle and aunt trusted you a great deal,” he said.

Long’s eyes sharpened.

Mr. Zero rested both hands around the cup Long had set in front of him.

“That they told you about what happened to their brother and his wife says enough.”

Long’s jaw tightened.

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“No,” Mr. Zero said. “It wasn’t.”

He lifted the cup, took one sip, and closed his eyes for the briefest moment like a man appreciating something honest in a world full of lies. Then he opened them again.

“You can believe this or not,” he said, voice quieter now. “But the dungeon is not mankind’s enemy.”

That was all.

Long held his gaze for a moment longer, then looked away first. Because he knew that was all he was getting tonight.

Mr. Zero finished the coffee without hurry. When he stood, he placed the cup back down with care.

“Thank you,” he said.

Then he left.

The bell rang once more.

And the shop was quiet again.

Long stood there for a while, one hand resting on the counter, eyes fixed on the door after it had already shut. Then he sighed, just enough to let some of the tension out.

After that, he picked up his laptop, opened the files he had been building in secret, and went back to work.

Tracking Daniel Harlan.

Where he was going.

What he was planning.

And how much time Phong had left before that man made his move.

            

    
        Chapter 122: Training with the weirdo cousin

    
    
    
    
                Vân stayed with Team Nemean for the next few days.

What started as a short lesson in prana coat turned into full training, then into something harsher and more useful. He trained them in the mornings, corrected them in the afternoons, and mocked them all day in between. Even Dominic, who got along with him best out of the team, admitted after the second day that Phong’s cousin had the soul of a drill sergeant wrapped in the body of a monk-shaped hooligan.

Alex struggled the most with prana coating.

That annoyed her deeply.

It was not because she lacked control. If anything, her control was better than most of them. The issue was the psychic nature of her mana. It did not settle around her skin the same way Vân’s did. It wanted to move sharper, cleaner, more like force given shape than like a living sheath wrapping around flesh. Several times she got the layer almost right, only for it to flicker or distort near her hands and shoulders where her constructs usually formed first.

Vân clicked his tongue every time it happened.

“Your mana has bad manners.”

Alex glared at him. “You’re one to talk.”

Dominic learned the fastest.

That did not surprise Vân much.

He watched Dominic get the feel of mana wrapping close to the body by the second day, then nodded to himself and said it was probably the boxing background. Dominic already understood how to distribute force, how to brace without stiffening, how to control his body precisely how he wanted. Prana coat only added a new layer to an old habit.

Dominic accepted the praise with the quiet ease he always had. Jake, meanwhile, complained that it was favoritism.

Joanne said Dominic being built like a wall probably helped too.

Then Vân took them to level somewhere new: a swamp.

The place smelled wrong before they even reached the deeper water. Rot, heat, lots of mud and even more bugs. And something else under it all, something like infection left out too long. The trees there were lower and broader than the Croak Wood giants, their roots sinking into black water and thick slime.

The dinosaurs came next.

Badly mutated things, like the swamp had claimed them and kept sculpting afterward. Pockets of pus bulged over their skin and along their necks, yellow-white and swollen, some so large they had burst and crusted over. On more than one beast, the growths had spread over the eyes until the sockets themselves looked infected and blind.

Jake looked at the nearest one and made a face. “Absolutely not.”

Vân sounded far too cheerful.

“I found this place while hunting Josh.”

Emma looked over. “That is not comforting.”

Vân shrugged. “It gets better.”

“It doesn’t,” Joanne said.

But Vân explained anyway. The dinosaurs here were not truly normal living creatures anymore. They were more like an extension of the swamp. Growths of the biome. Meat and mud and disease moving around in the rough shape of predators, with barely enough mind left to point themselves at prey.

Which, as Dominic pointed out, made them perfect for grinding. So Team Nemean stayed there and leveled.

The swamp was miserable. The fights were worse. The gains were real.

Prana coat improved under pressure. Mana control sharpened. People started feeling the travel paths in their bodies more clearly after enough combat forced them to use the idea instead of merely understanding it.

Alex was the fastest with custom skill work. That did not mean she was best at prana coat. Dominic still had that title for now. But Alex already had a half-built skill waiting for completion.

Her drill attack had existed before Vân. She had forged it in battle and desperation, but it had never quite crossed the line into something stable enough for the system to register. Now, with better control over her mana movement and with Vân’s lessons in mind, she finally finished it.

The first time it happened, everyone knew the moment was different.

Alex activated Bai Hu’s storm.

The typhoon gathered around her body with that familiar violent spin. Then, from the moving lines of the storm, a psychic tiger took shape. It was not fully solid, not like an animal of flesh. It looked made from force and cutting intent, a white tiger of mind and storm that ran along the edge of her skill radius and slashed at anything that came close.

Even Vân stopped talking for one second.

Then he recovered and said, “I want naming rights.”

Alex did not even look at him.

“No.”

“That’s rude. It should have a proper title.”

“It does.”

“What is it.”

Alex answered with complete seriousness.

“Psychic tiger.”

Vân groaned like he had been personally insulted by creativity itself. He tried to negotiate. Failed. Then complained about it for the next two hours until even Jake told him to shut up.

Phong’s grandpa called from time to time too.

That became its own strange routine.

At first, Team Nemean did not question it too much. Then Alex finally did the math in her head and realized something was off.

Signal amplifiers on Floor 3 were still too sparse. A few other footholds maybe had similar equipment. But where Team Nemean had been training and ranging, it should not have been enough for clean regular calls.

When she pointed that out, Vân admitted the truth without much fuss.

“It’s grandpa’s skill.”

That shut them up immediately.

He explained while cleaning mud off one hand after a swamp fight. Their grandpa had never chosen a diver’s life after the dungeon came. The old man’s missing arm and leg made that road pointless. But the class he got still gave him a communication skill tied to Vân. As long as Vân paid the mana cost, the old man could reach him.

Emma muttered that this family was ridiculous. Nobody disagreed.

Grandpa, for his part, was very fond of Alex.

Once he got over calling her future granddaughter-in-law every other conversation, he started telling her things with total sincerity that left Alex unsure whether to laugh or hide.

Most memorably, he told her she and Phong should visit Vietnam for their honeymoon.

Alex turned red enough that even Joanne stopped teasing for a whole five seconds.

Vân, naturally, laughed until Dominic slapped the back of his head.

A month passed like that.

Training, swamp leveling, prana coat practice.

Custom skill experiments.

And occasionally, calls from an old man who somehow felt scarier and warmer at the same time.

By the end of it, the team had grown stronger in the hard way. Not just in levels too. In their battle rhythm and understanding of mana. In the kind of pressure only came from living beside stronger people and trying not to be left behind by them.

Dominic and Alexei crossed into level 40 territory, everyone else except Alex got to 39. Alex sat at 38 and for the first time since joining Dominic's team, she was the one with the lowest level in the team.

She cursed the buff Bai Hu gave her for that with as much love-hate she could muster.

Eventually Dominic made the call.

They needed to surface.

The national league was coming, and for once, the danger waiting ahead was not only monsters and floor bosses, but cameras, crowds, and a system of power they meant to challenge in the open.

Vân accepted that easily enough. He said he would be participating in the Asian league on his side of the world, and he hoped to see them again in the international tournament next year.

That gave the goodbye a strange shape.

A see you on another battlefield kind of shape.



On the way back, Team Nemean returned to the Tortura camp.

Séline took time to pay her respects to the statue that housed the copy of dǒu. She did not kneel for long, but she stood before it with her head lowered, quiet and serious in a way none of the others interrupted.

Then they took the Tortura who were close to their fall and led them back down. Through the gate, the pixie ruin. And toward Camp Orthrus.

The trip was slower with elders and near-fallen warriors in tow, but no one complained. By now, the promise made to the Tortura chieftain had become real. Camp Orthrus was no longer only a human outpost with monster allies. It had started becoming a place people drifted toward when their old world no longer had room for them. The pixies seemed to remember them and decided team Nemean meat did not worth the price in drones to mobilize the nest.

When they finally reached Wraith Fortress, the sight waiting for them made several of them stop short. There were giant crickets there now, citizens from the United Tribes. And mice from the Great Burrow.

Enough of both that, for one ugly second, Team Nemean thought their fort had been taken over while they were gone.

Then one of the mice rushed forward, paws raised in peace.

“Do not worry,” she said quickly. “There will be time for explanation later.”

That did not fully calm anyone, but it was enough not to start swinging. The mice had already prepared rooms and beds inside the fortress. The crickets, with their strange clipped calm, advised the team to stay the night in Wraith Fort rather than try to push onward.

“To avoid the Painted Skins,” one of them said.

That got everyone’s full attention.

So they stayed.

That night, the crickets cooked. Which, to Team Nemean’s mild shock, they did quite well. And to make it even more of a surprise, the taste was quite similar to a certain farmer cooking. While the food was passed around, the mice told them what had happened.

After the Painted Skins appeared, nearly every faction around Lake Baratok had reached the same conclusion: Phong’s camp was the safest place. Not because Phong was the strongest fighter. Far from it. The farmer was barely a sneeze away from becoming dinner of lizardmen or Kamohai. The real reason was because of the little tyrants who had decided on a whim that fruit was the ideal body type: the Timatoes.

Those little monstrous fruits had become such a violent deterrent that people finally understood something simple. If a horror came for your skin, the safest place to stand was near the farmer whose army of lava burping tomatoes were vicious and abundant enough to end most civilization near the lake if they crossed him the wrong way. So one by one, the nearby peoples had moved.

The Great Burrow, the United Tribes of Giant Crickets, the Inkborn, and the Buforians. All vassals under the Scaled Throne control had asked to become Phong’s vassals as well, in exchange for protection.

Even the Kamohai and the lizardmen had come forward, not asking for vassalage, but for a joined defense system around the lake perimeter.

When the explanation ended, Team Nemean sat in silence for a moment.

Then Jake let out a breath.

“So while we were gone,” he said, “Phong accidentally built another kingdom?”

Nobody at the table could honestly say that was wrong.

            

    
        Chapter 123: The new town

    
    
    
    
                They reached Camp Orthrus the next morning without any trouble.

The Painted Skins had not attacked Wraith Fortress during the night, so for once, Team Nemean came back to camp with real sleep in their bones instead of dread and stale exhaustion sitting behind their eyes.

That only made the sight waiting for them hit harder.

Camp Orthrus had changed.

It had become a real fort. A star-shaped one.

The outer walls stretched wide enough that Dominic stopped walking for half a second just to take it all in. From above, it would have looked like a jagged flower of war, every angle designed to catch attackers in crossfire and every approach built to punish anyone dumb enough to rush it. The camp now covered nearly a square mile, and everywhere they looked there was movement, structure, and purpose.

Jake let out a low whistle.

“We were gone for a month.”

Joanne folded her arms. “Phong was bored for a month.”

That sounded more accurate.

The outer layer of the fort housed the lizardmen and some of the Kamohai mercenaries. Patrols moved there with the kind of discipline only people who had spent too long living near danger could keep up for more than a day. Spears, scaled armor, sharpened bone tools, fishing hooks turned into side knives, all of it mixed together into a frontier rhythm that felt half military, half desperate town.

Further in, the middle layer had become a trade hub.

Inkborn moved between stalls with jars, dried goods, and sealed packets tied to belts and harnesses. Buforians traded herbs and reeds and bundles of lake plants. Mice from the Great Burrow ran messages, counted goods, haggled over portions and prices with the speed of people who had learned that being small was useful in cramped places like these. Giant crickets stood in clusters around wagons and drag-sleds, carrying lumber, bundles of fungus, sacks of roots, and whatever else this newborn settlement needed.

Emma looked around slowly and muttered, “He built a town.”

“No,” said Jake. “He built a weird kingdom market.”

And then they saw the plants.

The dills had changed.

After Phong moved them to the outer layer, they had finally mutated into a defensive variant. Their stems were taller, harder, and held with a strange tension that made them look almost like a field of narrow spears waiting to be loosed. They were anti-air defense now. Whenever something hostile flew too low over the fort, the dills shot upward like arrows from a battery and struck birds clean out of the sky.

That alone would have been enough.

But the peas had mutated too.

And the peas were worse. Way worse.

One of the local citizens, a visibly tired Inkborn merchant, explained it to new comers with the dead voice of someone who had already seen far too much.

“The pods burst,” she said. “Then the little peas jump.”

Jake blinked. “Jump?”

The Inkborn nodded.

“They burrow into whoever they hit.”

No one liked where this was going.

“What happens after that?” Dominic asked.

The Inkborn stared at him.

“They laugh until they run out of breath and die.”

Silence hit the whole team. Then Joanne put one hand over her mouth and said, “Phong made Joker venom.”

Jack rubbed both eyes. “We were away for one month.”

“A short month,” Janet said.

“And he made Joker venom peas,” Joanne repeated.

Even Alex looked faintly offended on behalf of common sense.

The original Camp Orthrus sat at the center still, but not as a lonely pioneer camp anymore. It had become the governor’s heart of the whole place. The first walls, the first clearings, the old lime-oak zone, all of it had been turned into an inner core where the highest-value work happened. And there, exactly where none of them were surprised to find him, sat Phong.

He was buried in reports.

Mice of the Great Burrow had clearly been doing their jobs too well, because stacks of notes, rough maps, coded symbols, and little marked pages were spread out around him in a way that made the whole room look like a conspiracy theorist had gained access to actual useful information for once.

Phong was sorting it with the stubborn focus of a man who had forgotten the existence of all mortal needs. Nearby, Rico was teaching the elf children about the superiority of Kamen Rider over every other television show in existence like it was sacred doctrine.

The raccoon stood on a crate, one paw raised like a prophet, while the children stared up at him with bright eyes and deeply unreliable judgment.

“Henshin,” Rico declared.

“Henshin,” several elf children chirped back at once.

One even did a little pose.

Alex stared at the scene, then back at Phong, then at the scene again. Team Nemean had only been gone a short while, and somehow this was what home looked like now. That was when she noticed it.

Phong's lips were dry.

Too dry.

The kind of dry that meant he had not eaten properly today. Maybe not drunk enough either. His focus was too sharp in the brittle way it got when he pushed past a meal and then forgot the next one too.

Alex’s eyes narrowed at once.

“Stop.”

Phong looked up from the notes like someone surfacing from underwater.

“What?”

“You haven’t eaten.”

He opened his mouth to deny it, but Alex cut him off with a look so flat and firm that even Rico went quiet. Dominic caught on right away and leaned back against the doorway, grinning already.

Emma, seeing the shape of the coming disaster, wisely moved to one side and prepared to enjoy it.

Phong tried once more. “I was about to.”

“You were categorizing,” Alex said. “Which means you were not about to do anything except keep working until you passed out.”

“That’s a bit dramatic.”

“Is it?”

She stepped forward, took the nearest stack of paper out of his hand, and placed it down.

“The working session is over.”

Phong blinked. “Alex.”

She did not budge.

“You are going to eat,” she said, “under surveillance.”

That made Séline laugh first. Then the Js, Alexei, then even Dominic gave up and chuckled. Rico pointed at Phong with all the joy of a creature seeing justice at work. “Farmer is now under management.”

Phong looked around the room for support and found none. Even the elf children had turned on him.

One of them tugged at his sleeve and said, “Daddy should eat.”

Another nodded hard enough to bounce. “Alex says so.”

Phong looked at Alex again. She crossed her arms.

And just like that, the governor of Camp Orthrus, farmer of impossible plants, accidental founder of a new lake-town alliance, and handler of enough intel to scare wealthy men, was dragged away from his papers to have brunch while his team watched to make sure he actually finished it.

Phong gave up on arguing.

That alone made everyone at the table happier than it should have.

He sat down with Team Nemean at last, still carrying the air of a man who had only surrendered because the opposition had become too coordinated to out-stubborn. Alex made sure he actually ate before speaking. Janet handed him water without comment. Dominic, Jake, and Joanne all looked far too entertained by the sight of the farmer-governor being forcibly parented.

Only after Phong had food in his mouth did Alex allow the conversation to move on.

He swallowed, took another bite, and then said, “I need a favor.”

That got everyone’s attention faster than the food did.

“The tomatoes, basil, and dill have all become consumables.” He rubbed one hand over his face. “My appraisal is unreliable for things like that, as per usual. So I need you all to check them for me.”

That made sense. The team had better appraisal than he did given his terrible stats, and they all knew by now that Phong’s biggest weakness was often not in creating the impossible, but in figuring out exactly how broken it had become after the fact.

So the basil came first.

Alex picked one up, appraised it, then stared for a second longer than usual.

“What.”

That was Phong, immediately suspicious.

Alex looked up.

“Bastion Basil,” she said. “Consumable version.”

Joanne leaned in. “And?”

Alex read off the effect.

“It gives +0.1 Constitution when consumed. Up to a maximum of +2.”

Phong stopped moving. Then, very slowly, his eyes widened. For one brief, terrible second, it looked like he might genuinely cry.

Dominic barked out a laugh.

Phong ignored him completely.

“With the basil,” he said, almost reverently, “I can finally bring my Constitution to eleven.”

Jake blinked. “That’s your emotional reaction?”

“Double digits Constitution,” Phong said, like he was speaking of heaven. “Do you understand what that means to me?”

Emma, who did in fact understand what that meant to a level 1 farmer with the body of a civilian and a life full of reasons to be killed, did not laugh.

Joanne still did.

“Dream big, farmer.”

“It was a dream,” Phong muttered. “A month ago.”

The dill came next.

This time Janet checked it, then passed the result over.

“Dandy Dill,” she said. “It removes basic status effects.”

That got Alexei’s full attention immediately.

“Such as.”

Janet kept reading.

“Minor curses. Paralysis. Slowness. Things in that range. Not diseases.” She looked up. “And it shares the same once-per-day cooldown with the other plants.”

Phong nodded slowly. Useful. No. Very useful.

Not flashy, but the kind of thing that kept people alive in the dungeon where one unlucky debuff could turn a winnable fight into a death sentence.

Then came the tomatoes.

And that was where the table got quiet again.

Emma appraised them first, then her expression changed halfway through.

Dominic saw it and frowned. “That bad?”

“That strong,” Emma corrected.

She looked at Phong, then read the result aloud.

“Typhoon Tomatoes. They reduce the cooldown and mana cost of all skills by fifty percent for one minute.”

That alone was absurd, then came the backlash.

“Afterward, all skills are locked for twenty-four hours.”

The table went silent.

Because everyone there understood what that meant.

It was another overdrive button. Not exactly the same as Berserking Strawberry, but the same family of insanity. A push-all-chips-in button, a fight-winning option that even made even a Pillar care enough to warn her children. A ruin-your-next-day option. A fruit people would absolutely use wrong if not controlled hard. And on top of all... working scarily well in tandem with the Berserking Strawberry.

Skills scaled with stats.

The Typhoon Tomatoes gave them twice the chance to abuse the skills improved by the strawberry.

Phong’s reaction was immediate. He did not even finish chewing before he started laying down usage rules. Typhoon Tomatoes were to be treated like Berserking Strawberries: restricted, controlled, and no casual usages allowed except safe testing.

No one takes one without team approval unless death is already on the table.

No one takes one and a strawberry without the team there to haul them home.

Dominic nodded along.

Alex too.

Emma shrugged, saying that Phong should be worry about the raccoon abusing the tomatoes than them. Rico gave her a betrayed look, as if to say "and I even allowed you to use me as a plushie".

Phong ignored that and made sure everyone heard the limits twice.

Only after that did the meal turn into a proper exchange of stories.

Phong went first.

He told them about the H’Re. About the worms, the prophecy, the vertical eye, and the warning about the Painted Skin. He told them about the famine around Lake Baratok, the fish losses, the dead hatchlings, and the relief effort.

Then he told them about the Painted Skins, and that pulled the whole table into a darker silence. By the time he finished describing the fluttering skins and the flesh-thing that burst out of the mouse, even Vân’s earlier chaos felt cleaner by comparison.

Then Team Nemean gave their side.

The pixies and the journey through the ruin, the discovery of the cryo-tomb and the Soerai's origin, the other Dominic, the wall painting about the gray figure, the other Dominic.

Then, the adventure with the Tortura and their request, the run-in with Cà Rồng, the Nine. The replica of dǒu worshiped by the people exiled from floor 9.

And finally, Vân.

Phong listened to all of it with that still, attentive way he had when information was sinking in faster than his face showed. But the moment they reached the part about his cousin, one corner of his mouth twitched in deep, resigned pain.

“I’m sorry,” he said flatly. “On behalf of my cousin.”

Alex stared at him.

“That is not enough of an apology.”

“It’s all I have.”

“He called me sister-in-law before introducing himself.”

Phong sighed. “That sounds like him.”

“This is still way too late of a reveal on your part,” Alex said.

Phong rubbed his forehead. “I only started contacting my family in Vietnam again after the Lyon trip.”

That got some looks. Because yes, that tracked. Emotionally. Unfortunately.

Alex still did not let him off easy.

“Still late.”

Phong accepted that with the air of a man who knew he had no defense and did not intend to invent one. The mood shifted again when the elf children, having realized that the adults were talking about important things without them, decided this was unacceptable.

One of them climbed halfway onto the bench and announced proudly, “We level fifteen now.”

That pulled every eye their way.

The children, delighted by the attention, immediately started opening status menus and shoving them toward the nearest adults with all the subtlety of tiny nobles demanding praise.

Dominic checked one.

Then another.

Then stared.

“They’re nearly catching up to my stats from when I was level twenty-nine.”

No one at the table had a good answer to that. The elf children looked very pleased with themselves anyway. Then Nyx, tail flicking with intellectual interest, said, “They have no class.”

That made everyone look at her. Bruno nodded along. “We do. They don’t.”

The table went quiet again, but this time in fascination instead of dread. Because that was true. Nyx and Bruno had classes. The elf children, however, were climbing in power with no visible class structure at all. Just levels, stats, and whatever inherited logic Horns of the Earth had left in them.

Emma leaned closer, interested now in the dangerous way she got when a system irregularity showed itself.

“That changes how we think about growth.”

Selena would have lost her mind on the spot if she had been there.

Dominic looked from the children to Phong and back again. Then said, with the weight of a man increasingly convinced his friend’s life was fundamentally cursed in a very creative way, “You grew unclassed elf children.”

Phong pointed his chopsticks weakly. “I know.”

“No, you don't. You grew very over-stats elf children.”

And around the table, with new plants, new allies, new horrors, and several children proud of being small statistical nightmares, brunch at Camp Orthrus somehow kept going like this was a normal thing for them now.

            

    
        Chapter 124: A farmer request

    
    
    
    
                Phong finally told them what he had in mind.They were still around the table when he set the bowl down and spoke in that calm, practical tone that always made Alex nervous, because it meant he had already thought too far ahead.
“I had the mice scout for Daniel Harlan’s stable spot,” he said. “The result looks promising.”That got everyone’s attention at once.
Phong continued.“At this pace, they should find it in a week. Maybe less.” He tapped the notes laid out in front of him. “They already found a lot of sketchy-looking humans and shiny toys.”
Jake frowned. “Shiny toys.”“The mice’s words, not mine,” Phong said. “But to me that sounds like Daniel’s people and their devices.”
That made sense. The Great Burrow knew what divers looked like by now. With more and more people reaching A-class and pushing into Floor 2, the mice had enough experience to tell normal diver activity from something more planned, more secretive.Phong’s voice stayed level, but everyone at the table could feel the weight under it.
“Once I know where the stable spot is, I’ll know where Daniel Harlan is going to be during the tournament season.” His eyes lowered to the map. “He’ll want to inspect it first. Then he’ll try to push his influence with the government, make sure all the land worth claiming ends up in elite hands before the public can react.”Silence settled over the table.
Because they all understood what that meant.That was Daniel’s opening.
And Phong’s too.Phong lifted his head again.
“That is my chance to strike.”No one interrupted him.
He did not need to explain what kind of strike.Not after everything Josh and Daniel had done to him.
Not after how Phong had just phrased it.To give Josh the same fate, the same loss. The same hole torn into his life.
Phong kept going before anyone could object.“But for that to work, I need distance between me and it.”
Emma leaned back slightly, already seeing the shape of the move. Dominic looked at him with quiet confusion.“I need to be visible,” Phong said. “Visible enough that people with money and influence won’t connect Daniel’s death to me. I need to be on camera.”
Jake blinked. “That’s your plan?”Phong nodded.
“The best way is to join Team Nemean as water boy.”That was so much smaller than what Dominic expected that it broke his train of thought entirely.
He stared. Then stared harder. His expression looked like he was about to ask a million different questions at once, all of them starting with “that's it?” But before any of those could leave his mouth, Dominic did what Dominic always did when Phong asked for something that mattered.He accepted him.
He pulled up the team registration interface and added Phong as their coach on the spot.A last-minute addition.
Official enough to matter.Visible enough to place him there in public.
One by one, the others approved it.The Js, Emma. Alex. The French girls and the Russian. All of them gave their consent with no hesitation. By now, Phong was part of the team in every way but paperwork. This only made the world catch up.
Rico, for once, tried to go the other direction. He puffed his chest and said he wanted to stay behind.“I need to test third rider form,” he said.
Phong looked at him once and knew exactly what that meant. The raccoon wanted to claim the kill of the "rich fish’s" father. It was Rico’s strange, loud, badly adjusted way of caring. The same way he had gone to war for the trolls. The same way he kept throwing his little body at other people’s pain like he could insult the world into fairness.Phong still said no.
Firmly.“Absolutely not.”
Rico looked offended. “Raccoon is powerful ally.”“You are also always seen with me, Alex, and the team,” Phong said. “If I need an alibi, then the animals are part of it too.”
That shut the raccoon up for a second. Then he tried again. “Third rider form very cool though.”“No.”
“Very cool.”“No.”
Rico slumped in defeat. So the animals were coming too.



Later that day, after the first wave of work settled and the others scattered around camp to handle their own things, Alex sat down beside Phong to help him sort through the intel from the mice of the Great Burrow.
They worked close together, shoulders brushing now and then as they organized notes, rough maps, witness sketches, and coded descriptions of possible human movement. The room was quieter than breakfast had been. Rico was gone somewhere sulking. Dominic’s people were elsewhere in camp. Emma had gone to inspect the fort layout with the kind of rich girl seriousness that meant she was mentally pricing everything.Alexei had gone back to Camp Stymphalian right after breakfast.
He said he needed to check on the chickens himself, because he still could not fully trust the lizardmen to handle them. Especially not the fire chickens he had created using Little Fireball’s feathers.Phong had not stopped him.
That was Alexei’s mess to manage.Here, in the quieter center of Camp Orthrus, Phong let himself lean a little into Alex’s shoulder while sorting one more stack of mice reports.
“I missed this,” he said.Alex glanced sideways. “Being buried in paperwork?”
“Being close to you like this.”That made her expression soften.
She nudged him lightly with her shoulder. “You could have just said that.”Phong smiled faintly, then after a brief pause, asked, “What do you think of my family?”
Alex looked at him.“Grandpa,” Phong clarified. “And Vân.”
That got a huff out of her.“Vân is a bit much.”
“That is the polite version.”“Yes.” She kept sorting a few pages, then added, “I like your grandpa.”
Phong looked amused. “I figured.”“He likes me too.”
“He definitely does.”Alex’s mouth twitched. “Was that obvious?”
Phong nodded once. “If what grandpa told me can be trusted, then you remind him a lot of my grandmother.”That made Alex pause.
He continued more quietly.“I never got to meet her.”
For a moment, only the sound of paper moving between them remained.Then Alex asked, “What was your family like?”
Phong sat back a little and looked at the notes without really seeing them.“My grandmother’s side ended with her,” he said. “But she left grandpa with three sons.”
He lifted one finger.“The eldest was Vân’s father.”
That came with a certain weight.“He took care of grandpa after the bombing and after grandma died. He spent his youth looking after his father and his brothers.” Phong’s voice stayed calm, but Alex could hear the old respect in it. “He never got a proper education because of that. My father and my uncle both said they were indebted to him. I was always told not to bring trouble to his doorstep.”
A second finger.“The middle son was my father. He worked as a researcher at the Department of Meteorology and Hydrology.” His eyes lowered. “That’s where he met my mother.”
He paused there, long enough that Alex stopped touching the papers.“They disappeared thirteen years ago,” he said at last. “Officially dead after that.”
Alex stayed silent.He did not need comfort in that moment. Just room. Then the third finger.
“My uncle was the youngest. He got a scholarship to the US. Studied here. Then married my aunt when they were both in culinary school.”That part carried more warmth.
“They didn’t have children. So when my parents disappeared, they took me in.” He gave a small shrug. “My eldest uncle couldn’t support another person financially. My youngest uncle and aunt could.”Alex listened without interrupting. When he finished, she was quiet for a little while before speaking.
“You could move here.”Phong looked at her.
“To Orthrus,” she said. “Use this new town as your base instead.”He already knew where she was going with it.
She continued anyway.“If you need to surface, Rico, the elf children, and the animals are more than enough to protect you. If humanity breaches Death Peak, all they’d find at Camp Stymphalian is the lime-oak. Assuming you move the plants.”
It was a good idea.Practical too. The kind of idea Alex came up with when she was not just thinking like his lover, but like someone trying to keep him alive while the world kept getting worse. Phong still shook his head.
“The lime-oak is the problem.”Alex frowned slightly.
“It can’t be left unsupervised,” he said. “Not with the cloning ability. Not with the teleportation network. Not with the way the sapling can evolve monsters.”That made her stop. Because yes. She had forgotten that part.
The tree was not just a transport route.It was infrastructure.
Risk, mutation source, bottleneck.Maybe everything all at once.
Alex exhaled softly and admitted defeat with a little tilt of her head.“I forgot.”
Phong set the last paper aside. Then Alex leaned in and kissed him.Not in a teasing way.
Not in a way meant to distract.Just close, quiet, and full of the understanding that both of them were now trapped in lives too large and too dangerous for simple choices, and still choosing each other anyway.
When they pulled apart, the notes about Daniel Harlan, the mice reports, the new fort, and the coming tournament were all still there. But for a moment, they were only two people sitting close together in the middle of the storm.Dinner that night felt fuller than usual.
Not because the food was better, though it was. Not because the camp was safer, though for once it truly felt that way. It felt full because everyone was there.Phong sat at the center with his phone in hand, the light of the group chat reflecting faintly on his face. Around him were Alex, Dominic, Janet, Joanne, Jake, Jack, Séline, Camille, Alexei, Emma, Rico, Nyx, Bruno, Little Fireball, and the six elf children. Selena and Vanessa joined through the group call, their voices coming through the signal line with only a little delay. Even that felt strange in a good way. For one dinner, all the core people around him were present.
Phong looked over the table, then at the six children who had already started stealing food from each other despite having their own bowls.“We have to name them,” he said.
That caught their attention right away.The elf children looked up, suspicious.
Phong sighed. “You keep rejecting all my suggestions.”One of the children pointed a spoon at him. “Bad names.”
“That’s rude.”“True though,” Alex said.
Phong gave her a look. She looked back with zero guilt. Then Jack, of all people, leaned back and said, “Fine. Anime is on the menu.” That immediately made Joanne laugh.Jack pointed at one of the elf children and said, with full confidence, “Celine.”
He clearly thought one of the girls would take it. Instead, one of the boys raised his hand at once.“Celine.”
The whole table went quiet.Jack blinked. “You sure.”
The child nodded with total certainty. “Celine.”Phong opened his mouth to explain. The child hit the table with his little palm and repeated, “Celine.”
That settled it.And so Celine he was called.
Joanne laughed so hard she nearly dropped her bowl. Jake had to look away to recover. Jack rubbed his forehead like he had just accidentally changed fate.Once the first name stuck, the others came easier.
Phong, after a brief and very firm argument with one of the older girls, finally gave up and gave one of them the name Lôi.“Thunder,” he explained.
The eldest girl immediately snatched that name with the speed of a goblin stealing gold.“Lôi.”
She looked proud of it too.Alex named one Joachim, and that child accepted it after a moment of grave thought, as if weighing the burden of the name before agreeing to carry it.
Emma suggested Tara, and to everyone’s surprise, one of the quieter children liked it at once and hugged the name to herself like it had always been hers.The rest followed with less drama, though every choice still felt like bargaining with tiny forest nobles who thought adults were mostly here to be managed.
By the time all six had names, the camp felt subtly different.Phong looked over them all, then suddenly frowned.
Alex noticed first. “What?”Phong tapped his chopsticks lightly against his bowl.
“I think they might not understand sexes and genders at all.”That got a pause from the table.
He looked from one child to the next.“They grew asexually out of the biome on Horns of the Earth’s back. That might explain it.” He rubbed his chin. “They have daddy. But no mommy.”
Emma gave a thoughtful hum.Alex looked at the children, then at Phong, then back at the children.
One of them, hearing the word daddy, happily pointed at Phong.“Daddy.”
Another pointed at Alex.“Alex.”
That did not help the theory.Janet covered her mouth, trying not to laugh.
Rico, still holding his bowl with wounded dignity from earlier, muttered, “Farmer out here discovering elf sociology over dinner.”After the names settled and the children got distracted again by food, Team Nemean finally told Selena their theory about Shifting.
The call went quiet on the other end for a few moments.Then Selena spoke, voice already slipping into that focused rhythm she had when her brain was moving faster than her mouth.
“That goes against what I know so far,” she said.Everyone listened.
“Shifting reacts to mana density, population pressure, and other unknown variables. At least that’s what the data suggests right now.” She took a breath. “It acts like a balancing mechanic.”“So you think we’re wrong?” Dominic said.
Selena hesitated.“Not fully. I think your theory and mine might be touching the same elephant from different sides.”
That got Jake to grin faintly. “Classic scientist answer.”Selena ignored him.
“What I mean is, I don’t think Shifting itself behaves like fear. Not directly. But I also can’t dismiss the possibility that the mechanic was born from fear or discomfort at some earlier point.”Vanessa spoke up then, calm as always.
“Maybe it began that way,” she said. “Maybe the dungeon created it out of fear and discomfort. Then later the triggers got changed because it was useful.”That made the whole table go still for a moment. Because that sounded too possible. Too ugly in the right way.
Then Selena finally fully processed what Team Nemean had actually been through, and whatever half-steady footing she had found in theory collapsed all at once.“You found what?”
Emma leaned back, already bracing for impact.The answer came in fragments as people filled the story in again. The ruin of a dead civilization. The cryo-tomb. Another Dominic. The Tortura. The copy of dǒu.
Then what Séline saw when that power moved through her. A human figure with stats and level so high the system only showed question marks. A person turning into flame and burning a meaning into the dungeon itself.By the time they finished, there was silence on the other side of the call.
Then Vanessa said dryly, “She almost fainted.”“I did not faint,” Selena said weakly.
“You nearly did.”“That is not the point.”
“It is a little the point,” Joanne said.Selena ignored that too.
Her voice came back louder now, full of the kind of horrified excitement that meant she had just been handed the biggest research lead of her life and hated what it would cost her sleep.“You people went through all of that without me?”
“That sounded jealous,” Emma observed.“I am not jealous,” Selena snapped. Then, after a beat, “I am a little jealous.”
That got a laugh from around the table.Only Rico stayed quiet.
That, more than anything, made Phong notice him. The raccoon had been strangely subdued all night. He ate. He listened. He made one or two comments. But the usual loud Rico chaos was missing. He was still sulking over Daniel. Over being told no. Over not being allowed to go after the man Phong planned to kill.Phong looked at him for a moment and understood enough. It was care, in Rico’s own strange way. Badly shaped. Poorly expressed. But real.
So Phong quietly decided he would make the raccoon a new moletato dish tomorrow.Not as apology.
Not exactly.More like peace offering.
Around them, dinner kept going. The children called each other by their new names, some already testing how those names felt in their mouths. Nyx corrected Bruno on pronunciation for no reason except that she could. Little Fireball chirped at the tablet screen and tried once more to interest at least one elf in K-drama tragedy. She failed again.
And for a little while, beneath the weight of all the things waiting outside the walls, Phong let himself enjoy the simple fact that the table was full.

            

    
        Chapter 125: Surface

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, camp life returned to its usual madness.

Phong emerged from his lodge looking like a man whose soul had been tenderized overnight. His hair was a mess, his eyes looked half dead, and his steps had that soft, slow drag that made it clear Alex had been very pleased with herself.

Alex, for her part, looked deeply amused and far too refreshed.

Joanne took one look at them and booed loudly.

“You’re showing off.”

Emma, who had the instincts of a drama queen and no patience for missing a punchline, turned at once.

“What is she showing off?”

Joanne pointed at Alex like a prosecutor in court.

“Getting her dose of Vitamin P.”

That broke the whole camp.

Jake doubled over laughing. Jack covered his face. Janet nearly choked on her drink. Even Séline and Camille lost the fight with their own mouths for a second. Emma slapped the table in delight. Alexei made a sign of respect toward Phong for surviving. Alex, instead of being embarrassed, looked pleased enough to make Joanne groan louder.

Phong just sat down with the air of a man accepting that public shame was now part of breakfast.

Dominic spared him by dragging the elf children off for boxing drills.

That turned into its own problem almost immediately.

The moment Dominic started teaching them basic stance and short punches, he realized the little leafy gremlins hit way above what children their size had any right to hit. One of them snapped a punch into his guard and made his whole arm ring.

Dominic blinked.

Then looked down at the child.

Then back at his arm.

“What.”

The child puffed up proudly.

Around them, Phong cooked.

Moletatoes had become breakfast. He made fried moletato cakes, a version of bánh khoai changed to suit what the camp had. Crisp outside, soft inside, sweet and earthy. Then he made lệ phố moletatoes, a type of cake that was traditionally made with taro, rich and warm and dense enough to win loyalty from anyone with a soul.

Rico was bribed by food as always.

That much of the world remained stable.

Once breakfast settled in everyone’s stomach, Rico picked a fight with Dominic.

Or rather, asked for a spar with all the dignity of a raccoon trying to pretend he was not still here mostly because Phong kept feeding him.

Dominic agreed right away. He wanted more practice with the slower style Vân taught them, and with prana coat. So they squared off in the yard while the others gathered to watch.

Rico used Judgment Form.

That was the first mistake Dominic made, underestimating just how much of a fight that little menace could bring.

The armor formed around Rico in a rush of bark, mushroom plates, and thickened plant matter. Then the raccoon came in low and fast and hit Dominic so hard with the first clean fist that the bigger man nearly left the ground.

“Holy shit,” Jake muttered.

Rico cackled and pressed the advantage. Judgment Form hit like a truck with bad intentions. Dominic defended, adjusted, and started trying to use slower, heavier counters through prana coat, but Rico’s weird armor and wild little body made the angle awkward. Twice, the raccoon nearly stole the win outright.

Only the timer saved Dominic.

At the eight-minute mark, the young treant gave out.

Judgment Form collapsed.

And Rico went face first into the dirt.

Dominic stood there breathing hard, then looked down at the raccoon with new respect.

The rest of Team Nemean had much the same reaction.

Especially Emma.

The raccoon had spent so long as comic relief, emotional support, caffeine goblin, and a louder, stranger version of Phong’s chaos that it had been easy to forget what he could do in a real fight.

Not anymore.

They had all known Rico hit hard. But only after standing this close to one of his Kamen Rider forms did they understand what Josh and his divers must have felt that night on the troll mountain.

Phong, still soft in the bones from Alex’s affections, went to his room to fetch Rico some coffee as reward.

Then he found out the raccoon had already stolen every single instant coffee pack during the night. Phong stood there in silence, holding an empty container, and felt a deep tired admiration.

Rico had moved that quietly while both he and Alex were in bed. And, for once, the raccoon’s intrusive thoughts had not won. He had stolen the coffee and left. No weird comments. No life-ruining questions shouted at the wrong moment.

Growth, apparently, was possible.

By the time Phong came back out, Rico had already run off to do “Rico’s stuff.” Phong knew the real reason.

The elf children had started getting bored with morning training again. Which meant they were about five minutes away from deciding that playing horsy with Uncle Rico was the natural and correct reward.

The raccoon had fled before that judgment could fall.

Phong let him go.

Then he made egg bánh mì for the children and fed them one by one.

Celine.

Lôi.

Joachim.

Tara.

Jordan.

And Yokojima.

That last one was Dominic’s contribution. He had decided Yoko Taro and Kojima would make an excellent name if glued together by bad judgment and confidence. No one had been able to stop him in time.

After breakfast, the elf children were sent down to Floor 1 again to train with the Greencap knight. No one warned the knight that six tiny monsters with growing stats and new names were on the way as well, apparently.

At noon, Phong got one of the biggest surprises he had received in years.

The lizardmen queen requested a meeting. Not alone either. She came with several of her elite women, and the first thing Phong noticed was their tails. Thinner. Noticeably so.

Proof that even the elites had started burning their reserve fat to keep the young and the old fed. That made the whole conversation feel sharper before it even began.

The queen got to the point quickly. Some humans had contacted her, and they were no divers.

They were representatives. People speaking on behalf of “Mr. Harlan.”

They offered a contract.

The lizardmen kingdom would not attack them. In exchange, the humans would pay regular tribute in food, wine, and surface luxury goods every month. The queen had already been given samples. She thought little of the luxury items. Trinkets, useless surface vanity. But the food was harder to dismiss. In a time like this, steady extra food was the kind of temptation that could make even a careful ruler listen.

So she had come to Phong for counsel. Because, in her words, he clearly knew more about his own kind than she did.

Phong understood at once what this meant.

Daniel Harlan was closer than he thought.

He explained the basics of his feud with Daniel while trying to not spill the queen of the most the important parts. But that was enough for the queen to understand why his opinion could not be called neutral.

He told her not to take the deal.

But also not to reject it immediately.

“If you turn it down now,” he said, “Daniel will be alarmed. Let him think you’re considering it.”

The queen listened. And in exchange for that caution, Phong paid her in the amount that she would have been paid by Daniel if she had taken the deal.

Bonktatoes.

With the Timatoes around and Camp Orthrus expanding into a real lakeside town, the old lines of bonktatoes had become less necessary where they were. So Phong harvested them quietly and handed them over. A weapon. A labor crop. A signal of trust.

The queen accepted.

Only after she was gone did Team Nemean press him.

“What’s the plan?” Dominic asked.

Phong answered too easily.

“The mice from the Great Burrow will carry in an army of Timatoes.”

The room went quiet.

Phong continued like this was a normal sentence.

“For divers who haven’t seen them before, the Timatoes are almost impossible to notice. No one in their right mind looks for sentient fruit.” He folded one paper and set it aside. “And they’re vicious enough that a large group should overwhelm Daniel’s bodyguards fast.”

Janet stared.

Alex stared.

Dominic stared.

Phong finished calmly.

“Just to be safe, I’m planning to release about five hundred Timatoes there.”

That was the moment Dominic, Janet, Séline, Camille, and Alex all visibly swallowed. They had seen the Timatoes work, seen them tear through Soerai, seen them rip apart feline monsters and bully things that should have frightened normal people into prayer.

To them, what Phong had just said felt less like a tactical plan and more like bringing a nuke to kill a mosquito.

Even standing there, inside the safety of Camp Orthrus, they could already imagine Daniel Harlan surrounded by five hundred tiny tyrants with tiger faces, boiling juice, and zero mercy.

And that image alone sent a cold shiver through the room.

Phong said it like a man talking about crop yield.

“During the test runs, most Timatoes couldn’t stay away from their tree for too long.”

That took some of the edge off the room. Only some.

He sat with his notes spread in front of him, fingers tapping lightly on the table as he thought aloud.

“So I feel bad sending too many away just for one kill, even if they already had a tendency of smashing themselves against enemy and exploding on their own. On the practical side, I don’t want to thin them out that much while the Painted Skins still exist.”

Dominic, still looking like a man who had just been told his friend’s answer to a rich problem was fruit-based mass death, slowly asked, “How many were you planning to send originally?”

Phong answered without shame.

“Two thousand would be ideal.”

Silence hit the room again.

Joanne made a small choking noise.

Jake stared at him. “You said five hundred like that was restraint.”

“It is restraint.”

“That is not helping.”

Phong only shrugged.

To him, it really was restraint.

That somehow made it worse.



That night, after the plans were set and the right people warned, Phong handed the running of the town over to the lizardmen and moved Team Nemean back to Camp Stymphalian. There was too much ahead on the surface now. The league. The cameras. The brands. The public game they had to play if Phong wanted an alibi strong enough to survive what he planned for Daniel Harlan.

But before they surfaced, he made one more trip.

He brought the elf children to Lyon.

He had already given them access to the lime-oak network. He had already stocked Camp Stymphalian with enough premade meals to last them at least a month or two. But Phong knew the children too well to trust a pile of food and a teleport tree to replace adults entirely.

They needed someone to show off to. Someone to be children around. Someone to remind them to bathe, wash their faces, and stop acting like changing clothes was an optional social custom.

So he took them to Maison Delacroix and Restaurant Lambert and explained the situation as best he could. Mrs. Delacroix and Mrs. Lambert needed very little convincing. By the time Phong finished, both women already looked ready to spoil the children past salvation.

“Every two days or so,” Phong said. “Please feed them. Make sure they bathe.”

Mrs. Lambert ensured him that the elfs would be in good hands.

Mrs. Delacroix nodded firmly.

And because she had thought faster than he had, Mrs. Lambert had already knitted wool beanies for the elf children so their ears could be hidden when needed.

The children accepted the hats with varying levels of outrage and confusion. Celine wore his immediately because he liked the color. Lôi only accepted hers after being told it made her look fierce. Tara tried to wear two at once. Joachim inspected hers as if it were military issue. Jordan chewed the edge of hers before Phong stopped her. Yokojima declared his “dramatic.”

Before leaving, Phong made the rules painfully clear.

He showed them again where the premade meals were stored in Camp Stymphalian, how to heat the food, told them not to eat any lime-oak clone saplings the tree produced. And most important of all, he gave them their mission.

“Guard the sapling. Guard the camp. For daddy.”

That part they understood at once. The children straightened.

Lôi even hit her chest with one fist like a tiny soldier.

Then, once Phong was as sure as he could be, he left with the team and surfaced.



At the gate, Emma broke off from them.

She still had to return to the Tannenbaum estate and make her report. There were family expectations, public expectations, and all the sharp little duties that came with being Emma Tannenbaum.

She bid them farewell with more warmth than she would have admitted in public, then left.

It took only minutes after Team Nemean settled at Dominic and Janet’s house for the brands to arrive. The first wave knock came while people were still taking their shoes off. The second came before Dominic had finished answering the first.

By the time the third voice started shouting an offer from the street, everyone realized the situation had already become absurd.

Team Nemean had Alexandra Vogel. That alone was enough to make sponsors line up like starving gulls. Add Emma Tannenbaum’s recent attachment to the team, even if she had stepped away for the evening, and the whole thing turned into a feeding frenzy.

Deals got shouted from across the street. Contracts were slid through the window. People yelled numbers. Someone offered a premium logo placement on the uniform in exchange for six figures paycheck.

Another promised a whole ad campaign if Alex merely held their product for one short video.

A third wanted Emma and Alex together in a photo.

A fourth offered performance bonuses and travel coverage.

Rico, naturally, saw the only part of the situation that mattered.

He climbed onto the couch and pointed dramatically.

“Rico wants coffee sponsor. Or energy drink sponsor.”

Phong caught him by the scruff before he could leap at a contract.

“No.”

“Raccoon can bring great brand value.”

“You are not signing the team away for caffeine.”

Dominic stepped into the hall like a tired father about to fight a wall of salespeople.

“We’re not interested in sponsorship,” he called out.

That did nothing. If anything, the brands got louder.

Jake peeked through the curtain and whistled.

“There are more cars coming.”

Joanne looked delighted in the way only someone watching other people suffer could be.

“This is amazing.”

Phong stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by contracts, shouting, and Rico trying to negotiate his own face onto an energy drink can, and realized he had no clue what to do.

So he did the only sensible thing.

He ordered pizza. That somehow solved the moment enough for the team to retreat into the house and let Dominic ignore the door with the full authority of a man who had chosen grease and cheese over capitalism.

That night, they sat around with pizza boxes open and let themselves enjoy surface life again.

It felt strange. Good. Almost too normal after so much time in the dungeon.

The lights were steady. The walls did not creak with moving trees. No one had to listen for painted skin or body snatchers or a floor boss deciding to become petty for fun. Even the air felt softer.

Then Jack looked at Phong’s slice. Then at Phong. Then back at the slice.

“You are a menace.”

Jake leaned over and made the same face. On Phong’s pizza sat chicken, pineapple, and corn with zero shame. Phong bit into it and shrugged.

“I enjoy it.”

“That is a war crime against Italy.”

“It’s delicious.”

“If Phong’s pizza is a knife to Italian cuisine,” Joanne said, “then Rico is about to commit a full terror attack.”

Because Rico had chosen that moment to dump an entire stick of instant coffee onto a slice of cheese pizza. Everyone stopped and watched. The raccoon folded the slice once, bit in, chewed, made a face, and declared, “Liquid coffee still better. I need caffeine-infused cheese.”

People broke.

Even Alex laughed at that.

Then Rico inhaled wrong, got coffee powder up his nose, and sneezed so hard he nearly fell off the chair.

Jake immediately said, “Oh, our raccoon snort powder coffee now I see.”

Alexei pointed at the raccoon with complete seriousness.

“He brought this upon himself.”

Rico sneezed again in angry agreement with no one.

Dominic finally coughed once and got enough attention back to make himself heard.

“Rest.”

That cut through the laughter.

He looked around at all of them.

“In two days, we go to the press conference for the diver league.”

That settled the room.

Because just like that, the normal little pizza night turned into the edge of something bigger.

Cameras.

Questions.

Public eyes.

A stage.

And somewhere behind all of that, Daniel Harlan.

            

    
        Chapter 126: The club house

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, Emma arrived with transport.

Transport to her meant luxury cars... several of them, each worth more than the house Phong's inherited from his uncle and aunt. All of them sleek, polished, expensive enough that even the air around them seemed to cost money. Different brands, different shapes, different shades of rich. The kind of cars built less for driving and more for making a statement before the owner even stepped out.

Phong stood at the edge of the curb and looked at the line of luxury vehicles with open suspicion.

Emma noticed at once. Before he could say anything, she folded her arms and spoke first.

“My family owns shares in most of these brands.”

That did not help.

Phong looked even less pleased.

Emma sighed.

“The Tannenbaums agreed not to dig too deeply into my involvement with you,” she said, “and to trust my judgment, as long as I can turn this into financial and influence gain for the family.”

There it was.

The real answer. Not generosity, not friendship alone, not support without strings. Phong groaned softly and rubbed one hand over his face. Of course it had to come with business logic.

Still, after a moment, he let the hand drop and nodded once.

At least Emma was honest. At least Emma was someone they could trust to say the ugly part out loud. That counted for something.

So the team accepted the rides.

Dominic took the first car as driver, settling into the seat with the same steady calm he brought to everything. Alex got in beside him. Phong took the back with Bruno and Nyx, and both animals immediately decided leather seats meant this was now an excellent adventure.

Alexei drove the second car.

Emma climbed into that one with the air of someone entering her natural habitat. Before the door fully shut, she explained the schedule through the open window.

“We gather at the clubhouse first. My family prepared it for the team.” She adjusted her sunglasses. “Then we head to the East Coast press conference, make our appearance, and draw opponents for the group stage.”

Jake gave a low whistle from where he was getting into Dominic’s car.

“Clubhouse.”

Joanne grinned. “We really sold our souls.”

“Not yet,” Emma said. “That comes after sponsors.”

Rico had been trying to choose a car based entirely on which one looked easiest to commit crimes in. Emma solved that by grabbing him by the scruff and lifting him one-handed into Alexei’s car. The raccoon protested for exactly two seconds. Then Emma showed him something on her phone.

Rico went silent at once. Alexei leaned slightly to see. “What is that?”

Emma turned the screen just enough for the others nearby to catch a glimpse.

It was a design mockup. A mascot concept for Team Nemean. A lion-themed rider in sharp, dramatic armor, mounted on a lion-shaped bike that looked like it belonged in a very expensive toku fever dream.

Rico’s eyes widened so hard they almost left his skull.

“I want that bike.”

Emma smiled slowly.

“I’m considering making a prototype.”

That was the wrong thing to say to the right raccoon. Rico’s whole body trembled with immediate devotion. He sat down in the passenger seat without another complaint, staring at the design like he had just seen heaven.

From the back seat of Dominic’s car, Phong heard enough of that exchange to know disaster had just been born.

He was half stretched across the seat while Bruno tried to climb into his lap and Nyx pretended she was not also angling for attention. Phong scratched Bruno under the chin, let Nyx lean against his side, and sighed in deep, prophetic exhaustion.

“It will never turn out good,” he said, mostly to himself. “Not with Rico and Emma involved.”

Alex, seated in the front beside Dominic, glanced back at him.

She looked far too amused.

“You’re too tense.”

Phong raised a brow.

“At this rate,” she said, “you might scare Daniel Harlan just by the look on your face.”

That got a small snort out of Dominic.

Phong leaned his head back and closed his eyes for a second.

“Good.”

Alex laughed quietly.

Then the cars pulled out, one after another, smooth and silent and expensive, carrying Team Nemean toward cameras, press questions, sponsorship vultures, and the first public steps of the game they now had to play.

The clubhouse turned out to be exactly what rich people thought a team of divers would want.

Wide glass windows. Separated and expensive neighborhood. Closest store 2 miles due east. A private gym downstairs. A lounge that looked too expensive to be touched by muddy boots. More polished wood and soft leather than Team Nemean knew what to do with. The whole place carried the smell of money, new furniture, and quiet staff who had already been told not to ask questions.

They had barely stepped inside when another team rose from the lounge to greet them.

There were only three of them. The one in front stepped forward first and smiled with the easy confidence of someone used to cameras.

“Ron Takeyama,” he said. Japanese American, broad-shouldered, clean cut, and carrying himself like a man who had spent years being the center of a team and liking it. “Leader of the Bronx’s Musketeers.”

He gestured to the woman beside him.

“Tanya.”

She looked like an influencer who had somehow picked up enough levels to make the image dangerous. Her hair and makeup were flawless, but the way she stood said she could still kill someone before the livestream buffered.

Then Ron nodded to the last member.

“And James.”

James had the kind of athletic build that made it obvious his class and his body got along very well. Black, tall, and all spring-loaded power, he gave Team Nemean a nod instead of a handshake. Ron looked over the whole group and grinned wider.

“I’ve been a big fan of you guys since before the rebrand. Back when you were just Team Dominic.”

That made Dominic blink.

Ron kept going.

“The footage you uploaded to the diver league platform, the cockroaches and the body snatchers, that was really good work. In-depth. Clean. Well put together.”

Emma tilted her head slightly, pleased.

“That was mostly our people not panicking enough to forget documentation.”

Ron laughed. “Whatever it was, it worked. Half the East Coast has been talking about that canyon ever since.”

Phong stayed quiet through most of the introductions, watching the group with the same careful eye he always had around strangers. The Bronx’s Musketeers did not feel hostile. Not fake either. They were polished, like a team that had already learned how to live in public.

Emma, standing slightly ahead of Team Nemean without trying to, said, “Between matches and downtime, we can arrange practice bouts with the Musketeers if you want.”

Ron nodded. “We’d be happy to.”

Tanya had not said much yet. That was because she kept looking at Alex. Not rudely. Not obviously enough to call out. But it was still enough that Alex noticed.

And once Alex noticed how Tanya was looking at her like she was a door to a treasure room, she did what she always did when someone made her feel like a piece on a board she did not agree to stand on.

She stepped closer to Phong.

Just a little.

Enough that their shoulders almost touched.

Phong noticed, but did not react out loud. He just let her stand there and asked Emma the question that had been in his head the moment he saw the other team.

“Why are they only three people?”

Emma glanced between the two teams.

“Because diver league teams are usually actual diver teams,” she said. “And those tend to be smaller than ours.”

That made sense.

She looked over Team Nemean and let the implication sit there for a second.

“Our team is unusually large because we have unusually strong members. Alex. Dominic. Alexei.” Her mouth twitched faintly. “And because you had helped.”

Phong knew what she meant. His plants. Their buffs and utilities. His camp. His support.

But, thankfully, the public didn't know any of that just yet. To the world outside, Team Nemean was just a strangely stacked team with too many talented people and one suspiciously normal coach.

After a little more polite talk, the teams split and Team Nemean went to their own assigned room.

The moment the door shut behind them, the mood changed.

Phong pulled out his phone and sent Emma a message through the group chat rather than say it aloud.

[Would your family bug this room?]

Emma checked her phone, then looked up from the couch.

“No,” she said. “The Tannenbaums see Team Nemean as a high-value investment. They’re not going to ruin that by snooping out of curiosity.”

That relaxed a few shoulders.

Phong sat down then and looked around at the room, the city beyond the windows, and the shape of the next half year waiting for them.

“Six months is too long,” he said.

Everyone looked over. He continued, quieter now.

“I need to go back to camp sometimes. Check on the elves. The plants. Our allies.”

That got teasing smiles almost at once.

Joanne was first.

“Listen to him. Dungeon mayor.”

Jake leaned back. “Mayor. King. Local vegetable warlord.”

Alex smirked. “Uncrowned ruler of Lake Baratok.”

Phong gave them all a flat look, but one that lacked real heat.

Dominic, more practical, said, “We already thought of an excuse.”

That got Phong’s attention fully.

Dominic folded his arms and said, “We tell people we want to practice real combat in the dungeon between games.”

Emma nodded. “That’s believable too. Probably even good for our image.”

Janet added, “Then Team Nemean escorts you back to camp.”

Jake grinned. “And we get a short vacation.”

Joanne stretched out on the couch. “A vacation where the food is better and nobody tries to sell me shampoo or sports drink contracts.”

Alexei, who was already half thinking about the chickens again, said, “And the poultry miss me.”

That part nobody answered. Phong looked at them for a moment.

At how naturally they said it. Not like a burden. Or a favor. Not like they were talking about going to his weird hidden base because they had no better option.

They said it like Camp Stymphalian was a place they could rest.

A place they trusted.

A place that felt like theirs too.

And that made something warm and quiet settle in his chest. Because that was what he had wanted without ever saying it aloud.

Not just a safe base.

A home people chose to come back to.

Phong smiled, small but real.

That did not get past Alex.

“What?”

He shook his head once.

“Nothing.”

But inside, hearing them talk about resting at his camp like it was the most natural thing in the world made him happier than he expected.

            

    
        Chapter 127: The press conference

    
    
    
    
                The press conference venue was not a hall so much as a declaration.

It sat in the middle of lower Manhattan like someone had taken an old banking building, gutted it, polished the bones, and rebuilt it for a new age where fame, violence, and money wore the same suit. Glass walls climbed three floors high in the front lobby, showing off banners with league logos, sponsor insignias, and giant looping screens that played edited fight footage from all over the country. Spotlights washed the stone columns in blue and gold. Security stood at every entrance, not in cheap uniforms, but in tailored black suits with earpieces, the kind that made it clear they were not there to look impressive. They were there because A-class divers now counted as national assets.

Outside, the street had been fenced off half a block in each direction.

Metal barricades pressed back the crowd, but not by much. Reporters with cameras and mics packed the outer line shoulder to shoulder. Paparazzi stood on crates and van roofs. Fans waved signs with Alex’s name, Emma’s name, Dominic's name, and even a few hand-painted ones that simply read NEMEAN in shaky gold letters over a lion head. Some had brought branded merchandise from energy drink companies that had not even won sponsorship rights yet. Others wore fake armor, costume team jackets, or horns and capes like they were attending a rock concert instead of the first major national diver league press conference.

There were signs with Josh's names, Olen's names as well, because clearly the media empire of the Ellisons and the Harlans were working overtime.

The noise rolled like surf.

Team Nemean and the Bronx’s Musketeers arrived in two long, expensive cars from the Tannenbaum's fleet, and the moment the doors opened the entire block seemed to tilt toward them.

Flash.

Shouts.

A rising wave of names.

Emma stepped out first from Alexei’s car and walked like none of it existed. The cameras did not bother her. The yelling did not bother her. Money, influence, and public hunger had chased her long before the dungeon had. She moved with perfect posture, pale hair in place, clothes cut to be elegant without crossing into costume, and every step said she knew exactly how much attention she was worth.

Alex came out of Dominic’s car not long after and drew another wave of noise.

Alexandra Vogel, the Arbiter Mindblade, still had that effect. Even with Emma present, even with Josh already inside, the reporters surged for her on instinct. She held her composure easily, face calm, eyes sharp, carrying herself with the kind of cool that made cameras love her more. Phong saw three reporters nearly trip over the barricade trying to angle for a better shot of her.

Dominic handled the attention better than most because he had seen something like it before. Not this scale, not this hunger, but enough from his days in semi-pro boxing that he knew how to walk through noise without feeding it too much. Janet stayed near him, steady as always, while Jake and Jack managed to look both stylish and deeply annoyed at being dressed in coordinated public-facing clothes.

Joanne was trying very hard not to look like she was enjoying the chaos, which of course meant she looked exactly like someone enjoying the chaos.

Séline and Camille stepped out together and got immediate attention too. Two French fighters, both strong, both attractive, both new to American media. The cameras loved that. The questions about Europe started before the women had even fully cleared the curb.

Phong came out last and regretted being born.

He did not carry himself like Emma.

He did not have Alex’s stillness or Dominic’s practiced ease.

He looked like a hamster caught while stealing food and was about half a second away from bolting for the nearest vent. His shoulders were too tight, his eyes too alert, and he kept reacting to camera flashes like each one was a trap. Bruno trotted beside him proudly, Nyx moved with catlike disdain, and Rico, somehow wearing a tiny team scarf someone had forced on him, looked more public-ready than Phong did.

Alex glanced back once, caught his expression, and had to hide a smile.

Across the wide front steps, other teams had already gathered.

Josh was there early, leading Brooklyn’s Knights.

Phong saw him at once.

Joshua Harlan looked the part the media had built for him again. Clean lines. Good hair. Tailored suit that still let him show the shape of his body. He stood with six teammates behind him, all of them combat class divers, all of them wearing the same polished confidence that came from money smoothing over failure. The team color was silver and deep blue, knight-themed without going full costume. Subtle branding. Expensive fabric. The kind of presentation that said a dozen professionals had argued over exactly how heroic he should look.

Josh turned the moment Team Nemean arrived.

His gaze found Phong first.

And in that one glance, Phong saw it again. Not just hatred. Fear too. Fear sharpened by memory of camp Stymphalian and Rico's Fortress Form on that push against the Death Peak. Josh knew what hid behind Camp Stymphalian’s walls. He knew what Phong’s garden could become when pushed. He hid it well enough for cameras. Not well enough for Phong.

Then Josh smoothed his face into something public and went to greet Emma.

Emma gave him nothing.

No warmth. No softness. Not even polite pretending. If coldness could be shaped into a human greeting, that was what Josh received. He still tried to smile through it, but even the reporters nearby picked up on the stiffness.

Olen arrived not long after with his own team.

The Golden Bridge Warriors looked out of place the moment they stepped into the venue light. Not weak, or poor, not packed to the brim with ridiculously strong divers like team Nemean either, but stood out regardless. The members were all production class divers. All level twenty-five and above, which would have sounded absurd a year ago and now only drew a brief stir. Their uniforms leaned too hard into gold and white, trying to turn support roles into a noble image. Behind the polish, Phong could still see the problem.

They were underleveled for where Olen wanted to be.

Floor 2 had changed too much. Camp Orthrus and the lake factions had become harder, smarter, less easy to exploit. Olen’s chance at safe growth around Lake Baratok had clearly been cut short by everything Phong did there. Phong did not need to hear Olen complain to know it.

Olen still came over to Alex anyway.

He greeted her like he had a right to be noticed, that same polished bastard smile still sitting on his face. Alex spared him one flat nod, then turned back to Joanne and kept talking like he had been a waiter asking if she wanted sparkling or still water.

That hurt him more than anger would have.

Meanwhile, the questions started falling on Séline and Camille.

Why not the Europe league?

Why so quickly in America?

Why choose Team Nemean?

The French pair delivered Emma’s prepared script perfectly. Their old team had been shattered when Team Nemean saved them. The Tannenbaums offered a private jet. The dungeon route between France and America had been too dangerous to repeat, especially below level fifty. It was a good script because it sounded exactly like something rich people and traumatized divers would say.

Then the media turned on Phong. Not all at once. Waves. A few first. Then more. Then before he could actually hide like a terrified hamster: a ring had formed surrounding him.

“How does a level one farmer become coach of Team Nemean?”

“Mr. Tran, are you a strategist?”

“Did Alexandra Vogel specifically request you?”

“Is Team Nemean hiding another class evolution?”

“Are you the real reason they survived Floor 3?”

Phong wanted to die. Instead, he swallowed hard, remembered he needed to be visible, and said the first honest thing he could shape into something public.

“Surviving three years at level one means I had to rely on observation.”

The microphones leaned closer. He hated them.

“So,” he added, “that’s something Team Nemean values.”

That was enough. The reporters would build meaning from scraps anyway.

The moment a camera shifted away, Phong slid behind Alex like a man hiding behind a tank and let the others soak up the rest of the attention. She did not comment on it. She just adjusted half a step so he was better covered and kept answering questions like this was normal.

Inside, the venue only got louder.

The main hall had been turned into a showcase chamber. Teams clustered near their assigned rows, sponsors floated like sharks in the open spaces, and massive screens displayed league brackets, regional banners, and a rotating list of notable teams. Security guards stood at each access point leading toward the private draw rooms and the press stage. Above it all hung the logo of the diver league, polished gold over black, trying very hard to look like history had always meant to end up here.

Phong took the chance to do what he was best at.

Observation. Planning.

He watched the teams.

He heard them answered to the interviewers, revealing their levels, class tells, sponsorship marks, expensive gear. He absorbed the way divers waved cheap confidence, fake confidence, old injuries, bodyguard habits like signs, and he noticed the way people clustered around who really mattered.

The news were not good.

Humanity had climbed too fast for his liking.

The average level among serious league divers now hovered around thirty-five. A year ago, that would have made them monsters. A year ago, 35 was a privilege only Yue Ting had earned. Now it made them the new middle of power. Enough had crossed level thirty that the meaning of danger on Floor 1 had changed. The trolls were no longer the wall they used to be. Not for organized human groups with enough buffs, enough weapons, enough media support, and enough bodies to cycle losses.

That made the stopped advance on Death Peak even more telling.

It had not stopped because humans feared the trolls anymore.

It had stopped because Alex’s report about the level sixty-one Ant Queen had changed the board, and because the Greencap Cavalry still haunted everyone with basic tactical sense. Even level thirty-five divers were not eager to meet a level forty-seven captain leading level thirty-five knights in a proper charge. Small groups would get destroyed. Everyone there knew it, even if no one liked saying it aloud.

Phong watched team after team and felt that weight settle deeper.

Humanity had not stood still while he grew stronger in the dark. It had adapted, leveled, expanded.

The speed still baffled him sometimes.

Now more than ever, he understood why the factions around Lake Baratok found System Blessed humans terrifying. A race that could rise this fast, organize this quickly, and turn every new level bracket into a new political era was not something any native people would watch without fear.

And this was only the public side of it.

Behind the stage lights and polished smiles stood real state interests, military interests, brands, wealthy families, and monsters wearing human skin better than the Painted Skins ever could.

Phong looked around the venue and thought, not for the first time, that the dungeon had made a terrible species stronger.

            

    
        Chapter 128: The match-ups draw

    
    
    
    
                The organizers had done their best to make the group draw look grand.

The main stage at the end of the hall had been raised another few feet since Team Nemean entered, and now the lights above it had shifted into focused gold-white beams that made the black backdrop and league insignia look almost sacred. The ball machine itself stood on a pedestal of smoked glass and brushed steel, a machine built to look half sports theater, half military ritual. Transparent chambers held spheres glowing with LED, each marked with team identifiers and group brackets. Screens behind the stage displayed rankings, sponsor logos, and the current list of qualified teams from the East Coast.

The host, a man with a voice too smooth and smile too polished to be genuine, spoke into the mic about transparency, fairness, and the dawn of a new era in competitive diver culture. Nobody important cared. The divers watched the brackets, the sponsors watched their screens for investment and dividends. The reporters watched for the tiniest of sniff of drama.

Phong watched people.

The draw procedure required one representative from each team.

Dominic stood near the front with Team Nemean, arms crossed, looking toward the stage with the focus of a man with roots in pro-combat sport even before the dungeon. Then, without warning, he looked sideways. At Phong.

Phong immediately knew he was about to suffer.

Dominic nodded once toward the stage.

“You go.”

Phong blinked. “What?”

“You represent Team Nemean for the draw.”

That got the attention of everyone near them.

Alex turned first. Then Janet. Then Jake and Jack. Joanne looked delighted instantly. Emma did not even pretend to be surprised. Séline, Camille, and Alexei all looked toward him. One by one, every single person on the team gave him the same answer in a different expression.

Go.

Dominic said it again, louder this time, because he knew the microphones nearby would catch it.

“Phong will represent Team Nemean.”

The media reacted like sharks getting the smell of blood.

A ripple moved through the hall so quickly it might as well have been visible. Reporters leaned toward one another. Camera operators shifted. Phones went up. Analysts already began whispering theories into earpieces or dictating them into voice notes.

An hour ago, to the wider public, Phong had been the picture of nepotism.

A level 1 farmer who somehow landed the position of coach on what many already considered one of the strongest teams, if not the strongest, on the East Coast. To a shallow audience, the story had seemed obvious. He was dating Alexandra Vogel. He was close to Dominic Torres. He had found the right people, at the right time, and been carried into relevance on the back of stronger names.

Now the narrative cracked.

Because Team Nemean was not hesitating.

Not one of them. From Alex and Dominic, to the Js, Emma, the French duo, and the Cuban paladin. None of them dislike the idea, none of them was against making Phong their representative.

That kind of trust, so open and so public, could not be explained by romance or pity alone. People saw that. Cameras saw that. The reporters’ instincts caught the shift right away.

The new story formed in real time:

Phong Tran was not dead weight, but was team Nemean's secret weapon.

Phong hated how believable that sounded.

He also understood why Dominic did it: Visibility.

A public record of importance.

If Daniel Harlan died later, and if the wrong people started looking back through footage and politics and motive, this moment would matter. First, it would be Phong's alibi. Second, it would be team Nemean message to the world: Phong was an important member of theirs, touched him and the matter would not be dealt with so easily.

Still, Phong looked at Dominic one last time with the eyes of a man betrayed by friendship.

Dominic only grinned faintly and jerked his chin toward the stage.

So, Phong went. Dominic was the team captain after all.

He felt the whole room watching him as he crossed the polished floor.

The air near the stage was colder, the kind of cold venues used to keep expensive lights and expensive people from sweating through expensive fabric. Staff moved around the edges with tablets in hand. Security stood just outside the camera arc. Sponsors occupied the better rows of seating with the confidence of those who had paid for proximity and intended to use it.

That was where Phong saw them.

Daniel Harlan.

Stephan Ellison.

They were sitting together in the “esteemed sponsors” section.

Stephan Ellison wore wealth with the same easy softness Olen wore ego. His suit was understated in the way only men with very old money could manage, and when Phong’s gaze touched him, Stephan somehow felt it. He turned, their eyes met, and Stephan gave him the faintest smile and a small nod.

Phong would need a Venn diagram just to describe that look. There was industrialize warmth and friendliness, there was assessment like someone was analyzing the worth of a not yet publicly available product. And there was the coyness of someone who had once tried to blackmail the secret of camp Stymphalian out of him through old friends and acquaintances. 

That was the look a businessman might use to greet a golden goose whose market value he had not finished calculating.

Phong felt a chill go through him.

Then there was Daniel.

Daniel Harlan looked at Phong the way some people looked at rats in restaurant alleys. It was filled to the brim with contempt mixed with the dull offense of being forced to share sightlines with something beneath him.

Then Daniel leaned slightly and said something to the man next to him.

Phong did not hear the words.

He did not need to.

That face, that gesture, that tone of dismissal. It was enough to make old heat rise in his chest, hot and immediate and familiar. For one dangerous instant he saw flashes of hospital white, of his uncle and aunt funeral, of Josh’s face twisted by violence and privilege, of every quiet humiliation that followed because powerful men decided some lives were negotiable.

He swallowed it.

Not here.

Not on camera.

Else what he had prepared all this time would be in vain.

The other team representatives joined him near the draw pedestal.

Josh stepped into place looking polished and composed, Brooklyn’s Knights crest on his lapel and a smile on his face built for public consumption. Olen took his place too, flanked by gold and white branding so clean it looked rehearsed by a committee. Then the last man in their draw cluster stepped forward.

He was black, solidly built, older in the face than Josh and Olen, with the calm of someone who had survived enough not to be impressed by rich kids and stage lights. He offered a hand first.

“Bruce William,” he said. “Rhode’s Gotham.”

Phong took it and nodded.

“Phong Tran.”

Bruce’s grip was firm without showing off.

Unlike Josh.

Josh waited just long enough to make sure cameras were ready before stepping a little closer to Phong. The smile he wore was perfect. That was what made it ugly.

“Phong,” he said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

His voice was soft enough to sound sincere. The fury that rolled through Phong at that was so sudden and sharp it almost made his vision narrow.

Josh kept going.

“And I’m glad you recovered so well through the Harlans’ sponsorship.”

There it was.

The twist of the knife wrapped in public thiefcant.

Josh was trying to do several things at once. Force Phong to react emotionally on camera. Remind anyone listening of the public narrative that the Harlans had “helped” after tragedy. Reduce years of blood and grief into charitable optics. Make Phong look unstable if he snapped, ungrateful if he objected, and small if he said nothing.

Classic Josh. Classic Harlan cruelty.

It was never enough for them to hurt people, they needed the story afterward too.

Phong looked at him.

Really looked.

At the good suit, the clean smile. At the eyes that still held that same old mixture of violence and self-love. And in that instant, the hatred between them did not feel like rivalry. It felt older, more total. Josh was not merely his enemy. He was the human face of everything Phong had lost because power chose convenience over conscience.

If Phong lunged, cameras would eat him alive.

If he cursed, the clip would run for days.

If he denied the sponsorship narrative too directly, commentators would call it bitterness.

So he answered the only way Josh had not prepared for.

Sincerely.

“I hope the Harlans get everything they deserve for what they’ve done.”

He said it plainly. Didn't raised his voice. Kept his voice stable. Didn't make it performative.

Phong sounded sincere enough that it cut deeper than anger would have.

Josh’s smile twitched. Only once. But it twitched.

Because there was no easy narrative to spin from that. No wild outburst to package. No messy soundbite. Phong gave him statement calm enough to look almost philosophical, and sharp enough that anyone with a functioning soul could hear the truth inside it.

Bruce William, standing half a step away, glanced sideways, but remained silent.

Olen pretended to study the draw machine, though Phong caught the satisfaction in the corner of his mouth. Olen enjoyed any moment where Josh and Phong bled at each other, even quietly. It made him feel safer, as if being near one predator made him invisible to the other.

The host called their group forward.

The procedure was simple on paper. Each representative stepped up in order, activated the draw mechanism, and received a ball with group designation written on it. The same information would also be projected on the rear screen and confirmed by the league official beside the apparatus. The public loved this kind of ceremony. The divers only cared whether they would get a survivable path to the double elimination rounds.

Josh drew first. The sphere glowed, spun, and released Brooklyn’s Knights into group A-3,

Olen went after him and drew the Golden Bridge Warriors into B-6.

Bruce drew Rhode’s Gotham into G-2.

Then it was Phong’s turn.

He put his hand on the interface and felt, absurdly, like the whole room leaned in.

The machine hummed. Light moved through the transparent chamber. Then the result flashed onto the rear display in clean gold letters.

D1.

The hall erupted into noise.

The reporters and the organizers looked like they were prepared to cry.

Because Team Nemean had been placed cleanly away from Brooklyn’s Knights, away from the Golden Bridge Warriors, and away from Rhode’s Gotham in the group stage.

No immediate showdown with Josh.

No early spectacle with Olen.

No opening bloodbath against one of the stronger mid-tier dark horse teams.

The commentators loved it instantly, though they still masked it with performative pity. Narratives bloomed like mold on bread. Josh, Olen, Alex and Emma were all crowd favorite, so having them eliminating the other too soon would be bad for the views and engagement.

Phong stepped back from the machine and let the noise pass through him.

Behind the stage lights, he could feel Daniel Harlan’s gaze again.

This time, Phong did not look back right away.

He kept his eyes on the screen where D1 still glowed under Team Nemean’s name.

Publicly, this was a clean result.

Strategically, it was better too.

He finally turned his head.

Daniel was still watching him. Stephan Ellison too. One with contempt. The other with curiosity.

Phong met Daniel’s stare for exactly one second, then looked away first on purpose, not out of submission but because he refused to give the man even the satisfaction of a prolonged exchange.

Around them, the draw continued. Other teams moved up. More names filled the screen. More narratives got born and sold by the second.

But for Phong, the important things had already happened.

He had his alibi.

Now, he just have to wait for Daniel to step into the ambush of 500 Timatoes prepared for him.

            

    
        Chapter 129: Professor Ulrich

    
    
    
    
                After the group draw settled and the last bracket lit up on the giant screen, the host returned to the stage with a smile too bright for the mood in the room.

“Before we move to the close of today’s East Coast Press Conference,” he said, voice full of practiced excitement, “our sponsors and research partners would like to share several breakthroughs that may shape not just the diver league, but the future of humanity itself.”

That changed the air at once.

The teams stopped talking to one another and looked toward the stage. Reporters reset their cameras, sponsors leaned forward. Phones rose. Even the divers who had been sneering at rivals a minute ago now turned their heads. Public fights, league draws, and petty power games mattered, but not as much as this.

Because in the new world, science had become another front line.

The first logo to rise onto the screens was polished silver and dark green.

Stephan and Kropcke

Phong knew the name already. Stephan Ellison’s company. Pharmacy. Too much money, too much reach, and the kind of ambition that looked humane only because it had learned to smile for cameras.

Stephan took the stage himself.

He walked with the kind of old wealth that never had to hurry, every movement measured, every button on his suit in the right place, every pause placed so the audience would lean in. Behind him, his company banner shifted into diagrams, lab footage, and product concept art. It was science performed for the public. Science made fit for investors.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Stephan said, “we stand at the edge of a medical revolution.”

That earned him a murmur and a few flashes.

He continued, smooth as oil.

“Thanks to recent breakthroughs in extraction, filtration, and stabilization technology, Stephan and Kropcke has succeeded in deriving medicinal compounds from several dungeon organisms previously thought too unstable or too dangerous for repeated medical use.”

Images appeared behind him in sequence.

Goblin livers preserved in sterile trays. Slime bodily fluid being separated through a rotating machine that glowed with mana-guided filtration rings. Samples of troll blood and the moss that grew across troll flesh. Even still images of Mushroomire blood under magnification, branching and spreading across a white field like tiny rivers of ink.

Each new slide came with a clean summary. Not for experts in the room, but dumbed down enough for the public.

Goblin liver derivatives had shown promise against blood-borne parasites and certain tropical pathogens. Refined slime compounds could be used in wound sealing, tissue hydration, and controlled gel-binding of damaged cells. Troll blood, when stabilized and separated correctly, had demonstrated remarkable cell regeneration properties. Mushroomire blood carried strange adaptive proteins and mana-reactive structures that seemed to help guide healing in wounded tissue without the same cancer risks early researchers had feared.

The screens shifted again.

Now the room saw charts: Lab trial phases, WHO guideline references, controlled testing environments, side effect tracking.

Stephan let the weight of it build before delivering the part everyone had come to hear.

“Pending continued testing and international approval through the proper channels, our executive team expects these medicines may offer treatment, and in some cases likely cure, for dengue fever and several other diseases long considered untouchable by current medicine.”

The first wave of applause broke there, strong and real.

It wasn't because people liked Stephan. But because people understood what dengue fever meant, what incurable diseases meant, what it meant to take monsters and alchemy and blood and mud and turn all of that into hope people could swallow in pill form. And most importantly, what that meant for the social position of divers as a whole.

Stephan lifted one hand and continued over the applause.

“And beyond that, we believe we are only beginning to understand the regenerative potential of troll and Mushroomire compounds.”

Another set of slides appeared.

Amputee rehabilitation models. Limb regrowth concepts. Cell repair acceleration studies. Age-related tissue degeneration reversal models.

People in the room leaned forward. Now the applause became something else. Hunger. Greed. Wonder. Fear.

Stephan said it plainly.

“If licensed, these therapies could allow the regrowth of lost limbs, the restoration of bodily function in those long disabled, and possibly even controlled cellular rejuvenation.”

That hit the room like a shockwave.

This was not what people thought of medicines, not anymore. It was borderline miracle. Biological immortality was within grasp.

The photographers near the front nearly trampled each other trying to get a better angle. Reporters started whispering into mics live on air. Several older investors in the sponsor rows looked like they had stopped breathing.

Stephan let it all bloom before stepping into the second half of his message.

“And,” he said, smiling just enough, “none of this would have been possible without innovative field thinking.”

The screen behind him changed.

Now it showed Olen: A polished league portrait beside footage of trolls. Young trollings. Lab footage. Controlled sample transfers. Moss cultures under bright light.

Stephan turned toward his son and stretched one hand out.

“My son, Olen Ellison, and his team’s early field work with troll taming and troll adaptation gave us the push we needed to stabilize multiple formulas in laboratory conditions.”

Olen rose in his seat at once, smiling with practiced humility.

Stephan went on.

“Troll blood and troll moss may well become the modern equivalent of horseshoe crab blood for the pharmaceutical industry.”

That line landed beautifully.

Easy to quote. Easy to repeat. Easy to spread across headlines in the next hour. It reminded Phong of that scene in Ratatouille where the short chef was creating fast, frozen food concept to his investor.

He could already hear it in his head.

Dungeon Monsters May Cure Disease
Olen Ellison’s Innovation Opens New Medical Era
From Troll Blood to Miracle Medicine

He did not clap. Neither did Alex.

Emma did, but only because it was necessary for people in her position, and Phong knew enough by now to hear the irony in it.

Because yes, the science was real. Yes, the medicine mattered. And yes, the room’s hope was deserved.

But Stephan had turned his son into a product in the same breath he had turned healing into market dominance.



Then came Daniel.

The shift from pharmacy green to sharp corporate blue felt colder.

Springwell Inc

Daniel Harlan walked to the stage with less grace than Stephan and more certainty. He did not waste time on charm. He carried the tone of a man who expected the room to want what he had to offer before he opened his mouth.

“Humanity’s greatest challenge in the dungeon,” Daniel said, “has not been combat alone. It has been recovery between dives.”

The screens behind him lit up with maps of Floor 1. Highlighted zones, marked routes. Shifting overlays, supply lines. Camp failures, outposts being taken over by monsters. Known hazard clusters.

Then came one highlighted region near the gate to Manhattan.

Daniel let the image sit.

“Springwell Inc’s research team has yielded a positive result,” he said. “A stable spot. Not too far from the lake of Doom.”

That pulled even more attention than Stephan’s medicine had from a certain kind of person: Investors, sponsors, government observers, real estate vultures in human skin.

Daniel spoke like a man unveiling the future.

“A truly stable rest point in Floor 1. A place where human divers may safely rest, restock, shop, and recover without returning fully to the surface.”

The hall murmured.

Phones came up again.

Daniel built the picture carefully with studio perfect scenario and CGI. Divers resting in comfortable lodgings halfway through a dungeon route, secure rest areas, supply depots, medical treatment, food courts, cinema lounges. A whole town with supply chain services adapted to dungeon conditions created with expensive actors and a studio.

He said it all with the clean confidence of a man who had already sold himself the dream long ago.

“Soon,” Daniel said, “it may be possible to take a break from combat, walk into a lit common area, enjoy a hot meal, visit a spa, watch a movie, or even sit in a Starbucks or a KFC in the middle of a dungeon expedition.”

That line hit the crowd exactly how he intended. Laughter, surprise, idea of familiarity in a dungeon filled with death and danger, without having to worry about Shifting.

Then the deeper response.

Texts, calls.

Phong saw it happen in real time. Sponsor representatives checked phones, security men turned away to murmur into hidden mics. One government official in the front row began typing so fast his thumb looked blurred.

Because to the public, Daniel was selling comfort. To them, he was selling ownership.

Long lasting infrastructure. Stable territory. The right to plant brands, money, and state influence inside the dungeon like stakes in fresh ground. The people remembered Horns of the Earth. They had decided that Phoenix and the bull were rare enough to be classified as natural disaster rather than an active threat they needed to care about.

Phong could almost smell the greed. And now he knew Daniel’s stable spot mattered even more than before.



Then came the researchers. The stage lights shifted again, this time not to a company logo, but to a line of university crests. Oxford, Cambridge, TU Massachusetts, TU Bayern, and several others from across Europe.

The mood in the room changed with them.

The corporate segments had been bright, ambitious, and hungry.

This one felt more serious, more fragile. A team of researchers stepped onto the stage, and Phong noticed something strange at once.

They looked uneasy.

Not merely nervous from being on camera. Deeper than that. One woman kept pressing her thumb against the edge of her notes too hard. A man near the center swallowed twice before speaking. Another kept glancing at the dark wings offstage as if checking whether something waited there.

Phong noticed it, yes. Then, because nothing bad had happened yet, he filed it away as stage pressure.

The lead researcher adjusted his glasses and began.

“For the first time,” he said, voice tight but controlled, “our collaborative effort has produced a working public model of the mana particle.”

That won the room instantly. Not because everyone understood the science, but everyone understood the phrase. Mana particle. The thing beneath skills, beneath spells. The basis of the new physics of the world.

The screen behind them bloomed into a rotating model.

The room went still.

The image was beautiful.

And yet, wrong.

Unlike ordinary matter, the mana particle did not follow any shape known to human science. At the center floated a shifting core, not stable like an atom, not orbiting cleanly, but always changing while somehow remaining itself. Around that core drifted thin flat particles, almost two-dimensional in appearance, like floating sheets or slivers of image rather than solid matter.

The researcher’s voice steadied a little as he explained.

“The core and the surrounding flat layers represent matter forms not previously observed anywhere on Earth.”

He clicked forward.

The screen zoomed in.

Even enlarged, the structure still refused to behave like a normal particle. The flat parts around the core were in constant subtle motion, and each time the core changed, they reflected fragments of it as flattened images.

A younger researcher spoke this time.

“The best way to describe it is that the outer layers continuously project partial two-dimensional reflections of the core’s present state.”

Murmurs spread through the hall.

The models shifted again. Now they showed possible mana-state interactions, phase distortions, partial overlap diagrams, skill activation theories. The whole thing was strange enough to fascinate even people who could not follow the details.

Phong, sitting among the divers, watched the rotating model and felt something he did not like settle in his stomach. Not because of the science. Because the researchers on stage still looked too uneasy for people unveiling the biggest discovery of their careers.

Then the screen behind them glitched.

At first, nobody reacted. A flicker, then a small cut in the footage.

The lead researcher turned his head. So did the others.

The projected model froze. Then vanished.

In its place appeared a new video of a man.

The researchers on stage gasped all at once.

“Professor Ulrich.”

That was enough to chill the room.

The man on screen looked wrong before he even spoke.

His hair was a mess, his suit collar hung loose, his eyes were too bright, too wet, too alive in the way of someone whose mind had broken and whose terror was so vivid it had kept the life in his eyes instead. He stood in what looked like a dark academic office or private study, but his body swayed like a man on the edge of a cliff.

When he spoke, his voice hit the hall with the force of something private dragged into public against its will.

“Humans should not have eyes.”

The room stopped breathing. On screen, Ulrich leaned closer.

He was not drunk, not on drugged either.

He looked like a man trying to claw his own eyes out before they consumed him.

“They are coming,” he whispered, then shouted, then whispered again. “The invaders of pure energy. They lie just beyond the edge of reality.”

The researchers on stage were frozen in horror.

The audience had gone dead quiet.

Even the corporate men stopped checking their phones.

Ulrich’s face twisted.

His hands shook.

Then, before anyone in the room could process what he was doing, the camera angle lurched, and the video showed him stepping backward onto something high.

A ledge.

A roofline.

Wind caught the edge of his coat.

The last image of him was not his face.

It was his shoes leaving the stone.

Then the video cut.

Gone.

The hall exploded.

Every person in that room reached for their phones almost on instinct. Reporters, sponsors, divers, staff. People checked news feeds, private messages, research channels, social media, emergency alerts, anything that might tell them what they had just watched.

Five minutes.

That was all it took for the first verified alerts hit.

Professor Ulrich had died one minute ago.

He had jumped from a building into the busiest market square of Köln.

The room changed then.

Not panic in the dramatic sense. It was something worse. Way worse. The kind of fear that spreads through educated people when evidence and impossibility shake hands in front of them.

The lead researcher on stage looked half sick.

His voice came back in pieces.

“The video... was pre-recorded. Two months ago. Before we traveled to the US.”

Another researcher, white as paper, cut in.

“One month before Professor Ulrich was diagnosed as insane and moved to the asylum in Köln.”

Someone in the crowd shouted how the feed had been changed. Another shouted whether this was a stunt. A third demanded to know who had inserted the footage.

The researchers had no answer.

None.

Their confusion looked real enough to be contagious.

They said the presentation had been checked. Secured, archived, reconfirmed.

They said Ulrich had already been unstable when they lost him from the main project.

They said there was no way the video should have predicted his death like that.

No way it should have known.

And standing there beneath the league banners, with corporate medicine and dungeon real estate still hanging in the air behind them, the whole press conference changed shape.

Hope had been the tone ten minutes ago.

Progress, medicine, science, claiming ground.

Now the venue felt haunted by forbidden knowledge, by a cosmic truth that drove people insane just by interacting with it. And by the possibility that somewhere between mana particles and mad professors and blind men from the Dry Sea, the world had started seeing things it was not made to hold.

            

    
        Chapter 130: The Möbius strip

    
    
    
    
                They went back to the clubhouse first, but nobody really stayed there in spirit.

The whole place felt wrong after Professor Ulrich.

Too polished, too bright, too expensive. The soft couches and glass walls could not hide the fact that, only an hour ago, they had all watched a man speak like his mind had been torn open, then die on a recording that should not have known his death.

The first matches were delayed until the day after tomorrow. The elites, governments, universities, and corporations all needed time to deal with the fallout. No one knew whether the conference hall had been hacked, haunted, tampered with by a Pillar, or simply exposed to some new horror nobody had a name for yet.

So Team Nemean did the only thing that made sense. They went to Hà Nội Corner.

Rico did not need convincing twice. The moment someone said coffee, the raccoon was already halfway to the door. He had the speed of a man hearing his homeland called.

Phong texted Selena and Vanessa on the way there.

[Meet us at Hà Nội Corner. Important.]

Selena replied first.

[Coming.]

Vanessa answered seconds later.

[I’ll drag her if she starts theorizing before we arrive.]

That made Phong smile faintly for the first time since the professor’s video.

The city outside felt colder than usual. Not because of weather, because too many people were checking phones and speaking in hushed tones. News about Ulrich had spread fast. Faster than the league schedule, faster than sponsorship stories, faster than any team draw. The whole city had that strange charged mood that came when public fear was still trying to choose a shape.

Then they reached Hà Nội Corner.

Long greeted them as if nothing in the world had changed.

His shop had grown again. He had taken over the neighbor place and knocked through the wall. The result was still unmistakably Hà Nội Corner, but broader, warmer, fuller. More tables, more shelves, more glass jars of beans and tea. The old smell of roasted coffee and condensed milk still ruled the place, but now it had room to breathe.

Long looked over the whole team, then at Phong.

“You all look like hell.”

“That’s because we watched hell at a science conference,” Joanne said.

Long nodded once, accepting that as a normal enough answer, then jerked his head toward the back stairs.

“You can use the apartment upstairs if you need to talk about things you don’t want in public.”

Phong let out a breath.

“Thanks.”

Long waved that away.

Phong, before heading up, looked at the coffee guru a little longer than usual.

“Wear something warm,” he said. “And take care of yourself.”

Long gave him a look that held equal parts amusement and affection.

“I’m not the one living in a dungeon kingdom.”

“Still.”

Long shook his head once, but the corner of his mouth moved.

Upstairs, the apartment was exactly what Long would make for himself.

Small but efficient, clean but lived in. A low table, old books on top, several jars of various pickles underneath. A rice cooker in the corner, a stack of folded blankets. A window overlooking the street where the city lights came through in muted gold. It felt private in the right way, it felt safe, and that mattered.

Nobody even waited for drinks to settle before Dominic started.

He stood near the table, one hand resting against Eyeless Heaven where it leaned against the wall, and said what had clearly been sitting in him since the press conference ended.

“Human shouldn’t have eyes.”

The room went still.

Dominic looked at the shield.

“That’s too close to Eyeless Heaven.”

He did not say the rest right away, but everyone knew what he meant. The cryo-tomb, the other Dominic, the broken warning that never finished. The Soerai who had once been human.

Phong nodded from where he sat beside Alex on the floor cushions.

“And the H’Re said almost the same thing,” he said. “A human professor on the surface, a shield from who know where, and a cursed race from the Ninth Floor repeating the same idea... that’s too big to be a coincidence.”

Alex folded one leg under herself and leaned her shoulder lightly against his. “Agreed.”

Jake rubbed both hands over his face. “I really hate when our problems start lining up across floors.”

Joanne, seated on the couch arm because normal sitting was apparently beneath her, muttered, “At this point if a chicken starts saying it too, I’m leaving.”

Alexei looked thoughtful. “The fire chickens might.”

Nobody answered that because everyone could imagine it.

Long came up with trays not long after. Coffee for most of them. Tea for the few who wanted less shaking in their veins. A small plate of coffee flavored sweet things for Rico, which the raccoon accepted as tribute properly owed.

Then, not long after that, Selena and Vanessa arrived.

Selena came in looking exactly like a woman who had been pulled out of a spiral of scientific doom halfway through feeding it. Vanessa came in looking like the person who had done the dragging. The contrast between them remained one of the funniest and most reassuring things in Phong’s life.

Vanessa had changed too.

Phong noticed it once they were all seated. She had revealed her new level: 33, and her evolved class was now Blood Assassin.

That sounded unpleasant enough that Rico immediately approved.

“Cool.”

Vanessa gave him the flat stare he deserved.

Phong got to the point once everyone had drinks. He told Selena everything again, but slower and cleaner than the group chat version. Eyeless Heaven, the cryo-tomb, the other Dominic, the half-finished warning, the H’Re, the phrase about eyes.

Then the press conference. Ulrich. The pre-recorded video that knew too much. The impossible timing of his death.

Selena listened in total silence at first, fingers wrapped around her cup.

By the time Phong finished, she sighed deeply enough that it sounded like a personal betrayal by reality itself.

“What happened to Ulrich,” she said, “has caused an earthquake in the science community.”

“Comforting,” Jake said.

“It is not meant to be.”

Selena sat forward slightly, tired eyes sharpening.

“The phrase ‘invaders of pure energy’ is the part I don’t like.”

Emma, who had been quiet until then, asked, “Because?”

“Because it sounds suspiciously like the system and the Pillars.”

That made the room still again.

Selena continued before anyone could jump in.

“Think about what we already know. Or well, think we know.” She lifted one hand, counting off with her fingers. “The system behaves like an external operating force layered over reality. Pillars can override names, stats, notifications, and even some rule expression.” She glanced at Dominic’s shield. “And the cryo-tomb plus the H’Re plus Ulrich all suggest there are older interactions between humanity and the dungeon than public knowledge can explain.”

Dominic frowned. “You’re saying the system and the Pillars might not just be part of the dungeon?”

“I’m saying they may be the invading part.”

That sat in the room like a block of ice.

Bruno, who had curled up near Phong’s knee, lifted his head as if even he could feel the tone shift.

Selena kept going.

“And then there’s shifting.”

Phong already knew he would regret this.

Selena’s hands started moving more when she got into theory.

“The way shifting can connect the same general location to two different altitudes, assuming the dungeon floors are stacked something like a tower, without killing everything around the split zone... that should not be possible under ordinary three-dimensional geometry.”

Joanne made a face. “You lost me already.”

“I have props,” Selena said.

Of course she did.

She pulled a notepad and a pen from her bag, then tore out a strip of paper. Working quickly, she made a loop and twisted it before taping the ends.

“A Möbius strip,” she said.

Jake leaned forward. “I know that one.”

Selena nodded and placed the strip on the table.

“Imagine an ant walking on a flat strip of paper.” She traced a finger along one side. “Normally, it cannot reach the other side no matter what it did.” Then she pointed to the twisted loop. “But if the strip is changed into this, the ant walks and eventually ends up on what used to be the other side without ever realizing it crossed anything impossible.”

Vanessa, seated beside her, added quietly, “Because from the ant’s point of view, the path was continuous.”

Selena pointed at her in approval.

“Yes. That’s what I think the dungeon may be doing. Not literally with Möbius strips. But with some higher-dimensional folding we don’t understand.”

Now even Joanne looked less annoyed and more unsettled.

Selena looked around the room.

“If shifting is using something like that, a higher dimension outside ordinary human comprehension, then the dungeon is not just moving land around. It is changing how space itself is being connected.”

Phong groaned softly.

He already knew where this was going.

Selena was not done.

“And the Pillars can control shifting,” she said. “Which means they can interact with that same framework directly.” Her voice grew quieter. “So if Professor Ulrich called them ‘invaders of pure energy’... then the worst-case scenario is that the system and the Pillars are high-dimensional beings.”

Nobody spoke for a few seconds.

Then Selena landed the final blow.

“If that’s true, then humanity’s weapons, which operate in three-dimensional space, might not even be able to meaningfully interact with them.” She looked at no one in particular. “Let alone hurt them.”

The silence after that was deep enough to hear the pipes in Long’s apartment.

Rico finally broke it.

“So. We punch anyway?”

No one laughed.

Phong put one hand over his face.

“We wanted answers,” he said through his fingers. “And Selena just drove us off-road into cosmic horror and existential crisis.”

Selena pointed at him with full offended dignity.

“In many cases, those are the same thing.”

That got a real laugh. Small. Tired.

But real.

And it helped.

That was the strange part of them by now. Even in the face of something this large, this ugly, this possibly beyond all ordinary human reach, they still found ways to stay human with each other. Jake passed Joanne one of the pastries without being asked. Vanessa quietly refilled Selena’s tea before she noticed it was low. Dominic shifted Eyeless Heaven farther from the table so no one would bang a knee on it. Emma, despite everything, moved Bruno’s paw away from a coffee cup before he could step in it. Alex leaned more firmly into Phong’s side when she felt him tensing again.

Small things. Normal things. Enough to keep the room from tilting too far.

Phong lowered his hand and looked at Selena.

“So what do we do with any of that.”

Selena took a breath.

“The same thing we always do.”

Jake raised a brow. “Which is?”

“We gather more information,” she said. “Before we let ourselves drown in the implications.”

“That,” Emma said, “is the most scientist thing you’ve ever said.”

“It is also the correct thing.”

Dominic nodded.

“We focus on what’s in front of us first.” He looked around at all of them. “The league. Daniel. The camps. The Painted Skins. The Nine. The rest we keep in mind, but we don’t let it paralyze us.”

That was sensible. Grounding. Dominic always had a way of dragging the room back onto the floor without diminishing what scared them.

Alex spoke next.

“We also don’t ignore the patterns.”

Her voice was steady.

“The H’Re. Ulrich. Eyeless Heaven. The Soerai. They all point somewhere.”

Phong looked at her and saw the shape of the same thing in her face that had been in his own for a while now. They were all getting used to living with answers that made the world bigger and uglier at the same time.

Long, who had mostly stayed quiet while serving refills and pretending not to listen too hard, finally said from the small kitchen area, “Coffee first. Cosmic horror second.”

That got the biggest laugh of the night.

Even Selena smiled at that one.

And somehow, with warm mugs in their hands and the city below them still moving like the world had not just opened its mouth a little wider, Team Nemean sat together in Long’s apartment and kept talking.

About theories, fear, how stupid Vân sounded when he flirted with death, whether prana coat would make Joanne even more unbearable.

About whether Rico could in fact be stopped if Emma ever built that lion bike, the elf children and their names, Vietnam, and Lyon, and Camp Stymphalian, and how strange it was that all of them now had places outside the surface that felt more like home than most cities did.

The cosmic scale of it all did not shrink.

The horror did not go away.

But for a while, held up by coffee, closeness, and the stubborn affection of people who had chosen one another in the middle of the dungeon, it became something they could face without being alone.

            

    
        Chapter 131: The first fight

    
    
    
    
                The first match of Team Nemean waited for no one.

The league machine had already started moving, and once it did, even cosmic horror, unstable science, and murder plans for billionaire fathers had to get in line behind the schedule. So on the day after tomorrow, counting from the draw, Team Nemean boarded a plane before dawn and reached New England at exactly seven in the morning.

The airport had been half-converted into a league checkpoint.

Security in black suits, volunteers in crisp jackets. League banners draped over temporary rails, brand logos on every screen. The mood was not like a normal sports event. It was sharper, hungrier, every camera angle knew divers could kill people. Every sponsor smile knew heroes and monsters were now often the same person from different news cycles.

Emma handled it like breathing.

Dominic handled it like an old fight week.

Alex handled it by becoming colder the more people looked at her.

Phong handled it by sticking close enough to the team that nobody could separate him for too long.

The pre-game interviews were held in a glass media room overlooking the stadium district. Reporters sat in clean rows, mics raised, tablets open, questions ready before Team Nemean had even fully taken their seats. Emma sat at one end with the confidence of a woman born into rooms like this and knowing how to handle these situations before she even knew how to suckle. Dominic took the center without trying to. Alex sat to his right, posture straight, face unreadable. Phong stayed slightly behind them as coach, trying not to look like he wanted to crawl into the ventilation system.

Questions came quickly.

About the delayed start after Professor Ulrich. About Team Nemean’s rise. About Emma’s official integration. About Alex’s relationship with Phong.

They answered enough and no more. Then one interviewer, too pleased with his own timing, asked about the group stage format.

“Thoughts on one-versus-one fights?”

Emma did not even hesitate.

“With Alex,” she said, folding one leg over the other, “Team Nemean has every confidence in going undefeated through the group stage.”

The room reacted exactly how she expected. Some reporters grinned, some scribbled harder, other looked at Alex for a reaction. Alex gave them none. She only sat there with the kind of silence that made bold statements sound less like arrogance and more like weather forecast.

By the time the interviews ended and the team reached Hadlock Field, the whole East Coast league stream had already turned Emma’s line into a headline.

The venue itself was old baseball ground remade for dungeon-era spectacle.

Hadlock Field had kept its bones: brick exterior, broad concourses, steep rows of seats, the feel of a place meant for summer noise and local loyalty. But inside, the field had been transformed. A combat ring sat over the infield dirt, circular and reinforced, its perimeter etched with suppression arrays and safety inscriptions woven by Formation Masters and Architects. Large screens hung over the stands. Drone cameras—modified league models, likely with Mr. Zero’s quiet blessing—floated around and captured every angles. The crowd was loud already, wrapped in coats, scarves, and branded team colors.

The housing team for the first match was the Maine Vikings.

They came out to a much warmer roar than Team Nemean got at first, which was only natural. This was their home ground. Their fans knew their names, their styles, and their family history. The Jameson were local blood, and the cameras loved them because they were easy to sell.

Quadruplets. All level 37. All Beast Soul Barbarians. And yet, outside the shared class line and the family jaw, they did not look like copies of one another.

The eldest by minutes was Brennan Jameson, bearer of the Bison Soul. He wore his hair shaved at the sides and braided back at the crown, with a thick neck and a broken-nose heaviness that made him look built for the front of a charge. His gear leaned practical: layered leather, fur mantle, reinforced boots, dark red wraps around his forearms. No jewelry. No flair. He looked like a man who trusted impact more than style.

Next was Callum Jameson, the Alligator Soul. Leaner than Brennan, darker-eyed, hair slicked back and tied low, with a smile that never quite reached his eyes. His combat vest was scaled with green-black plating shaped to evoke a reptile without crossing into costume. Of the four, he looked the most like someone who had learned that a Barbarian did not have to be stupid if the audience expected stupid.

The third was Eamon Jameson, the Eagle Soul. Taller, cleaner, almost handsome in a sharp-featured way, with skin dyed by the ocean wind and a long coat cut short at the sides for movement. His blond hair had been left longer and tied high. He wore feather motifs at the collar and wrist, but tastefully enough to look like homage instead of branding. His gaze stayed restless, always moving.

The youngest was Rory Jameson, the Bear Soul. Broadest shoulders, thick beard despite his age. Sleeves cut off entirely, tattoos visible down both arms. Dark blue kilted over-layer over black fight trousers, a compromise between modern practicality and the team image. He looked like the one fans would expect to scream first and think later.

Phong watched them during warmup and understood immediately why they had been chosen as an opening match.

Their class name sounded easy to mock. Their actual team discipline was not. The league rules for the group stage were displayed on the big screen before the announcer spoke them aloud again for the crowd.

1v1 fights.

Each team sent a challenger. Whoever won stayed in the ring until defeated, or until the opposing team either ran out of fighters or surrender the fight. Because Team Nemean had a larger roster available for this stage, the match count would effectively play as a best-of-five, taking the Jameson into account. Whoever won 3 fight automatically counted as winner, regardless of the available fighter of the opposing side.

A match win earned two points.

A perfect win—meaning the team won without losing any member—earned three.

A draw gave one point each.

Any fighter defeated in a round was banned from entering the next team match to ensure recovery time. If a team lacked any member to field, they automatically forfeited and the opposing side received two points immediately.

It was a format designed to reward dominance and punish bad roster management.

Emma had called it before breakfast: Alex made the format cruel. When the official asked Team Nemean for their first challenger, Dominic did not even look back.

“Alex.”

The crowd reacted the moment her name was announced. Cameras zoomed, commentators loved how Dominic fielded their heaviest hitter without hesitation, the home fans booed politely because they knew who she was and hated what that meant for Maine’s odds.

Alex stepped into the ring in simple black combat gear with white trim. No Bai Hu’s storm, no psychic tiger, no overbuilt spectacle, not even the medium armor the Greencap bunnies had made for her. She entered with only her usual arsenal in mind, and somehow that looked colder.

Across from her, Maine sent Brennan first.

Bison Soul.

A smart choice, in theory. If anyone among them could survive a first clash with Alex and test how seriously she intended to play, it would be the brother built like impact given a family name.

The horn sounded.

Brennan did not rush blindly.

That was the first thing that impressed Phong.

He opened with lateral movement rather than recklessly charged in head first like his class suggested. Short steps, body center low. He was reading her weapon setup before committing. Around Alex, psychic constructs formed into readiness: spear, Dragon Slayer, two shields, two bows, vajra, a whip and a rapier. Her total arsenal had risen again after training with Vân in the bog filled with undead dinosaurs on floor 3.

Brennan activated Beast Soul in layers.

A spectral outline of a bison rose over him, not fully solid but heavy enough to distort the air. His shoulders broadened, the line of his spine lowered. Every step after that he looked like Godfrey at home.

He tried to win the first exchange through pathing rather than smashing through the front.

He feinted to Alex’s left, baited one shield outward, then stomped hard enough that the ring floor shook under her footing. It was smart. He used the Bison’s momentum trait, its earth-rooted pressure, to create a fractional opening.

Alex answered by throwing the spear at the ground where his second step had to land.

Brennan saw it too late. He twisted away from being impaled, but that broke the clean line of his charge, and Alex punished the half-beat immediately. One bow construct loosed at his face. The other targeted the knee. Brennan took the first arrow on a forearm guard and avoided the second by sheer athletic violence, but the exchange had already turned.

Alex had enough experience to fight with opponents like him. Vân was an unstoppable, unbreakable locomotive disguise as a person, Dominic was a tank with attitude and a rail gun in the form of Eyeless Heaven, Samir was basically killer croc. Compared to them, Brenna was breakfast.

He tried to reset with a full rush then.

The bison aura thickened. Hooves of force seemed to pound in the air behind him as he drove straight through the centerline, arms crossed to crash through Dragon Slayer if necessary.

Alex stepped aside by less than a foot, pivoted, and let one shield slam into his flank while the whip wrapped around his ankle and pulled backward. Brennan stumbled. Dragon Slayer came down across his back like a falling wall. It was not enough to cut him in half, because Alex was not trying to kill him, but enough to fold his whole body into the ring.

Every hit from Arbiter Mindblade made the body ring, pain flooded directly into Brennan's brain, making him gasped for air despite his body was still more than capable of holding on.

The crowd shouted.

Brennan tried to rise at once. A respectable act given how many hit he had taken from an Arbiter Mindblade.

Alex let him.

That was what Phong noticed next. She was not merely winning, she was making a point.

Brennan got one knee under himself, bison aura flickering. Alex appeared in front of him, projected forward with terrifying speed using her telekinesis. She slowed down, waiting for her mana to catch up, then slammed Dragon Slayer sideways into his guard. Brennan’s block held for half a second.

Then it failed.

He skidded across the ring and crashed against the boundary ward hard enough that the barrier flashed. The referee stepped in. Brennan was conscious, furious, and unable to continue without eating another beating.

Winner: Alexandra Vogel.

The home crowd went quieter after that. The stadium felt like it had been turned into a library by a single woman.

Maine’s coaches huddled fast. They sent Callum second.

Phong could see their strategy. Alligator Soul was different from Bison in all the ways that mattered against Alex. Lower center of gravity. quick and powerful acceleration, crushing rotational strength.

Callum entered with no smile now. He had watched what happened to Brennan. He was not here to test her. He was here to solve the difficult puzzle named Alexandra Vogel.

The second fight was nastier from the start.

Callum activated his soul and changed the rhythm of the ring entirely. The spectral alligator that wrapped his movements lengthened his silhouette and made every shift look wrong to the eye, as if his body wanted to stay human but his momentum had become amphibious. He stayed low, circling, forcing Alex to choose whether she wanted range or line control.

He targeted her footing first.

Short lunges, sudden stops, were prioritized. His hands touching the ring floor to redirect his body in angles no ordinary boxer or grappler would choose. Twice he ducked under the path of her projected arrows by dropping flatter than a man should drop and springing sideways like a reptile snapping off a riverbank.

“Better,” Dominic muttered.

Phong nodded.

Callum and Brenna both fought quite intelligently, which was not what people would expect when they first heard which class the brothers had.

He deliberately invited the spear again, then cut in when Alex sent it, trying to get inside the zone where her larger constructs needed room to matter. A Beast Soul Barbarian with Alligator traits did not need to out-swing Dragon Slayer. He only needed to get to the body controlling it for a dead roll.

For a moment, it almost worked.

Callum slipped between one shield and the spear’s return path and came up at Alex’s right side with a short curved blade and clawed off-hand, aiming not for a dramatic hit but for tendons, balance, and disruption.

Alex met him with the vajra and one knee.

The psychic weapon cracked into his shoulder from above while her leg, empowered by telekinesis and mana, drove up into his midline. Callum absorbed both better than Brennan had. He twisted into the pain and actually got hold of her wrist for a second.

The crowd roared.

This was the first real danger. Then Alex changed hands on Dragon Slayer and brought the flat of the giant psychic blade down on his arm like she meant to hammer a nail into the earth.

Callum lost the grip instantly due to a shock burst of pain assaulting his brain out of nowhere.

Alex followed by splitting her offense in a way only an Arbiter Mindblade could. One bow fired point-blank into his thigh. The spear pinned his retreat angle. The left shield body-checked him hard enough to spin him half around. The whip strangled Callum neck. Then the real blow landed.

Dragon Slayer came sweeping up into a horizontal arc. It still moved without real heft, like it weighed nothing. Alex hadn't managed to mimic real weight to the attack yet. But, by waiting for her mana to catch up, she crept dangerously close to something that actually hit like a truck.

Callum got both forearms up.

It did not matter.

The impact lifted him fully off the ground and sent him rolling twice before he hit the ward. Callum still tried to stand, which won him some cheers from home fans.

Alex let him get all the way upright this time. Her face never changed.

Callum, breathing hard now, understood something then. He could keep going. He could also lose badly enough that one match of rest would not be enough to recover, which could cost his brothers more than just this match.

Alex must have seen it in his eyes, because when she spoke, only the front rows and the cameras nearest the ring caught it.

“You guys should forfeit.”

Callum stared at her.

She did not taunt him, she just told him the truth.

“You know it's pointless to keep going,” she said, “save your players for the team after us.”

That was brutal in a different way. Alex was saying to his face that she could run through all three of them by herself, and with only one member available, Maine's Vikings would be caught between a rock and a hard place on their next match.

The Greencap Captain wasn't joking when he said an Arbiter Mindblade was nearly invincible in 1v1.

Callum looked toward Eamon and Rory at ringside. Then toward the coaches. Then back at Alex.

He spat blood to one side, not at her, and raised one hand.

“Forfeit.”

The referee called it. Team Nemean earned the perfect win. Three points. And the crowd at Hadlock Field, which had come expecting a fight, got instead a lesson.

Phong watched Alex leave the ring without a scratch and knew exactly what she had done. She was telling the world what happened if someone threatened her loved ones.

Josh had tried to kill Phong.

Olen had hunted him.

Powerful men kept circling what was theirs with money, cameras, and violence.

So Alex stepped into the first public match of the league and defeated two level 37 brothers so completely, so decisively, that even mercy became another form of pressure.

That was the message: touch her people, and there would be consequences.

Phong sighed softly, half tired, half moved, as Alex returned to the team under camera flashes and commentary noise. He did not need her to explain it. He understood. And soon, Josh and Olen would understand that true when they inevitably watched team Nemean's first match.

            

    
        Chapter 132: Maine lobster and news in the diver space

    
    
    
    
                They decided to celebrate the first win with seafood.

It was the obvious choice. They were in Maine, the Tannenbaums were covering expenses, and after the pressure of travel, cameras, interviews, and Alex flattening two men in front of their home crowd, everyone wanted something warm, rich, and unapologetically expensive.

Emma, of course, already had a place in mind.

The restaurant sat near the harbor, all dark wood, wide windows, and brass lamps throwing warm amber light over polished tables. Outside, the late afternoon was gray-blue with the kind of cold that came from sea wind and old brick streets. Inside, it smelled like butter, toasted bread, lemon, char, and the briny sweetness of fresh shellfish. The walls were lined with old Maine maps, faded black-and-white fishing photos, and framed nets no one had touched in years.

It was the sort of place that looked refined enough for wealthy people but still honest enough that local fishermen could have eaten there once upon a time.

Team Nemean took over a long table near the center.

The staff recognized Emma first, then Alex, then the rest of the team, and after a few frantic glances between themselves, decided all at once that they were either about to host a legendary sports dinner or survive a natural disaster with table manners.

The food started arriving quickly.

Lobster rolls, split-top buns browned in butter until the edges crisped, piled with chilled lobster meat dressed just enough to shine. Bowls of clam chowder thick enough to count as serious comfort. Whole steamed lobsters gleaming red beneath pools of drawn butter. Platters of oysters on crushed ice. Grilled scallops with browned edges and sweet centers. Crab cakes, fries, fried haddock, corn on the cob, and enough lemon wedges to brighten the whole coast.

Rico got a lobster roll first and bit into it with so much enthusiasm the raccoon seemed to glow.

He chewed.

Chewed again.

Then declared, “Moletato bun would be better.”

Phong did not even look up from buttering a piece of bread.

“I’m not making those in case you’re asking.”

“Lazy farmer.”

Nyx, perched with the dignified attention of a cat tasting civilization, liked the seafood immediately. She took to the scallops with clear approval and treated the lobster like something she might consider respecting.

Bruno, after one attempt at chowder and a suspicious look at the oysters, leaned toward Phong and said, “Need meatier food. Steak.”

Emma, hearing that, said dryly, “You are at one of the best seafood restaurants in Maine.”

Bruno held the line with the conviction of a barbarian in dog form. “Still need steak.”

Little Fireball made the whole thing worse.

Or better, depending on whether one found theft by tiny phoenix amusing.

The chick hopped from shoulder to shoulder and pecked exactly one bite of lobster from every roll within reach, as if tax collection were her birthright. Nobody managed to stop her in time, partly because she was fast and partly because the outrage of being robbed by a fluffy bird did not fully land until after the theft.

Alexei watched her with shining eyes, like every rude little act only deepened his belief in her greatness.

Phong, meanwhile, had gone quiet in that specific way Alex recognized immediately.

He was planning.

She watched him cut into his food, chew once, then drift half a world away in his own head.

“You’re thinking again.”

Phong looked up, caught, and tried for innocence.

“No.”

Alex answered by feeding him a bite of her blueberry pie before he could continue.

The pie was warm, the filling dark and sweet and sharp all at once, the crust buttery enough to remind him that surface food still had some advantages over dungeon cooking.

He sighed around the bite and surrendered.

“I was thinking about planting water spinach,” he admitted. “And rice. Maybe coffee too.”

That got attention from both Emma and Rico instantly.

“Coffee,” Rico repeated like a believer hearing prophecy.

Phong nodded once toward the harbor beyond the windows.

“With Camp Orthrus and the lake alliances controlling the whole shoreline of Baratok now, water crops make more sense than before.”

Emma leaned back, thoughtful now.

“Rice would be huge.”

“Rice is always huge,” Phong said.

Joanne pointed her fork at him. “You say that like a nationalist.”

“I say that like a Vietnamese person.”

That shut her up.

Phong went on.

“Water spinach should be possible. Rice too, if I can get the soil right and the irrigation stable.” He paused, then added in a lower voice, “Coffee would be more difficult.”

Rico clutched his chest as if witnessing tragic romance.

“Farmer must believe.”

Long would have said something similar, Phong thought.

The mood stayed warm.

The first real ease they had gotten on the surface in a while.

Around them, the restaurant gradually realized who exactly had walked in.

Locals kept glancing over. A few looked amused. A few looked irritated. A few kept watching Alex with the sort of wounded civic pride only sports could generate.

She had just handed Maine’s home team their asses.

That bought a person a complicated kind of local fame.

Some of the booing was soft enough to be almost polite. One older man at the bar lifted his beer at Dominic and said, “We’ll get you next time.” A woman near the back muttered something about New York teams being unbearable now. But it never tipped into real hostility.

The match had been brutal, but Alex had also done something strange in victory. She had preserved the remaining brothers for their next game. The locals did not love her for it.

Yet they respected it.

Then a little girl—eight, maybe nine—marched right over to their table clutching a menu and a marker.

She stopped in front of Alex.

“Can I have your autograph?”

The whole table went silent for one wonderful second.

Then the whistling started.

Jake first.

Then Joanne.

Dominic laughed and said, “One match. That’s all it took. Local little girl hero.”

The girl glared at him for interrupting the important business of celebrity worship.

Alex, to her credit, handled it better than almost anything else that day. She took the menu, signed it carefully, and even softened enough to ask the girl her name.

When the child ran back to her parents glowing like she had been blessed by a saint, Phong made the mistake of speaking.

“You know,” he said, “you could just put the vigilante persona back on.”

Alex turned and gave him a long stare.

The sort of stare that informed him several possible futures had now become less favorable.

Phong wisely returned to eating.

A television mounted over the bar kept running league coverage in between local news and ad spots.

Every few minutes someone at their table would glance up, then another would follow, and before long half the group was eating while keeping one eye on the first day’s national results.

Josh had won too.

The broadcast showed highlights from Brooklyn’s Knights versus Alaska Yetis. Josh took the ring and did what Josh did best when the other side was not terrifying enough to bully him into submission—he dominated.

His near-zero-cooldown blink, combined with the brutality of a multiclass pugilist, was too much for most divers to solve cleanly in one-versus-one format. He stole a perfect three-point win by himself, and the commentators were already trying to frame it as a statement match to team Nemean and the rest of West Coast teams.

Phong watched the highlight reel without changing expression. Across the table, Alex’s mouth had gone thin.

Then came Olen’s result.

Golden Bridge Warriors had forfeited their first match.

Joanne almost sprayed her drink laughing.

Emma only said, “Predictable.”

Phong did not laugh, but he did feel one quiet, mean satisfaction settle into place. Whatever Olen had wanted from the dungeon, the world had started getting ahead of him now. Floor 2 was no longer the stepping-stone it had once looked like to spoiled boys with backing.

Then Dominic had what Jake immediately called “a dangerous idea.”

“We should check international results.”

Jake stared. “Why?”

Dominic spread his hands. “One: I’m Spanish in both heart and nationality. Two: I want to know how Vân is doing in the Asian league.”

That was enough reason for everyone.

So the phones came out, streams were opened, and for a while Team Nemean turned from athletes into the most interested spectators in the room.

Europe went first.

There, Germany’s strongest diver and one of Europe’s Elite Four—Kaiser Jäger—had already claimed his first victory against Jeanne de Valois’s team.

The footage was a mess of elegance and absurdity.

Jeanne looked as terrifying as ever, but Kaiser had revealed something new during the match. He possessed a copy of one of the Nine as well: liè.

The commentators could barely contain themselves while casting it.

With Liè, Kaiser could create a perfect copy of himself. Not an illusion. Nor a decoy. But a true combat duplicate with access to his skills, stats, and memory.

The replay showed the effect in brutal detail. One Kaiser became two, and the second fought with the same efficiency, the same pressure, the same impossible awareness as the original. The crowd in the European stream had lost its mind.

At Team Nemean’s table, everyone understood the implications immediately.

“That,” Emma said, “is why Jeanne was desperate.”

Alex nodded once. “A replica of the Nine is already enough to distort a whole tier of competition.”

Séline watched in thoughtful silence, likely comparing liè to dǒu and wondering how incomplete each copy truly was.

Then came Spain.

Dominic sat up straighter.

The best Spanish team had lost their opener to Romania’s top team, led by Valentin Codreanu, another of Europe’s Elite Four.

Dominic booed.

Janet patted his shoulder with the patience of a woman long used to sports loyalty.

The biggest shock, though, came from Asia.

Vân’s team had lost the first round, but not with a fight.

With food poisoning.

The bald menace who could flirt with death, mock Yue Ting, and survive Jeanne de Valois had apparently lost his first match without ever stepping onto the ring because his stomach betrayed him. And his teammates chose to forfeit rather than field the round without him.

Maybe it was strategic, of course it was absurd.

And most importantly, it was on brand for the bald menace.

The whole table just stared.

Even Emma looked briefly unsure whether reality had stopped trying.

Jake was the first to recover.

“That is the most ridiculous way possible.”

Joanne put a hand over her face. “He survived France and China only to lose to bad food.”

Alex shook her head slowly. “That sounds exactly like something that would happen to him.”

Phong, despite himself, laughed.

A real one.

Small, warm, tired.

The kind that only came when life stopped trying to be consistent and simply became too absurd not to accept.

The restaurant glowed warmer as evening deepened outside. Steam rose from chowder bowls. Butter hardened slowly in little metal dishes. The smell of sea salt, pie crust, fried fish, and coffee folded around their table until the whole place felt less like a public restaurant and more like a temporary harbor.

For a little while, they were not only a team with a plan, a hidden camp, a murder target, cosmic dread, and a league season ahead of them.

They were just people sharing food after a win.

People teasing each other.

People following results from all over the world and feeling, for once, not crushed by how large that world had become, but connected to it.

And in that restaurant in Maine, with lobster rolls, blueberry pie, league updates, and Rico loudly insisting the global future of cuisine still lacked caffeine-infused cheese, Team Nemean got to be happy without apology.



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 133: Down time

    
    
    
    
                There was no point in going back to New York.

The next match would be in Boston in two days, and even Team Nemean was not stubborn enough to bounce between states, cameras, and airports just to sleep in a familiar bed once or twice before doing it all again. So Emma did what Emma did best when money could solve a problem.

She brought them to one of the hotels owned by the Tannenbaum.

Not the sort reserved for heads of state or billionaires trying to pretend they were kings, but still far above anything Phong had ever stayed in. The lobby alone felt like a joke told at his expense. Soft marble that reflected the lights too cleanly. Dark wood polished until it shone and reflective enough to be used as a makeshift mirror. A chandelier made of thin hanging glass pieces that caught gold from the ceiling and dripped it over everything below. Staffs in fitted uniforms who spoke softly and moved like their training was a second nature.

Phong stood there with Bruno on one side, Nyx on the other, Rico balanced on his shoulder, and Little Fireball hidden in his hood, and felt like the hotel should charge him double just for making the air around him look less expensive.

Emma, of course, walked through it all like she had been born in the center of a trust fund and taught the floor plan before she could read.

“The rooms are already prepared,” she said, glancing at the front desk manager only long enough to make him stand straighter. “Nobody break anything. Especially not the raccoon.”

Rico put a paw to his chest in offended dignity.

“Slander. Rico did not break things.”

“That is exactly why I’m worried,” Emma said.

They got their keys.

The rooms were not absurdly huge, but they were still far more luxurious than anything Phong had experienced. The carpets were thick enough to swallow sound. The beds looked like clouds had unionized into furniture. There were actual robes in the bathroom. Little bottles of things for skin- and haircare that Phong didn't even know of their existence. A coffee machine too polished to belong in a place without Long’s supervision. Even the windows felt wealthy, overlooking the city with that broad clean sweep only expensive hotel glass seemed to manage.

Alex and Phong shared a room.

The moment the door shut behind them, Alex kicked off her shoes and disappeared into the shower with the efficiency of someone who had already decided she deserved ten minutes without people.

Phong stood in the silence for a moment.

No shouting outside camp by all the different races he had united with food and safety, moletatoes rumbling under the walls, and for once, no Rico trying to steal food or start an argument.

Just the AC running, dim lamps, and the rare feeling of privacy on the surface.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled out the Steam Deck. The machine hummed to life in his hands. The same old title sat there waiting.

Kamen Rider Rico.

He opened it, and just like before, the real game was not the game. A private developer message waited for him immediately.

Phong opened it.

This time, Long had not merely gotten fragments. He had cracked Daniel’s detailed schedule from his secretary’s phone. The report was exact. In ten days, Daniel Harlan would go down to the stable spot on Floor 1.

Daniel had planned to bring Josh. But Josh had a meeting with an uncle from the Kurosaki side halfway across the country. Family business, likely arranged by people who still thought bloodlines and leverage were the same thing.

So Daniel would go down alone. Not literally alone, of course. A billionaire who did shady stuff and had a marriage with a heiress of a Yakuza clan never go anywhere without bodyguards. But Josh and the bastard ridiculous short-range blink ability would not be there.

Phong let out a long, quiet breath.

If Josh had gone with him, the whole thing would have become much harder. Josh’s blink ability made him the perfect counter for the Timatoes ambush. The mutated tyrants in fruit forms had terrifying attacks, swarming behavior of pissed off piranhas, and boiling tomato juice that could burn through most defense. But even with all of that power, the Timatoes didn't have the speed to really catch up to an escaped victim.

Phong leaned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. He had miscalculated and did not plan for Josh being there with his father, and it nearly costed him the one chance he had at revenge.

“Thank you,” he murmured, though he was not fully sure whether he meant Long, luck, or whichever god had decided to give him one clean opening in a life that rarely did.

When Alex came out of the shower, hair damp and loose around her shoulders, she caught the look on his face immediately.

“News?”

Phong nodded once and told her.

Not every detail, but enough.

She listened in silence, then set her towel aside and crossed the room to him.

He expected her to climb into his lap, kiss him until he forgot his own name, or at the very least start tugging him toward the bed with that look in her eye that always spelled trouble for his sleep schedule.

Instead, she simply lay down beside him and pulled him with her into a loose hold.

That surprised him enough that he turned his head.

“No seduction attempt.”

Alex closed her eyes and rested one arm over his chest.

“Today is our love day,” she said. “But I want to focus on the league.”

Phong raised a brow.

She opened one eye.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Not fully.”

That got the corner of her mouth to twitch.

“I also think sex would be distracting.”

Phong snorted softly.

He doubt sex would affect her that much.

Still, he was not about to complain. His body had very real opinions on the matter too. Specifically, certain organs and structural supports would appreciate a quiet night after the sort of “Vitamin P” Joanne kept accusing Alex of administering in medicinal excess.

So Phong let himself sink into her hold instead.

The bed was too soft.

The room too warm.

Alex’s skin still smelled faintly of the shower and whatever expensive soap the Tannenbaums stocked in their hotels.

And for once, nothing worse happened before sleep took him.



The next morning, Dominic decided nobody was going to spend the whole day waiting around like nervous athletes in a holding pen.

“We need to let off steam,” he said over breakfast.

No one argued with that. The team split naturally afterward.

Dominic took Jake, Jack, and Alexei to the gym.

Alex, Séline, Camille, Joanne, Janet, and Emma claimed the day for themselves.

Phong was spared from Dominic’s plans only because someone had to take care of the animals.

Dominic said flat out that he did not trust any stranger with two impulsive classed pets, a phoenix chick whose gene could create fire breathing poultries, and a raccoon whose Fortress Form turned him into a self-contained artillery nightmare.

Phong thought briefly about what kind of disaster Rico might create if left unsupervised in a luxury hotel with both caffeine and free time, pictured Maine on fire for reasons the league could never fully explain, and agreed immediately.

So that left three separate adventures for the day.

The guys.

The girls.

And Phong with the world’s least manageable movie-going companions.



The gym Dominic chose was not the hotel’s decorative one.

That place had treadmills, polished mirrors, and enough designer machines to satisfy influencers and businessmen with too much time between meetings. It was fine, since machines and weights were universal. But Dominic missed the iron and pure sweat of cheap gym.

He found a place five blocks over.

Old warehouse conversion. Brick walls, thick mats. Boxing ring at one end, power racks and deadlift platforms at the other. Heavy bags hanging like suspended punishments. It was the kind of gym where nobody looked pretty unless they were trying too hard.

Jake looked around and grinned.

“Now this,” he said, “feels like a proper excuse to get hurt voluntarily.”

Jack gave the place a more approving glance than he had given anything in the hotel.

Dominic rolled his shoulders once and dropped his bag by the ring.

They had all changed in subtle ways after the month with Vân. That was the first thing Dominic noticed once they started warming up. It was not levels, though that mattered, too.

It was the rhythm, or maybe a mindset. The way they moved when they were not thinking about it.

Jake had less wasted twitch in his footwork now. He still looked like someone born to move fast and sideways, he still preferred flanking his opponent side with maneuvers, but he committed more on the finisher now.

Jack’s posture had changed too. Still solid, still Stone Lord creating structures and manipulating terrains through and through. But now there was more awareness in how he carried his shoulders and hips, as if he had started feeling the paths of mana through his body even when not actively using them.

Alexei... was something.

The paladin’s had always been disciplined when he focus on something that wasn't chickens, but now that discipline had merged with the beginnings of prana coat and the slower mana timing Vân taught them. He still did not have them perfected. None of them did, as habits and muscle memory were hard to overcome after merely a month. But every now and then, while throwing a simple strike or resetting his stance, a deeper weight showed through.

Dominic put them through the basics first.

Skipping rope, shadow work, pushes on the heavy bag. Deadlifts because, in his exact words, “more muscles never hurt anyone.”

Jake argued that this was biologically false.

Dominic told him to lift anyway.

Between lifts and rounds, Dominic kept dragging them back to the real reason they were there.

Prana coat.

He had them stand in front of each other and let simple jabs land while keeping the mana layer as even as possible. Not enough to truly injure, but enough to test density, slippage, and the timing problem Vân had drilled into them.

“Too thin,” Dominic told Jake after one strike sank through faster than it should.

Jake shook out his arm. “Says the man who built come from semi pro boxing.”

“Complaints get you nowhere, now fix it.”

“You're insufferable something.”

“Thank you. I tried.”

Jake’s issue was later found out to be not thickness, but stability. His class nature of fast, quick movement attacks from various angles meant Jake were more prone to make his coat fluctuate, like a lake surface with heavy waves. When an enemy caught him where his prana coat suddenly thinned like Dominic just did, Jake would be toasted.

Alexei struggled least with brute consistency and most with overcommitting. He kept trying to make his prana coat too strong, too dense, too absolute. It was more armor than a coat, which hindered his own mobility at the joints. Dominic had to keep reminding him it needed to live with the body, not replace it.

Jack found making the coat responsive and actually moved with his body how he wanted was hard, too.

They sparred. Dominic fought Jack, Alexei handled Jake, then they swapped opponent. This part was harder, since their prana coat wasn't perfect enough to handle their slower built up attack yet. And unlike Vân - the anomaly in term of defense - they were the norm.

By the end of two hours, the four men were drenched, sore, and in better moods than when they started.

Dominic leaned against the ring ropes and wiped his face with a towel.

“We’re not there yet.”

Jake, flat on the mat like a dramatic corpse, said, “Inspiring.”

Dominic ignored him.

“But we’ve improved.”

Alexei nodded.

Jack, breathing evenly despite the work, said, “Vân was right.”

That got silence for a second. Then Dominic grinned.

“Don’t tell him that. His ego’s already in a dangerous place.”



If the guys chose iron, the women chose civilization.

The mall came first.

Not because Emma cared about malls in principle, but because she had practical goals. Team Nemean was now a public-facing entity. Their clothes, grooming, accessories, and presentation all mattered more than anyone wanted to admit.

Joanne embraced that concept instantly.

Emma rolled her eyes and led them into a department store so expensive that even Alex blinked once at the handbag section. For once, she felt like cosplaying Phong and his "it's wearable, I don't need new clothes" mentality. Alex criteria when choosing clothes were as follow: affordable, fashion, and function. Affordable being at the top was an indicator that she was raised by a German.

Séline and Camille moved through the place with the dangerous calm of French women on home turf. Fashion, posture, and visible disapproval were all languages they had spoken long before the dungeon.

Alex mostly endured the shopping at first.

Then Janet found a dark fitted coat that looked elegant without being fragile, and once Alex tried it on, the problem became everyone else.

“That is unfair,” Joanne said.

Camille nodded once. “Yes.”

Emma only looked pleased with herself for predicting the exact cut would work.

They did not buy huge amounts, but enough. Something sharp for interviews. Something simple for travel. And finally, something beautiful enough for events and the cameras.

After that came the spa.

Joanne nearly moaned when they entered the steam rooms and silence rules became mandatory.

Séline actually looked younger, like when she was rescued by the lizardman and brought to camp. The subtle fatigue that she carried with her after becoming the vessel for the copy of Dǒu seemed to have finally melted away.

Even Emma softened there. The little armor rich girls wore in public thinned when there was warm water, stone floors, and nobody expecting performance for one whole hour.

Janet drifted toward Alex and stayed near her, the way women did when they understood one another’s stress without explanation.

Alex did not usually like being fussed over.

But the spa was quiet enough that she allowed the soft robes, the warm towels, and even the absurd face treatment Joanne insisted everyone should try “for morale.”

When they reached the manicure part of the day, Camille became unbearable.

She had opinions.

On shape, on color, on the psychology of hand presentation in public settings.

Emma had equal opinions, which turned the whole thing into a duel disguised as beauty maintenance.

Alex chose something simple and clean because she refused to become decorative for the sport of it. Séline and Joanne chose muted elegance and were both surprised to see the other agreed with them. Janet let herself be convinced into a softer color than she would normally pick and then admitted it looked nice. Emma went with something expensive-looking without crossing into gaudy. 

They talked too.

The topic slowly drifted from the league, then the match. From the Jameson brothers to how Phong looked while pretending he was not happy Alex had turned the ring into a warning sign.

At one point, Joanne leaned over during pedicures and asked Emma, “So. Are you still trying to out-compete Alex in everything or have we moved into a healthier rivalry?”

Emma, without opening her eyes, said, “After having a certain farmer refused to even touch me for medical purposes and leave my treatment to raccoon's hands? No, thank you.”

That made Janet laugh so hard she nearly ruined her own relaxation.

By the time the women returned, they smelled like flowers, expensive oils, and the specific kind of peace only possible when nobody had tried to kill them for several uninterrupted hours.



Phong took the animals to the movies.

That sentence alone would have sounded insane to the version of him from three years ago.

Now it was only mildly inconvenient.

The multiplex sat inside a shopping block not far from the waterfront, all glossy posters, carpeted halls, and giant soda dispensers. It was a weekday morning heading toward noon, so the place was nearly empty. That helped.

Talking animals were rare but no longer world-breaking. Enough mana-awakened fauna had appeared this year that most people only stared now instead of screaming. Still, a raccoon with opinions, a cat with sorcerous dignity, a barbarian dog, and a phoenix chick in a hoodie hood remained enough to complicate policy.

The manager came out personally after the first staff member took one look at Rico demanding “five ticket and butter popcorn” and decided this was above their pay grade.

The manager was a man in his forties with thinning hair and the tired courage of someone who had worked customer service long enough to accept the impossible.

He looked at the group.

Then at Phong. Then at Rico, who was trying to climb onto the candy display. Then back at Phong.

“There are no rules for this.”

“That’s fair,” Phong said.

The manager rubbed both temples.

“Are they... going to cause problems?”

Rico put both paws on his hips. “Raccoon is movie enjoyer.”

Nyx said, “I don’t like children.”

Bruno wagged. “I like explosions.”

Little Fireball chirped from the hood.

The manager looked like he might quit.

Then, out of nowhere, he asked: “You're Phong Tran, right? Team Nemean's coach?”

Phong replied a bit warily, “Yes. Am I gonna be mugged for what my girl friend did to the Vikings?”

The manager froze.

“Give me a autograph from Dominic Torres, then I'll let you in.”

“Really?”

“My son's a fan.”

“Considered it done.”

The man exhaled.

“Private screening room three, but you clean up after any bullshits they pulled. Especially that raccoon.”

So that was how Team Nemean’s level 1 farmer ended up escorting a raccoon, a cat, a dog, and a phoenix chick into a nearly empty theater to watch a superhero movie.

The film itself was exactly the kind of loud, overfunded nonsense the genre specialized in.

Bright costumes, explosions, one-liners, cracking jokes every few minutes because audience's attention span was a luxury this day and age. A city always twenty seconds from annihilation. Villains with daddy issues and impossible energy sources. The kind of movie that made no sense if questioned too hard and became better if not.

Bruno loved it immediately.

Every explosion made his tail beat the seat.

Rico commentated like he had been hired for a director’s track nobody asked for.

“Bad transformation sequence.”

“Armor mid.”

“Why hero no kick more.”

Nyx tried to act uninterested, then became visibly invested when the morally ambiguous love interest appeared.

Little Fireball only cared when the screen had enough emotional music and close-up suffering to resemble her beloved dramas. She chirped approvingly at one tragic sacrifice, then immediately stole popcorn from Phong.

Phong, sitting there in the dark with the animals arranged around him like the strangest family in New England, let himself relax.

The movie was stupid. The seats were soft. The popcorn was kinda mid. Rico, halfway through the second act, tried to pitch improvements to the superhero’s costume out loud.

And yet it was good.

Or more precise, it was close to the ordinary life of a certain college student who lived on the attic of his aunt and uncle house.

When the hero delivered some speech about protecting ordinary people because power only mattered if it served others, Phong felt Bruno lean against his leg and Rico go unusually quiet for three whole seconds.

Then the raccoon said, “Kamen Rider still better.”

And the moment passed.

Afterward they walked back through the shopping district, Rico carrying candy with both paws, Bruno sniffing every planter, Nyx pretending she had not enjoyed the outing, and Little Fireball asleep in Phong’s hood from cinematic overstimulation.

Phong looked at them and thought, not for the first time, that his life had become impossible in ways no normal person would ever understand.

He also thought, with less resistance than before, that he would miss this when it ended.

Whatever “ended” meant anymore.



That night, Team Nemean drifted back into the hotel in separate pieces.

The guys came first, smelling like iron, soap, and gym victory.

The girls arrived later, relaxed in the way only money and competent spa staff could produce.

Phong and the animals had movie popcorn in Bruno’s fur and zero shame about it.

They met again in the hotel lounge before parting for bed, trading stories.

Phong listened to all of it with that quiet smile that only showed when he forgot to guard it.

Tomorrow would not be restful. Tomorrow would be prep again.

For Boston.

For the next match.

For the league, Daniel Harlan, and all the other moving knives in the dark.

But for one long day, split three ways between effort, indulgence, and absurdity, Team Nemean had gotten to be something close to ordinary.

And maybe that was why it mattered so much.

            

    
        Chapter 134: Hey, a twist, didn’t know what to name this chapter

    
    
    
    
                The plane to Boston lifted at eight sharp.

Team Nemean had settled into a rhythm with travel by now. Bags overhead, windows half ignored. Emma already on her phone, probably managing three different layers of image, money, and expectation at once. Dominic sat with the steady stillness of a man who lived on the ring. Alex leaned back with her eyes half closed, withdrawing inward the way she did before fights. Jake and Jack shared one side of the row, trading quiet remarks over clips from yesterday’s matches. Joanne was reading comments about Team Nemean online and making faces at half of them. Janet had a notebook out. Séline and Camille sat together in that calm, sharp silence that never felt empty. Alexei had somehow brought protein bars enough for a platoon.

Phong used the time the way he always used it.

He briefed the team.

“The home team is Boston Jokers,” he said, low enough not to feed the cabin ears more than necessary. “Three divers.”

That got everyone’s attention.

He glanced down at his notes.

“The leader is Shirlene Liu. Level thirty-nine. Pugilist. She shared the same class with Josh.” He did not need to say more than that. Everyone already knew what kind of problem a fast close-range striker could become.

He continued.

“Then there’s the duo. Andre Holmes and Mathias Watson.”

Phong shifted the notes slightly.

“Andre is an Arcane Archer. Similar space to Joanne’s class line.”

Joanne raised a brow. “Spell Sniper but with more theater, probably.”

Phong’s mouth twitched once. “Probably.”

“Mathias Watson is a Stone Warlord,” he added. “Evolved from Stone Warden.”

Jack nodded slowly. “Branching evolution a bitch, huh?”

That barely even registered as strange anymore. By now, everyone had seen enough of the system to know that class lines forked, bent, and specialized despite not cracking the mechanism behind it just yet. Nevertheless, Stone Warden becoming Stone Lord, Stone Warlord, or something else entirely was no longer surprising. It was just another reminder that the system loved variety where humans preferred categories.

Dominic listened, then gave the simplest possible answer.

“We can handle them.”

By “we,” he very clearly meant Alex.

Phong looked up from the notes and shook his head.

“It’s not the team I’m worried about.”

That made the mood shift. Everyone there had learned to listen when Phong said that. He did not scare easily, but he did recognize patterns too quickly for comfort.

“The coach,” he said. “Was Adam Choi.”

Emma looked over immediately. “I know the name, but not much else.”

Phong nodded.

“There’s nothing useful on him in English. But Vân found material on a Chinese dark web site that hosts underground death battles between divers.”

That alone got Jake’s full attention.

“Of course that exists.”

“Of course Vân knew where to find it,” Joanne added.

Phong ignored both.

“In that space, Adam Choi built a reputation as Adam ‘the Gambit’ Choi. Prediction success rate around ninety-three percent.”

That silenced them.

93% was high enough to matter. High enough to mean pattern recognition, class knowledge, and fight prep at a level beyond normal coach work. Someone like that was not simply shouting advice from the sideline. He was building traps.

Phong looked from one face to another.

“He studies classes intensively,” he said. “Don’t take him lightly.”

No one joked after that.

Boston greeted them with colder air, sharper wind, and a city already awake for the match.

The venue was the largest stadium in the city, a place built for football and concerts, now redressed in league branding and sponsor glare. Massive screens looped fight clips over the outer gates. Vendors shouted over one another about energy drinks, team scarves, and commemorative cups. The crowd had a different flavor from Maine. Less cozy local pride. More volume, sharper edge. Boston loved spectacle, loved a home team with attitude, and the Jokers had built theirs carefully.

And Rico was here to steal the show.

When Team Nemean arrived, Boston Jokers were already inside answering interviews near one of the side stages.

Phong saw them before the cameras fully turned his way.

Shirlene Liu stood at the center, compact and sharp, the sort of woman whose body looked built around velocity rather than size. She did not posture like Josh did. Less false grandeur, and no rich-boy cruelty dressed as confidence. Her expression stayed relaxed, almost amused, while the reporters circled. Her hair was tied back high and practical, dark jacket open just enough to show the fitted fight wear underneath.

To her left stood Andre Holmes.

Tall, stylish, broad-shouldered without looking heavy, with a deep green long coat cut like a Ben 10 in Alien Force cosplay. His braids were tied back with silver bands, and every gesture he made seemed too smooth not to be intentional. He was the kind of man who knew cameras existed and made peace with using that.

Mathias Watson stood on the other side.

Less flashy than Andre. He looked like Jack if Jack had been raised by a team whose branding department thought “intimidation” should be visible at ten meters. Cropped hair, thick wrists. Stone-toned coat over reinforced gear. Not dumb in the face, which Phong appreciated immediately. A lot of people mistook bulky earth-type classes for simple fighters. Both the Jamesons and Mathis were more than willing to prove them wrong.

And then there was Adam Choi.

He stood just behind them, hands in the pockets of a modest dark coat, looking so ordinary that the eye wanted to pass over him.

That was exactly why Phong disliked him on sight.

He was a neat Cantonese man with trimmed hair, calm eyes, and the sort of stillness that meant he was always watching one layer deeper than everyone else. If Phong had to put it into one comparison, Adam was the exact opposite of José Mourinho. The cameras loved his team. They barely lingered on him.

Phong knew better.

At the interview station, Adam said into a microphone with polite certainty, “I believe I have found the key to unlocking Alexandra Vogel.”

The reporters almost trampled each other. That line spread through the press pack faster than blood in water.

When Team Nemean’s turn came, Dominic only said, “I have total faith in Alex.”

It was not flashy.

It was not clever.

And somehow that made it stronger.

Emma handled the rest like a woman born to inflame rooms.

She teased the crowd. Gave them rivalry. Fed them spectacle without ever handing them anything important. She made the bystanders feel like witnesses to something larger than sports, which in fairness they were. By the end of three minutes, even half the neutral audience had begun leaning toward Team Nemean just because Emma knew exactly where fan loyalty liked to imagine itself.

Rico, somehow, understood camera innocence on instinct.

He said very little, kept his sentences short since toddler speak tend to be received as cuter, especially coming from a talking raccoon. He played the part of chaotic mascot with enough restraint that people projected charm instead of danger onto him. Then, right in front of a sponsor row, he accepted a can from an energy drink executive and chugged it like it was holy duty.

The cameras loved it.

Boston loved him even more.

Phong nearly died inside.



In the changing room afterward, the mood changed again. Now they could put down the mask reserved for the public and don the thinking hat.

That was when Phong made his suggestion.

“Field someone else first.”

Every head turned.

He kept going.

“Not Alex. Just for today.”

Emma rejected it instantly.

“No.”

Phong looked at her.

“If we do that after the interviews,” she said, “we turn our own statement into a joke.”

She was not wrong. They were in this league for the spot light, for the visibility, so their influence could later be used as leverage. They could not afford to think purely for victories anymore. Still, Phong did not like Adam Choi. Did not like the way the man had said “unlocking” as if Alex were a safe someone just needed time to open.

Before Dominic could answer, Alex did.

“I’m going first.”

That settled it.

Somehow, for team Nemean, once Alex decided on something with enough coviction, they trusted her almost immediately, like it was conditional reflect. Alex had gone head first into the fray and handled more problem than they could count these past 2 years, that they respected her competency on an instinct. Even Phong had a moment of self doubt.

Maybe Alex could handle it despite Adam clearly set this up to get her.

Maybe she could steamroll everything coming her way.

The stadium roared when her name was announced. Across the ring, Boston roared louder when Shirlene Liu stepped out to meet her.

Pugilist against Arbieter Mindblade.

The commentators immediately started selling history. Alex undefeated in the league so far. Shirlene was the home favorite despite Adam decided to strategically forfeit their first match to wait for team Nemean. Beast of New York against Boston’s own sharp-fisted answer.

The opening looked clean for Alex.

That was the cruel part.

It looked exactly like the kind of fight she should control.

Her constructs formed with familiar discipline. Spear. Two shields. Bows. Vajra. Dragon Slayer. Then, a heartbeat later, the additional pair came out: whip and rapier. She did not use Bai Hu’s storm. Did not summon the psychic tiger. This was Alex in controlled mode, the style she trusted most when she wanted information and dominance together.

Shirlene came in light on her feet.

She might not have the level 90 privilege early like Josh, yet her speed, reading, and confidence in her own body was on par with the bastard if they didn't take teleportation into account. She guarded high, stepped at angles, and tested the edge of Alex’s threat zone without committing too hard too soon.

Yet, the first exchange favored Alex immediately.

The whip snapped low and forced Shirlene to shift right. The spear cut off the right lane before she fully took it. One bow loosed high, the rapier flicked in like a needle.

Shirlene slipped the arrow and turned the rapier with her forearm guard, but the motion cost her just enough that the vajra nearly found her liver.

The crowd hissed.

Shirlene’s face tightened.

Alex saw that and pressed.

The next fifteen seconds were textbook suffocation. Alex was a nightmare for most melee class, as she had way too many options and angles on a 1v1 to defend all 360 degree around them. Shirlene tried to close. Alex denied one route after another, her constructs shaping the ring into a geometry problem no pugilist wanted to solve at full speed. Each time Shirlene committed to an entry angle, something was waiting there. The vajra threatened bone. The whip stole rhythm. The rapier punished overextension. The spear denied area just like how Jack would do with his pillar. And Dragon Slayer stayed the Damocles blade hanging over Shirlene's head.

Shirlene got in once anyway.

That alone proved she deserved the level.

She slipped under the whip, angled past one shield, and got close enough to brush Alex’s sleeve with a short inside strike that would have wrecked a lesser fighter’s balance.

Alex’s answer was immediate.

Rapier crossed low. Dragon Slayer swung in an wide arc to force a retreat. One bow dissolved and reformed behind her as a shield just in time to stop the follow-up. Then the whip wrapped Shirlene’s wrist for half a second—enough for the spear butt to drive into her ribs and send her stumbling back out.

Again, Shirlene showed pain.

Her breathing looked rougher now. She shook her arm once as if the nerves had gone hot and wrong. Her footwork lost the faintest touch of spring.

Phong watched from ringside and felt the fight settling into expected shape.

Alex was cutting her apart with attrition.

Her fighting style with her constructs was in a way similar to Josh's. The bastard would circled his enemy with blink and wore them down. Alex did the same with the mental pain caused by her constructs.

Shirlene tried to change pace.

She began baiting. Showing a limp. Over-selling shoulder damage. Letting the audience see exhaustion. Alex did what she should have done: she tightened the noose and ready to finish the hunt.

Another rapier touch.

A whip strike across the thigh.

The vajra threatening the knee and forcing a bad retreat.

Shirlene’s expression twisted. She gritted her teeth. Even the home commentators started saying she might be running out of chances.

Adam Choi did not move.

Inside the ring, Alex built the ending.

One shield drove Shirlene toward the boundary. The whip cut off her left. The spear feinted centerline to keep her hands high. Dragon Slayer returned to Alex’s grasp with all the quiet finality of a verdict.

The crowd rose.

Shirlene looked trapped.

Her mouth even opened on what could have been a curse or a breath dragged too hard.

Alex stepped in to finish it.

Dragon Slayer came down.

And Shirlene smiled.

A small, vicious smirk.

It appeared so suddenly that Alex only registered it a fraction too late.

Shirlene had not been collapsing.

She had been waiting.

The giant psychic blade fell. Shirlene did not try to tank it. She burst forward under the angle instead, too tight for the heavy construct to adjust fully in time. One hand caught Alex’s collar.

The crowd gasped.

Shirlene’s hips turned.

Her stance dropped.

And with a throw so clean it looked rehearsed in somebody’s worst dream, she used Alex’s own forward commitment against her and flung her bodily out of the ring.

Alex hit outside the boundary hard enough to skid.

The horn sounded before the audience fully understood what had happened.

For one suspended second, the whole stadium froze.

Then Boston detonated. The noise hit like a physical force.

Commentators screamed over each other. Home fans lost their minds. Cameras cut to Alex, to Shirlene, to Adam Choi, to Team Nemean’s bench, then back again so fast the main screen looked drunk.

And through that chaos came something even more surreal.

The commentary feed abruptly changed. For half a second there was static, then Rico’s voice flooded the stadium speakers.

“Listen. Caffeine is strategy.”

Phong closed his eyes.

Somewhere between Alex being thrown and the control booth panicking, Rico had apparently infiltrated the commentators’ station, stolen their coffee, and seized the microphone with the conviction of a raccoon drugged on purpose.

“This what happen when people not respect energy economy,” Rico continued. “Also team should invest in better beans.”

The feed cut in and out under shouts from unseen staff.

The crowd, already half insane from the upset, somehow got louder. Rico immediately became Boston's favorite with the shenanigan only a raccoon vibrating with caffeine could commit.

In the ring, Shirlene raised one fist and let Boston have their moment.

Adam Choi did not celebrate. He only watched Alex get back to her feet.

And in that stillness, Phong understood exactly how bad this was going to get.

Alex’s first defeat had come sooner than anyone in Team Nemean expected.

At the hands of a level thirty-nine Pugilist and the coach who had looked at her like a locked mechanism.

By the time the officials restored the proper broadcast and the commentators started babbling about adaptation, traps, and class study, Adam Choi’s name had already started spreading through the East Coast like aftershock.

The Gambit had found a way to do what had thought to be unthinkable: steal a win from an Arbiter Mindblade in a 1v1.

            

    
        Chapter 135: Dominic swooped in and saved the day

    
    
    
    
                The upset broke across the league like a glass bottle under a tire.

One minute, Alexandra Vogel had looked like the same unstoppable force she had been since the league began. The next, she had been thrown clean out of the ring by a woman many people in the audience had only known as “the Boston pugilist.”

The cameras loved it.

The commentators lost their minds.

The organizers, realizing in real time that they had just witnessed the first public crack in one of the East Coast’s most terrifying reputations, made a decision on the spot.

They issued an emergency interview with Adam Choi.

The broadcast feed shifted while the ring was reset and the short tactical break was announced. On screen, Adam appeared from the side-stage interview corner, hands in his coat pockets, face calm in that almost offensively modest way he had. He did not look like a man who had just engineered an earthquake, but rather a teacher mildly pleased that a student had finally asked the right question.

Phong watched the screen from Team Nemean’s prep space and forced himself to stay still.

Beside him, Alex sat with her jaw tight, breathing controlled, eyes fixed so hard on the broadcast that the screen might have cracked under someone less composed.

The interviewer, still almost drunk on the upset, asked the question everyone wanted.

“How did you do it?”

Adam folded his hands once, not smug, not humble, simply certain.

“Mindblade classes,” he said, “deal damage through the mind first.”

That silenced a lot of people very quickly.

He continued.

“Every touch of their psychic constructs sends a signal to the opponent’s brain. It tells the pain receptors to interpret the contact as sharp pain.” He gave the camera a slight glance. “Once Alexandra evolved into Arbiter Mindblade, that effect worsened significantly. The pain becomes almost unbearable.”

On Team Nemean’s side of the prep area, Jake swore under his breath.

Joanne’s eyes narrowed.

Adam kept going.

“So I asked Shirlene to use her Pugilist ability to block her pain receptors with mana. Then we let Alexandra believe the damage was working as normal.” He lifted one shoulder. “Once she committed to the finish by force of habit, Shirlene punished the entry.”

The interviewer looked amazed enough to forget media polish.

“So you solved Alexandra Vogel.”

Adam shook his head once.

“No. I solved one tournament situation.” He was careful there. “That trick would not work the same way twice in a serious field environment. But I was the first to crack the habit pattern in her style.”

Then, because he either could not resist or understood publicity too well not to use it, he added:

“Her fighting style is very much like how wolves kill prey. A thousand cuts, a thousand bleeding points. Accumulated pressure until the body and mind fail was both her most efficient strategy, but also might be a necessity. Alexandra seemed to lack that one big, decisive winning move. A tiger that lack a pounce and the throat bite had to kill its prey by attrition. It had no other choice.”

The audience murmured.

On the prep room television, the replay started showing Alex’s first exchanges again, and for the first time the public understood what they had been seeing. The whip, the extra rapier, the steady chipping of nerves and confidence. It changed the whole fight retroactively.

Adam was not done.

“We’ll teach Team Nemean something about strategy today,” he said. “Letting Alexandra Vogel steamroll everything is not an end-all-be-all answer.”

That line made Dominic grin.

Not because he liked how Adam sounded, but because now the man had shown his hand.

Phong let out a slow breath through his nose.

Alex’s hands were clenched once, hard enough that the tendons stood out. She was not embarrassed. She was furious with herself. Not at losing. Not exactly. At being caught by something that in a real fight would have been beneath her notice and beneath the stakes.

“It was a cheap trick,” she said.

Phong turned toward her.

“It's a tournament trick. If it's not a tournament you could've gotten seriously hurt,” he corrected.

Alex looked at him.

She needed that.

He crouched beside the low table where the team kept their water bottles, notes, and spare wraps and spoke while the others closed in.

“Adam’s plan is pretty obvious now.”

Dominic leaned against the wall and folded his arms. “Say it.”

Phong tapped one finger on the table.

“He used Shirlene to steal one win from Alex and force us into a pattern he could control.”

Emma, standing with perfect posture despite the tension, nodded immediately.

“Because Boston only has three fighters,” he continnued. “Best-of-three by structure. They only need two wins. Once Alex loses, we’re the ones under pressure. We need certainty.” He looked up at Dominic. “And that means you.”

Dominic’s grin widened.

Everyone in the room knew why.

Raging Judgenaut was a nightmare for melee classes.

A nightmare for brawlers.

A nightmare for people who needed fast exchanges and clean pressure to matter. Dominic could take punishment, store it, and answer with devastating force. Against someone like Shirlene, who needed to get inside and stay there long enough to chain victory, he was the wrong kind of wall.

Phong said it plainly.

“You’re her hard counter.”

Alexei nodded. “She cannot burst him down.”

“And every hit she lands makes his retaliation worse,” Janet added.

Emma crossed one leg over the other, still watching the feed.

“Which Adam obviously knows.”

Phong pointed at her. “Yes. That’s the second layer.”

Now everyone listened harder.

“Adam expects us to field Dominic,” Phong said. “He’s too reliable not to in a must win situation. That means Adam probably already accepted Shirlene losing to him.”

Jake frowned. “So the real trap is the next one?”

Phong nodded once.

“If I were him, I’d field Andre Holmes next.”

Joanne hissed softly. “Arcane Archer.”

“Against a Judgenaut with no real range,” Phong said. “It’s the cleanest matchup they have left.”

Dominic straightened a little.

“So you still want me?”

Phong looked at him and the grin Dominic had already half-grown told him the big golden retriever knew the answer.

“Yes.”

He let the word sit.

“Because we have Eyeless Heaven.”

Now Dominic’s grin turned sharp.

There it was.

The piece Boston did not know.

“Adam prepared for Raging Judgenaut,” Phong said. “He did not prepare for another Dominic. Not the one with the shield from the other world.”

Jack let out a slow whistle.

“As long as you don’t use God’s Roar Canon against Shirlene,” Phong continued, “Holmes won’t know what's gonna hit him.”

Emma’s eyes brightened slightly. “So we let Adam think he is still ahead.”

Phong nodded.

“Then we shut the trap.”

Alex’s mouth finally eased at the edges. Not because she liked losing, but because she liked seeing the trap answer itself.

Dominic pushed off the wall and rolled one shoulder.

“So first I break the pugilist. Then I bait the archer.”

Phong looked at him seriously.

“Don’t get cocky.”

Dominic snorted. “I’m not Jake.”

Jake looked offended. “Unprovoked.”



The call came a minute later.

Team Nemean’s next fighter.

Dominic Torres.

The stadium loved it. The moment his name rang out through the arena, the audience knew what was coming. After the shock of Alex’s defeat, they were now getting the heavy answer. Boston’s crowd roared for blood. Team Nemean’s side, smaller but loud, shouted like this was a championship round.

Shirlene came back out still loose and confident, but the sharpness in her face had changed. She knew what Dominic was. She knew her first win had come by executing Adam’s read on Alex, not because she could do the same to everyone on the roster.

The bell sounded.

Dominic advanced at a slower pace than usual.

That was the first thing Shirlene noticed.

He did not come at her with boxer's footwork anymore. He came at her like a storm pretending to be a man. Each step was slower than it needed to be, but heavier. The mana in him had started syncing with the pace Vân taught them, and while Dominic was still rougher with it than the monk, the difference showed immediately.

Shirlene tested the guard by throwing a fast jab-cross sequence toward his face and ribs.

Dominic took the first on his forearm and let the second land into his side instead of overcommitting to a full block.

The crowd responded.

Dominic answered with one short hook.

Shirlene barely got both arms up in time, and even then the impact sent her skidding backward three full steps. Her boots scraped hard across the ring.

Adam’s face did not change at ringside.

But Phong saw the truth in the angle of his chin.

He had expected difficulty. But Dominic had shown him a nightmare level of it.

Shirlene adjusted fast.

She stopped trying to win short exchanges that would just fuel Dominic's retaliation anyway.

Instead, she turned to angle work, using the edge of the ring, quick pivots, and body feints to make Dominic keep turning. She aimed low at his legs twice. Then once at the liver, once with a snapping palm toward the throat that would have dropped lesser men.

Dominic just kept coming.

He bled speed on purpose now. Every time she struck, the rhythm of his body answered, and slowly, prana coat appeared over Dominic's body, so faint it slipped past the cameras and the commentors. That was the difference Vân had given them.

Shirlene landed a clean three-hit sequence to the shoulder, hip, and ribs.

The crowd roared again.

Dominic smiled, and with the mana finally traveled to his fist, he hit her so hard with a slowed counter that the sound echoed through the stadium like someone had slammed a car on a church bell.

The punch landed on her guard.

Traditional guards lost meaning.

Shirlene left the ground. For one ugly second she looked almost horizontal in the air before crashing into the side barrier and bouncing off hard enough that the ward flashed.

The entire building made one sound together.

OHHHHH.

Shirlene rolled, tried to get up, forced herself back to one knee, then both feet.

It was respectable.

Dominic did not give her a chance.

Dominic advanced again. Every audience member could now see the shape of it. Shirlene had stolen one brilliant win from Alex. Against Dominic she was in a different kind of match. Different recipe, but equally desperate.

She tried one last sequence.

A real smart one.

A low feint at the knee, then a leap inside his left shoulder line, then a full body torque throw attempt meant to use his mass against him the same way she had used Alex’s forward commitment.

Dominic felt it, planted, and did not budge.

Instead, he put one hand against her shoulder, one against her arm, and answered with a short, brutal retaliatory strike straight through the opening her own attempt created. The slower pace of it made it worse.

Everyone watching had time to see it coming, yet no one could stop it.

When the hit landed, Shirlene crashed sideways into the stadium wall hard enough that even the commentators went quiet for a half beat.

Then the horn sounded.

Winner: Dominic Torres.

One-one.



The crowd had not even finished processing that when Adam moved.

As Phong predicted, he sent Holmes.

Andre Holmes entered the ring with composure and a confidence that looked cleaner than Shirlene’s. Not because he disrespected Dominic, but because this was the matchup they had built toward, and he trusted the Gambit.

An Arcane Archer against a close-range retaliatory tank.

Andre wore a slim dark coat over his ring gear, removed it with a flourish for the cameras, and revealed the kind of sleeper build that should not belong to someone who shot with mana.

His bow was a mana-tech hybrid frame, all geometric lines and floating arc nodes. It was a modern fantasy instrument made from modern production capability and ores mined from the dungeon. Absurd, clearly pretty effective, and expensive that it probably had a better insurance plan than Phong himself.

Across the ring, Dominic rolled his neck once and took up Eyeless Heaven.

The stadium saw the shield.

The commentators immediately began talking about it like it was decorative or new gear.

Phong said nothing.

Andre began exactly as Adam would have wanted: distance control and kiting.

The first magical arrow came fast, its trail blue-white and sharp enough to hiss. Dominic planted Eyeless Heaven and the arrow burst against the carved face of the shield in a spray of fractured mana.

The second came from a different angle. Holmes was already moving before the first impact faded, circling wide and firing not at center mass but at Dominic’s feet, shoulders, and blind-side transitions. He was meticulously measuring how the big man moved with the shield, and force that shoulder on an unwilling marathon.

Dominic answered by being infuriatingly patient.

He let Holmes spend information.

He let the crowd get used to the image of him defending.

Andre built confidence from that. Phong saw it happen almost second by second. At first it was comfort. Then rhythm. Then the slight overextension that came when a good fighter felt his read had stabilized. Arrogance had come to say its hello.

Holmes began adding curved trajectories to his shots. One arrow splitting into three mana lanes. Another anchoring briefly in the air before changing angle. One particularly nasty shot from overhead that would have torn into Dominic’s shoulder if not for Eyeless Heaven catching it with a ringing flash.

The audience loved it.

The commentators started saying Boston had forced Team Nemean exactly where they wanted them.

One analyst added a comment that said: "Adam had laid a trap that team Nemean had to walk in. A perfect 'die if you do, die if you don't' situation. Also raccoon should appeared more as mascot for coffee brand. Who wrote on my note?"

The last part was clearly Rico doing.

Phong kept his eyes on Adam. The Gambit looked calm. Too calm.

Adam believed this was over. Andre believed it too.

That was why the Arcane Archer got greedy.

He stopped respecting Dominic and tried to force the giant into making a mistake through psychology.

The archer started talking through the spacing, flicking shots and smiling like a man already rehearsing how he’d sound in the post-match interview after taking down Team Nemean’s answer. It was a mind game that only Andre participated.

One arrow clipped Dominic’s thigh. Another splashed mana across his shoulder guard.

Holmes began stepping in a little more, shaving distance to improve accuracy and cut his own cast times. Dominic was silent through it all. Boston fans thought he was too overwhelmed to speak, to retaliate Andre's words of knives.

And that was the moment.

Dominic shifted Eyeless Heaven once.

Andre saw only another block.

Then Dominic punched the back of the shield.

God’s Roar Canon erupted.

The carved eye and mouth on Eyeless Heaven lit gold-white and the beam exploded out of the front like judgment given shape. No one in Boston had seen it before. No one in Adam’s file had planned for it. Holmes’ expression changed from confidence to disbelief too late to matter.

The blast caught him clean. Dominic didn't go for the kill, and the formations put on the ring helped, but that beam was still more than enough to erase Andre's footing, his breath, and any illusion that he still controlled the match.

Holmes was hurled straight out of the ring.

He hit, rolled, and kept rolling until he crashed into the outer matting beyond the boundary line.

For a second, nobody in the stadium made a sound.

Then the place broke.

Commentators screamed.

The cameras cut to Dominic, to the shield, to Adam Choi’s face, to Holmes still trying to understand what had just happened to his afternoon.

A reverse sweep.

Team Nemean took it.

At ringside, Adam finally looked like a man who had been forced to update reality faster than he preferred. It was not panic. He was too disciplined for that. But the line of his mouth tightened, and Phong took savage private satisfaction in it.

Because that was the thing about traps.

Phong knew how to place one too.

The after-match interview happened almost immediately. Dominic stood under the lights, sweat still drying on his skin, Eyeless Heaven held low at his side. The interviewer came in hot, already loaded with the story.

“Boston thought they had your number after Alexandra Vogel’s loss. What changed?”

Dominic looked toward Team Nemean’s side first, found Phong, and said simply:

“Our coach.”

That sent another ripple through the arena.

Dominic jerked his chin slightly toward Phong.

“Credit goes to him.”

The interviewer pivoted at once.

“So this was planned?”

Dominic smiled faintly.

“Enough of it.”

Then the interviewer, hungry for blood, asked whether he had anything to say to Boston Jokers after the reverse sweep.

That was when Dominic looked toward the other side of the arena.

Toward Adam, Holmes, and the team that had tried to teach them a lesson.

“This is for mr. Choi. You're not the only ones with tricks,” he said.

The crowd quieted a little.

Dominic went on.

“Acting like you are is not just arrogant.” He shifted Eyeless Heaven once, the metal-heavy face of the shield catching the lights. “It’s a worse strategy than letting Alex steamroll everything.”

That line landed beautifully.

Because it was true.

Because it stung.

Because it turned Adam’s own talking point back on him without raising the volume even once.

By the time Dominic stepped off the interview platform, Boston’s upset had been rewritten from the day Alexandra Vogel was handed her first official lost to the day Team Nemean had a clean reverse sweep against their most troublesome opponent yet.

And the whole East Coast was reminded that Nemean did not only have one monster in its roster as they walked out of the venue.

            

    
        Chapter 136: MIT and the development in mana-tech

    
    
    
    
                Emma, unsurprisingly, already had plans.

By the time Team Nemean returned from Boston’s stadium and the noise of the reverse sweep had started turning into highlight reels, soundbites, and twenty different narratives online, Emma had already redirected the convoy, booked the rooms, and lined up the next public appearance.

“We’re not going back to NYC tonight,” she said as if informing them of the weather. “My family owns shares in a hotel here. We’ll sleep there.”

Phong didn’t even ask anymore how many things the Tannenbaums had shares in. He suspected the answer was either “too many” or “yes.”

Emma continued, “Tomorrow morning, MIT.”

That got more of a reaction.

“Why MIT?” Jake asked.

“For a televised event,” Emma replied. “They want Team Nemean to check out some bleeding-edge mana-tech prototypes. Promotion, mostly.”

“And of course,” Joanne said, “the Tannenbaums have shares in that too.”

Emma didn’t even pretend otherwise. “Of course.”

No one had the energy to argue. Not after the match. Not after the reverse sweep. Not after Adam Choi had nearly stolen the whole day with one piece of preparation and Team Nemean had answered with one of their own.

So they went to the hotel.

It was another one of those places that reminded Phong how absurdly far his life had drifted from the version of himself who used to count bills carefully before deciding whether to eat out.

Dominic took control of the kitchen that night.

Not the hotel kitchen, because Emma had firmly vetoed the idea of letting Dominic personally invade a professional cooking space. Instead, she had them set up in one of the luxury suite’s larger dining areas, where catering ingredients had already been arranged.

Dominic stood there, rolled his shoulders, and announced with full authority, “Savior of the match privilege.”

That was enough explanation for him.

He decided on paella.

It was a very Dominic choice. Comforting, proud, loud in flavor without being complicated for the sake of it. And because they were in Boston with access to excellent seafood again, he took full advantage. Shrimp, mussels, clams, fish stock, saffron, smoked paprika, rice, peppers, peas. The whole suite slowly filled with the smell of seared shellfish, warm spice, and toasted rice.

Phong watched him work for a while and felt that small, familiar warmth that came from seeing his people settle into their own ways of taking care of each other. Dominic cooked when he needed to feel useful outside violence. Alex folded napkins wrong and then stopped pretending she cared. Joanne kept trying to steal ingredients. Jake and Jack got chased out twice. Rico circled the edge of the room like a caffeine-addicted vulture waiting for fallen scraps. Nyx sat on a chair like a tiny queen judging the process. Bruno just waited for anything resembling meat.

After dinner, the mood eased enough that people could breathe again.

Not for long.

Because that night, Alex decided her rule had expired.

She cornered Phong the moment their door shut behind them and looked at him in a way that made him think of avalanches, final exams, and legal loopholes all at once.

“You’re using this to vent your frustration,” he said immediately.

Alex unbuttoned the cuff of her shirt with maddening calm. “Can you prove it?”

“No.”

She smiled.

That was answer enough.

Phong went to sleep later in what Joanne would probably have called full zombie farmer mode, and he suspected Alex would have accepted that title as a compliment.



The next morning, Team Nemean had breakfast in the hotel restaurant before heading to MIT.

Emma was in a sharp cream coat and dark trousers that made her look like she owned the institute or would within the next quarter. Dominic wore simple dark clothing and the expression of a man who had accepted that his life now alternated between death arenas and media tours. Alex looked composed, but Phong recognized the quiet turn of thought behind her eyes. She had not let yesterday’s loss go. She was chewing on it, taking it apart, figuring out where it had entered and where it would never happen again.

Phong himself was running on coffee, spite, and the stubborn refusal to look too tired in public.

Then the convoy crossed the Charles and MIT came into view.

The campus looked exactly like what humanity would build when given too much intelligence, not enough humility, and a new magic system to exploit. Students moved in clumps across the paths, some ordinary, some visibly altered by mana and class awakenings, and a surprising number of them stopped dead when they saw Team Nemean walking toward the designated media hall.

The event was being held inside one of the newer engineering buildings.

The atrium had been dressed up for cameras, but not enough to hide its bones. This was still a place for prototypes. Clean white floors, exposed support beams, glass-walled laboratories on upper levels, and huge banners reading MANA-TECH FRONTIERS and THE NEXT AGE OF DIVER EQUIPMENT. Screens looped stylized demo footage while students, investors, league staff, and journalists gathered in excited knots around cordoned-off displays.

The professor receiving them was a thin, sharp-featured man in his sixties with silver hair and the expression of someone who had spent forty years losing patience with lesser minds and had no plans of developing more. His name was Professor Langford Mercer, and he treated Team Nemean less like celebrities and more like test subjects who happened to be useful.

“Good,” he said when he saw them. “You’re on time. That already puts you above most investors.”

Emma’s mouth twitched in appreciation.

Mercer wasted no time.

He led them first toward a table where several pairs of gloves were displayed beneath bright lights. They looked strange even by dungeon-era standards. Fingerless, reinforced along the back of the hand, threaded through with narrow LED strips that pulsed faintly in different colors. Dungeon-mined ores had been set into the knuckles and wrist joints, and several flattened gemstones were embedded at key points like the gloves had been designed by someone who wanted to splice a circuit board, a gauntlet, and a ritual tool into one device.

“These,” Mercer said, lifting one pair with surprising care, “are training gloves designed to visualize mana transit.”

That got Séline’s attention first.

Mercer handed them to her almost immediately. “You. The French one. The one with the fists.”

Séline gave him a flat look for his phrasing, but took the gloves anyway.

“Put them on. Strike the dummy.”

A heavy padded target stood nearby with sensor lines already wired into the display.

Séline slipped the gloves on and flexed her fingers. The fit adjusted slightly, the gemstones along the wrist lighting in sequence. Then she hit the target once with a quick, ordinary jab.

The LED strips flashed, then lit up along a path.

The cameras leaned in. The whole audience around them did too. Mana lit through the gloves in a delayed wave, entering from one side, carrying through the forearm, spiraling across the hand, then blooming outward from the knuckles a half-beat later than the muscle movement itself.

Séline’s eyes sharpened instantly.

Again, Mercer gestured.

This time she slowed the punch, letting the motion breathe the way Vân taught them.

The lights changed completely.

Now the mana path glowed thicker, brighter, cleaner. The impact reading on the screen jumped.

Séline stared at the glove, then the target, then the glove again.

“It helps with timing,” she said quietly.

Mercer nodded. “That’s the point. We cannot standardize everyone’s pathways, but we can help the user see them.”

For the first time that morning, Séline actually looked impressed instead of merely appraising.

Next they brought Jack to a prototype that looked like armored shoes designed by a very practical sadist.

The boots were thick-soled, reinforced along the ankles, and linked to plated extensions that ran up behind the calves and thighs. When Jack put them on, the rear extensions folded inward along his legs until Mercer tapped a control.

Metal rods extended with a sharp click behind both thighs, anchoring into a support brace that shifted his center of gravity lower.

Jack went still.

Then his eyes widened slightly.

He could feel it. Everyone near him could tell.

The boots were pulling, giving mana  under the ground a route, a preference. The support rods acted like temporary channels, helping him root into the floor harder and cleaner. When Jack called a minor stone manipulation, it happened faster, sharper. The rock-sense of his Stone Lord class bit deeper into the structure around him.

Mercer looked delighted by Jack’s reaction.

“Made with Stone Warden lines in mind,” he said. “We expected later branch compatibility, but you’re confirming that nicely.”

Jack looked like someone had just shown him a legal way to become even more obnoxiously durable.

Alex’s prototype came last among the main headline pieces.

Mercer led them to what stood under a black cloth in the center display bay. When the cloth came off, the room reacted all at once. Armor. Full-body, high-tech, severe, enough to make Rico's eyes lit up with one word: "Kamen Rider".

It looked less like something a knight would wear and more like what happened when military R&D and a surveillance state had a child and asked a tailor to make it beautiful. Matte black plating with silver seams, flexible joint mesh, reinforced chest and shoulder sections, and a helmet shaped with sharp smooth lines that still left the face visible once opened. Across every limb, every plate, every contour ran tiny lenses and sensor nodes.

Mercer said the number with terrible pride.

“One thousand six hundred and eighty-two cameras.”

The room murmured. He continued.

“They continuously analyze the environment with an integrated AI and feed the processed data directly to the matching helmet display.”

Alex crossed her arms.

Mercer looked at her directly.

“For an Arbiter Mindblade, blind spots are inefficiency. This removes them. It gives full battlefield mapping, predictive vectoring, and live positional overlays for construct deployment and defensive reaction.”

That was a terrifying sentence.

Even Emma looked more impressed than amused now.

Mercer, being a scientist and therefore incapable of selling a prototype without also admitting its flaws, added, “It does run hot under intensive use, and it is somewhat bulky. A Mindblade would need to use telekinesis constantly to compensate for mobility loss.”

Alex stepped toward it. The cameras nearly vibrated with anticipation.

She put it on.

The technicians helped fasten the torso, seal the limb joints, calibrate the helmet. Once active, the visor projections lit and reflected across the interior shield over her eyes. For a moment, she stood perfectly still while the system fed her data.

Then she moved.

At first, only a step.

Then another.

A shallow pivot. One simulated construct pattern. A glance at the side monitor. A longer breath.

Phong watched her face more than the armor.

She did not like it.

That much was obvious. It was too heavy, too clunky, too external. Alex’s fighting style came from direct psychic command and personal control. This suit inserted machinery, heat, bulk, and visible dependence into that process.

But she was thinking. That was the dangerous part.

Mercer saw it too and smiled like an old shark.

She took the helmet off after a few minutes and said only, “Interesting.”

That one word was enough.

Cameras captured the moment. The image of Alexandra Vogel, fresh off her first league defeat, looking serious in a prototype armor built to eliminate blind spots. By the time Team Nemean left the hall, the internet had already erupted.

Some people took it as weakness. Proof that Alex had been shaken. That her illusion of invincibility had finally cracked and now she was hunting for help.

Her antis celebrated.

Her fans argued.

Most of the serious divers were simply radio silent.

Rico, naturally, had his own priorities.

He demanded gear for the “raccoon size.”

Professor Mercer took one long look at him and said, without hesitation, “Absolutely not.”

Rico gasped.

“My brain cells are too precious to be massacred by raccoon's nonsenses,” Mercer added, already turning away. “Take him to the ball court.”

So Rico was escorted—not gently—into one of the multipurpose sports rooms nearby, where he immediately began playing pretend in the basketball court and shouting “henshin” at his own reflection in the backboard.

That left Phong to wander the smaller displays.

He found the mana-tech weapons station almost by accident.

At first glance, the guns looked normal enough. Compact rifles, sidearms built with clean lines and modular frames. But the magazines themselves were different. Their housings were made from processed dungeon ores threaded with gem dust and fine conductive channels, and the weapons had small mana chambers built into the body near the trigger assembly.

A graduate researcher with bloodshot eyes and real enthusiasm explained it all to him.

“They store mana,” she said, tapping one of the magazines. “Then shape it into condensed bullets at the point of firing.”

Phong handled one carefully.

It felt heavier than a normal gun.

Colder too.

The researcher continued. “They’re built especially for production classes. People who can’t rely on combat skills early on, before they’ve leveled enough or found methods to develop them through secondary pathways.”

Olen’s method, unspoken but present in the room. Production class users who needed a way to defend themselves before they had monsters, secondary skills, or a proper team around them.

Phong immediately saw the business model.

The ammunition. Or rather, the magazines.

Once emptied, they would need recharging. Mana service, licensed stations, subscription-style logistics if corporations pushed hard enough. Another one of creating a problem then sold the solution. He could already pictured a battle pass system with skins, support, extra shots, and so much more packaged neatly into a "pay me to make this into your second job" type of deal.

He tried one of the pistols in the range booth.

Two shots. Missed both.

The researcher pretended not to notice his embarrassment out of professional kindness.

Phong still decided he would buy some when they came out. He had not bought any gun because Phong didn't want to alert Daniel and Josh that he hadn't become a give-up shell of a man. And a normal gun barely do anything in the dungeon, else Olen's monetization model of offering body guards would have fallen apart, and US people would have taken over the dungeon with their excessive amount of owned fire-arms by now. Most projectiles seemed to be dead the moment they enter a spatial anomaly inside the dungeon without mana wrapping them.

Not far away, Mercer was trying and failing to bully Dominic into lending over Eyeless Heaven for analysis.

“Absolutely not,” Dominic said.

Mercer pushed his glasses up. “Do you have any idea how much data—”

“No.”

“You’re being anti-scientific.”

“I’m trying to stay alive.”

That ended that. By the time Team Nemean left MIT, they were all carrying slightly different versions of the same thought.

Humanity was getting better at this.

Fast.

Not just at leveling. At building around mana, around class lines, around the new rules of the world. Some of the prototypes were clumsy. Other were brilliant. All of them pointed toward a future where the surface was going to become even more dangerous in the name of progress.

Back at the hotel, the mood shifted again.

Their next match would not be until the day after tomorrow. This time, they would be the home team welcoming the challengers. With Alex barred from participating because of her recent loss, the pressure shifted to everyone else. Team Nemean no longer had the simple answer of just letting her erase a bracket.

Phong wanted time.

Time to think. Time to categorize possibilities. Time to make sure Boston Jokers had been a lesson and not a crack.

And it seemed to him, despite none had said anything, all members of team Nemean were reflecting with themselves against a near loss before Boston Jokers.



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 137: The New Jersey Rangers

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, right before their flight back to New York, Phong was met with something he did not expect.

Preparation.

Real preparation.

Not the kind that came from him dragging answers out of people. Not the kind that happened only after a crisis forced everyone to sharpen up. This time, when he stepped into the hotel lounge with coffee in hand and notes half sorted in his head, Team Nemean was already there, already waiting, and already holding files on their next opponent.

For a second, Phong just stood there.

Dominic noticed first.

“What?”

Phong looked around the room. Jake had a tablet open. Jack had printed pages with highlighted lines and handwritten notes in the margin. Joanne was scrolling through archived clips and forum posts with a focus she normally only gave to gossip or things she wanted to make fun of later. Janet had built what looked like a cross-reference list. Séline and Camille sat together with a laptop and several translated pages. Alexei had somehow found old interviews. Emma had a legal pad and three different color-coded tabs, which looked so aggressively Emma that Phong almost laughed.

“You all did research,” Phong said.

Jake shrugged.

“We nearly got clowned by Boston.”

Joanne did not even look up from her screen. “Turns out public humiliation is a decent motivator.”

That got a quiet huff out of Alex from the window seat.

The near-loss against the Boston Jokers had done something useful after all. It had hit Team Nemean in the exact spot where they needed hitting. Not in confidence alone, but in complacency. They had grown too used to Alex walking into a ring and becoming the answer to everything. Emma’s marketing had not helped. The hype, the narrative, the way the public started treating Team Nemean like a myth in motion. Even if none of them said it aloud until now, it had gotten into their blood.

Dominic admitted it first.

“We got overconfident.”

Simple. Direct. Hard to argue with.

Emma, to her credit, did not dodge her own share.

“I helped with that,” she said, pen twirling once between her fingers. “The brand building, the media push, the repeated narrative that Alexandra Vogel could solve any problem by herself.” She met Phong’s gaze calmly. “That was good for public image. Not so good for team discipline.”

Alex did not seem offended.

If anything, she looked relieved to hear it said plainly.

Phong sat down slowly.

Good, he thought.

Good. Learn now, not later.

The next opponents were the New Jersey Rangers.

Technically, they were being hosted in New York for this round, and Team Nemean would be the home side welcoming them into Yankee Stadium. But everyone in the room knew the New Jersey Rangers were not some easy away team dressing. Philadelphia roots, regional fans, northeastern grit, and a roster built in a way that made them much harder to read than the Jamesons or Boston Jokers.

Jake, Jack, and Joanne had done the first set of digging, so Dominic nodded them forward.

Jake pushed the tablet around so the others could see.

“The captain is Kenai Haida,” he said. “Class: Spirit Gunslinger. Level thirty-nine.”

That alone was enough to make Phong pay closer attention.

Rare classes always mattered.

Jake continued.

“Online records say Josh approached him first before the Death Peak push.”

Now that got a reaction.

Alex’s eyes narrowed.

Joanne looked up from her own screen. “And Kenai turned him down.”

“Smart man,” muttered Janet.

Jake nodded.

“Apparently he wanted nothing to do with Josh’s ego crusade.”

Jack added the second part.

“He still fought during the Bamboo Black Ant march though. Heavy hitter. One of the names that kept coming up in the reports.”

That was enough to make Emma lean in.

She had seen the Bamboo Black Ant disaster from a command perspective, which meant when she spoke now, everyone listened.

“Spirit Gunslinger is not just rare,” she said. “It’s dangerous in ways people underestimate.” She tapped the side of the file. “Kenai carries a pistol carved from wood. The barrel is made to resemble an indigenous totem pole. Each animal spirit on the carving can be invoked into the shot.”

Phong’s brows drew together slightly.

Emma went on.

“The class uses less mana than standard spell-shooting classes, and the shots behave almost alive. They can track. They can arc. They can home in depending on the spirit invoked.”

Joanne gave a low whistle.

“So he’s annoying.”

Emma looked at her.

“He’s more than annoying. He’s efficient.”

That was the kind of wording Phong paid attention to. Efficient fighters were worse than flashy ones. Then it was Janet, Dominic, and Alexei’s turn.

They had focused on the second member of the Rangers.

“Tara Inuit,” Janet said. “Black Typhooner.”

That name alone sounded like trouble. Dominic took it from there.

“She sits on the border between barbarian and caster. Dual axes. Wind generation. Doesn’t fight the way you’d expect.”

Alexei, who had clearly watched enough footage to start enjoying her style in a technical sense, explained further.

“She conjures wind like a dedicated caster would. Big area control. Pressure. Forced movement.” He lifted a finger. “Then once she rages, the mana stops acting like spell output and starts converting into raw physical reinforcement.”

Jake frowned. “So the usual anti-caster play gets you killed.”

“Exactly,” said Dominic.

Emma added the detail that made the room go quieter.

“Be careful of her weapons.”

Everyone looked at her.

“Wings of Ascension,” Emma said. “That’s the pair of axes she carries.” She paused. “I suspect they’re relic-grade.”

Now that mattered. Not because relics were common. Because Team Nemean had one. Eyeless Heaven. And everyone who had seen what a relic could do now understood how much even one unknown object could distort a match.

Next came Séline and Camille.

They had focused on Koda Angaiak, and the moment his class came up, Séline’s attention sharpened in a way Phong recognized. Not fear. Kinship with a rival line.

“Koda is a Soul Warrior,” Camille said.

“That’s another branch of Soul Fist's base class,” Séline added immediately. “Different evolution path.”

Phong looked at her. “Meaning?”

Séline folded her arms and explained.

“Soul Fist leans elemental. Expression through force, discharge, and shaping external mana pressure.” She glanced down at her own hands, perhaps thinking of dǒu for a second, then back up. “Soul Warrior doesn’t do that. It imbues the body with animal spirits instead.”

Camille picked up where her sister-in-arm left off.

“He changes stance by spirit. Different animal, different movement, different mana profile, different pressure.”

Jake whistled.

“So he’s flexible?”

“Very,” said Séline. “He can become a different fighter depending on what he calls.”

That made Koda dangerous for exactly the reason Dominic disliked. Fighters who could change range, timing, and rhythm mid-match made hard counters harder to trust.

Finally, Alex took the last piece. She had handled the coach.

“And fourth player who was also their head coach,” she said.

Phong glanced toward her.

She had clearly done the deepest read here.

“Denahi Tlingit,” she said. “Class: Ranger, evolved into Curses Archer.”

That sounded ugly already. Alex continued.

“He’s not Adam Choi. That was better.”

A few people smiled at the comparison.

“But he shouldn’t be underestimated.” Alex’s voice remained flat and precise. “Ex-special forces. First-day dungeon diver. Experience before the system, experience after it. His whole class line is built around ranged pressure, debuff application, and battlefield control.”

Phong listened without interrupting.

Alex crossed one leg over the other and kept speaking.

“Unlike Adam, Denahi might not build a ninety-three percent prediction trap. But he’s the kind of coach who knows what pressure looks like before it forms. And as a fourth player, he gives them extra flexibility in format reads.”

Emma nodded once. “Which means they can pivot faster than most teams if the first matchup goes wrong.”

There it was. The whole shape of the Rangers now sat on the table.

Kenai Haida. Spirit Gunslinger. Rare and efficient.

Tara Inuit. Black Typhooner. Half caster, half barbarian, likely carrying relic axes.

Koda Angaiak. Soul Warrior. Flexible stance fighter.

Denahi Tlingit. Curses Archer, experienced coach, dangerous reader of field dynamics.

Phong sat back and let the information settle. The room was quieter than it would have been a week ago. That alone told him they had learned something.

No one was joking now about Alex solving the group stage by herself. No one was coasting on her reputation.No one was assuming the world would arrange itself neatly a round Team Nemean’s comfort.

Good.

Very good, in fact

He started thinking immediately.

Which was, to everyone else present, the sign to stop interrupting.

The flight to New York passed under the weight of that thinking.

Phong looked out the window for a while, then back down at the notes, then across the aisle toward Dominic, then at Alex, then back down again. He was not just sorting matchups. He was sorting what the Rangers expected Team Nemean to do, what they thought Boston had revealed, and how quickly they themselves would adapt to Alex’s temporary absence from the field.

Because that was the central problem now.

Alex could not participate this time. And the whole league knew it. By the time they landed and the convoy began the ride toward Yankee Stadium, Phong had already started sketching rough trees of possibility in his head.

The stadium itself looked different from the other venues they had visited so far.

Bigger, louder, more polished for spectacle.

Maine had been hometown pride and cold weather loyalty. Boston had been sharp-edged sports hunger. New York was something else entirely. It was scale. A city that believed nothing mattered unless millions looked at it.

The whole outer district around Yankee Stadium had been converted into league territory. Banners hanging from elevated rails. Sponsor screens built into temporary structures. Security checkpoints at every entry line. Fans packed against barricades. Street vendors reinvented into league-merch sellers overnight. Giant posters of Team Nemean already hung near the main gate, even with Alex barred from the match.

That made Phong think again about Emma’s marketing, and about how close they had come to becoming prisoners of their own image.

In the pre-game interview area, the press pounced on Dominic first. That made sense. With Alex sidelined by rule, he was the face of the match until proven otherwise.

“Are you opening for Team Nemean today?”

“What exactly is that shield?”

“Where did Eyeless Heaven come from?”

“What is Team Nemean’s strategy now that Alexandra Vogel cannot participate?”

Dominic handled all of them with the easy control Phong had come to depend on. He never lied directly. Never gave away anything useful.

He spoke with the confidence of a fighter who knew his place and a captain who knew when not to feed a hungry media line. He called Eyeless Heaven “a personal asset.” He said Team Nemean had multiple answers, not just one. He did not confirm he would open. He did not deny it either.

Then came the Rangers.

Kenai Haida stepped into the microphone line and, to Phong’s surprise, carried himself with less theater than most captains at this level. He was not loud. Not arrogant in the polished Josh way. Just certain.

“We’ve got nothing to fear,” Kenai said. “And we’re looking forward to meeting Team Nemean in the ring.”

That line played well.

Not because it insulted anyone. Because it sounded like a warrior’s answer instead of a soundbite. Phong watched him as he said it.

Spirit Gunslinger.

Rare class. Strong fundamentals. Enough self-command not to waste words. Yes, he thought. This is going to be ugly.

Back in the locker room, the noise of the stadium became a dull living pressure through the walls. Phong spread the notes one more time. The team settled around him with the new habit they had built over the past week. Not waiting passively, but thinking with him. Ready to challenge, suggest, adjust.

He appreciated that more than he said aloud.

“New Jersey Rangers are hard to read,” he admitted.

That got no argument.

Dominic leaned against one locker, arms folded. “You’re not opening me.”

It wasn’t a question.

Phong shook his head.

“No.”

Everyone looked at him. Then he explained.

“Dominic hard counters exactly one of them cleanly.”

“Koda,” said Séline.

Phong nodded.

“He half-counters Tara.” He glanced toward Dominic. “But Kenai and Denahi are bad matchups now that people know what Eyeless Heaven does. The New Jersey Rangers lost 1 member against Boston Jokers on the first match, but they had a perfect sweep on the second. Right now, all 4 members are available to field.”

Dominic did not argue with that. Spirit Gunslinger and Curses Archer were exactly the sort of ranged pressure classes that could force him into bad tempo if they respected the shield and played around it correctly.

Phong looked down again, then up, then down once more.

The team let him think. No one rushed him.

Outside, the crowd was already building toward the opening announcements. Somewhere in that noise waited the New Jersey Rangers, a team disciplined enough not to overperform in public and dangerous enough not to need it.

Phong drew one quiet breath, made the final decision in his head, and lifted his gaze.

He knew who they would send first.

But that answer, like any good one, would have to wait until the ring demanded it.

            

    
        Chapter 138: Camille vs Koda

    
    
    
    
                The stadium did not know what to do with Camille Lambert.

When her name appeared on the giant screens of Yankee Stadium as Team Nemean’s opener, the reaction did not come as one sound. It came in layers.

First, confusion. Then surprise. Then the low, fast murmur of thousands of people trying to decide whether they had just witnessed genius or surrender.

The press box reacted instantly. The commentators, who had spent the last half hour building theories around Dominic, Eyeless Heaven, and the post-Boston shape of Team Nemean’s strategy, tripped over their own expectations.

“Camille Lambert?”

“She’s opening?”

“That’s... unexpected from Team Nemean.”

One of them, too eager for a narrative, said what the crowd was already beginning to think.

“Is this a knowledge-sacrifice? Are they giving up the first match to read the New Jersey Rangers and counter with their heavier hitters later?”

That line spread through the stadium like a spark in dry grass. The cameras caught New Jersey’s side.

Kenai Haida did not smile, but one of his coaches leaned in slightly. Denahi Tlingit’s face barely moved. Tara Inuit tilted her head. Koda Angaiak looked less amused than curious. That alone told Phong something useful.

They had not expected Camille either. On Team Nemean’s side, though, the logic was already understood.

Camille was the best opener they had.

Sure, she wasn't the strongest. Not the most famous. Certainly wasn't the safest choice in the minds of people who only knew Team Nemean through Alexandra Vogel’s public shadow.

But inside the team, after some real analysis, the answer had become clean.

Camille had the speed to pressure Kenai and Denahi before either ranged fighter could fully settle into their comfort zones. Her poison, subtle and increasingly vicious the longer a fight dragged, gave her a real chance of matching Koda’s flexibility in a close technical exchange. Only Tara was a particularly bad match, and even then Camille could still function as a measuring tool if needed. If the Rangers opened with one of their two heaviest hitter, Team Nemean would lose nothing by learning early.

So when Camille rose from the bench and stepped toward the ring, Séline did not look worried, only focused.

Camille herself looked like she had been born to silence crowds.

She wore no dramatic entrance gear, no flashy cape or stylized branding. Just a fitted combat outfit dark enough to let movement stay clean in the eye, with pale accents that caught the lights only when she turned. Her blades rested low at her sides, more like extensions of intention than separate weapons. Where Séline burned sharp and expressive, Camille felt colder. More controlled.

The stadium’s noise changed again when New Jersey answered.

Koda Angaiak, the kind of fighter that coaches loved because he could be adjusted to the match instead of forcing the match to adjust to him.

He entered the ring with none of Camille’s cold elegance.

Koda felt grounded in the way of someone whose body had learned not just one way to move, but several, and trusted all of them. His stance shifted even before the bell, weight changing lightly through the balls of his feet, shoulders loose, eyes never still for more than a second.

Then the spirits answered him.

Spectral gauntlets formed around his hands, one over each forearm and fist, animal shapes half-visible in translucent mana.

He had three: Tiger, crane, and monkey.

The commentator booth gave the quick public explanation, but Phong was already comparing it in his own head.

Xingyi Quan with mana.

Not literally, not a one-to-one, but the feel of it was there. Spirit-shaped intent, a system of forms built around animal logic, direct lines of force, and a body choosing which nature to wear at the moment of contact.

The horn sounded.

Camille moved first.

She crossed distance in one clean burst, blades low, body angled so small that Koda had to choose immediately between meeting her center or trying to redirect the line. He chose Tiger first.

The spectral gauntlets thickened, curving into broad phantom claws over his fists. He met her with a direct forward burst, the style almost savage in its efficiency. Tiger was not about defense. It was about taking the line and tearing it open first.

Steel met mana.

Camille’s left blade skimmed his forearm guard and her right cut for the throat. Koda parried one with the Tiger gauntlet and shifted just enough that the second only scored fabric and skin across the side of his neck.

The crowd made a sharp sound.

First blood, but not enough.

Camille did not stay to admire it. She pivoted through him, letting her momentum carry her past the direct clash before Tiger could fully capitalize on the trade. That told everyone watching the next important truth.

She had no intention of making this an honor duel. She was going to make Koda chase poison through his own bloodstream.

Koda understood that too. He swapped almost immediately. The spectral Tiger claws thinned and elongated. The shape around his hands changed into Crane.

Now his body rose slightly taller. His elbows came in. His footwork sharpened and lengthened. Where Tiger had been direct impact, Crane became spacing, redirection, and precision.

Camille struck again, this time in a triple sequence. Left hand high, right low, reverse cut through the centerline. Koda met all three with Crane structure, turning her blades off his body by millimeters instead of broad force. His counter came not as a punch but as a pecking strike—two fingers and the sharpened mana edge of the gauntlet driving toward the soft gap below her collar.

Camille bent backward just enough to let it graze.

Too close.

The stadium felt that one. So did Séline. Her hand tightened once on the railing at ringside, but her face never moved.

Camille answered by finally revealing the second layer of her own style.

The first slash that mattered did not look important.

It landed along Koda’s upper arm during a messy transition where Crane and Camille’s speed briefly arrived in the same place. It was a shallow cut. Nothing special. Far from being enough to end the fight.

Then another. Not even on the skin this time—through the outer thigh where the blade just kissed and moved on.

Then a third, across the ribs as Koda changed to Monkey and went lower.

The poison was stacking.

Not dramatic enough for the public eye yet, but Phong could see its work beginning in tiny places. A half-beat delay in Koda’s shoulder recovery, slight heat climbing into his breath. The beginning of irritation in the muscles where none should have existed yet.

Monkey changed the whole rhythm again.

The gauntlets shrank, the spectral shape becoming quick-limbed and trickster light. Koda’s movement turned ugly to read in the best way. Sudden drops in level, sidelong darts, shoulder feints that became low-line entries. He stopped trying to meet Camille’s speed cleanly and instead broke the exchange tempo into pieces.

That worked. For a while at least.

He caught her with a short Monkey-angle strike to the hip, then another across the ribs when she cut too close after expecting Tiger’s direct answer. He even got inside her right-hand blade once and nearly trapped her wrist against his forearm while driving a rising blow toward her jaw.

Camille escaped by cutting him.

Every time Koda solved one line of her motion, she left him with something anyway. A scratch, a nick, or a glancing slice that looked too small to matter.

The commentators began noticing it.

“She’s fighting ugly.”

“You means efficiently?”

“Ugly. Same way Alexandra Vogel fights. Team Nemean seems to love death by a thousand cuts.”

By the second minute, the match had become one of the best technical fights the stadium had seen all day; two people with excellent bodies and dangerous systems trying to force the other into the wrong fight.

Koda used Tiger to threaten her courage, Crane to punish her lines, Monkey to tear her timing apart.

Camille used speed, angles, and the absolute refusal to respect the exchange as a closed system. If Koda touched her once, she wanted to touch him twice. If he blocked, she wanted that block to cost him skin somewhere else. If he took the center, she wanted to leave him a wound in passing.

The crowd, which had started half doubtful and half dismissive, now leaned all the way in.

This was no sacrificial opener. This was real.

One sequence nearly ended it.

Koda, now visibly sweating despite the cool stadium air, shifted Tiger-Crane-Monkey in rapid succession. Tiger to force her high, Crane to redirect the answering cut, and Monkey to slip underneath and come up inside both blades with a palm strike powered by a spirit-loaded short burst.

Camille did not fully manage to evade. The blow caught her in the sternum and sent her skidding backward hard enough that the ring floor screamed under her boots.

The crowd exploded.

Koda saw the opening and went after it. Tiger came back.

He rushed in with the intention of ending the whole thing in one brutal sequence before the poison tax became too high.

Camille, breathing rough now, gave ground exactly the amount he wanted. Then she let him commit.

Her left blade turned. Her right stayed edge.

She took the first Tiger-line strike on the flat of her left blade with a crack that numbed her whole arm, let the second glance past her shoulder, and drove the right-hand blade straight through the opening across his side.

This time Koda felt it: the poison.

His body betrayed it before his face did. One leg hit the floor a fraction wrong, the next step did not arrive where his mind placed it.

Camille saw. So did Phong.

Camille pressed immediately, not because she had huge power, but because she finally had the control point.

Three slashes in under half a second: one across the forearm, another across the calf, the last reversed upward through the ribs.

The last made Koda grunt hard and step away— Then stop.

His body locked for a heartbeat too long.

Paralysis had procced.

The commentators shouted it a split second after the more experienced divers in the audience already knew.

Koda’s eyes widened. His spirit gauntlets flickered between shapes in an involuntary half-shift.

Camille did not waste the gift. She drove forward, both blades crossing into his centerline, cut his stance apart with one sweep and struck him hard enough with the follow-up to send him sprawling.

The horn sounded before he could rise.

Winner: Camille Lambert.

For a moment, the stadium forgot that this was supposed to be Team Nemean’s weakened round. Then the local fans realized the home side had just taken the first blood in New York and roared loud enough to shake the lower seating.

Camille did not celebrate. She stood breathing hard, one arm looser than she wanted after the sternum shot and the blocked Tiger pressure, but alive, upright, and victorious. When she turned toward Team Nemean’s corner, Séline gave her a single nod. That was enough between them.

On the Rangers’ side, Kenai stepped forward and said something low to Koda as the Soul Warrior returned.

Phong watched that carefully.

Good team, he thought.

Then New Jersey sent in Tara Inuit.

The crowd changed again.

A heavy hitter always brought a different sound with them.

Tara entered carrying the pair of axes Phong had already learned to be wary of: Wings of Ascension. Even from ringside distance, they felt wrong in the same way relics always did—too present, too self-contained, like objects that knew more about the world’s rules than the people using them. Her build split the difference between warrior and storm. She looked broad enough to brawl, but light enough in the shoulders that her weapon work would be much faster than people expected from axes that size.

Camille rolled one shoulder once, reset her grip on the blades, and looked very, very small across from what came next.

And yet Phong did not regret the opening choice for even a second.



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 139: A draw

    
    
    
    
                Camille had known the moment Tara Inuit stepped into the ring that this was bad.

She had still gone forward anyway.

The crowd, still riding the high of her win over Koda, expected another technical duel. Another fight of speed, poison, and clever pressure. Instead, they got a lesson in why matchups mattered.

Tara did not fight like a barbarian pretending to cast. She fought like a storm that had learned how to pick up an axe.

The first exchange made that obvious.

Camille burst in on a diagonal, blades low, trying to test the footwork before Tara’s momentum could build. Tara answered with wind. A pressure wave kicked up from the short turn of her body, not large enough to count as a spell in the audience’s eyes, but more than enough to throw Camille’s entry line half a foot off.

That was all Tara needed.

One axe came up from low right to high left in a rising cut strong enough to split a ribcage. Camille barely slipped the edge and still got flung away by the force of it. The ring floor screamed beneath her boots as she dragged herself back into stance.

Tara watched her with a poker face.

The crowd felt it too.

This was not Koda. Not a technical stylist that poison could slowly trap and tame. This was a woman standing with two answers in her hands and a third answer in the wind itself.

Camille tested again.

This time she used a wider loop, hoping to bait one of the axes and cut the arms on the return. Tara let her come in close enough to think the plan might work—

Then shifted.

The wind vanished. The body changed.

One breath earlier Tara had been a caster, weight slightly back, mana moving outward. The next she was all barbarian, rage condensing into raw reinforcement so fast it looked like the arena itself had skipped a frame. She stepped in with one axe haft blocking the first blade and the other punching down in a shoulder-bruising strike that forced Camille to dive away instead of countering.

Less than a second.

That was all the delay there was between one mode and the other.

At ringside, Phong felt his stomach sink. She was even worse than he predicted.

Camille fought beautifully anyway. That was what made the mismatch hurt to watch.

She circled, cut in and out, stacked poison where she could. She tried to force Tara into revealing more of Wings of Ascension, more of the relic, more of the thing that made the axes feel wrong.

She failed.

Tara never gave it. She did not need to.

Her wind magic was too strong. Her barbarian reinforcement too direct. Worse, she could feather between the two states with terrifying control. Not one or the other. Sometimes both in sequence so fast the eye could only understand it after getting hit.

Camille got two decent cuts in during the second minute.

One across Tara’s thigh. One shallow line at the shoulder when the Black Typhooner overcommitted to a turning strike.

The poison went in. The audience saw blood.

And Tara answered by flexing once, rage surfacing just enough to blast the debuff pressure apart with sheer violent mana conversion.

The commentators nearly screamed.

“Did she just cleanse herself?”

“Her rage had another effect!”

Camille tried one last trap. She baited the axe angle, slipped to Tara’s left, and cut for the wrists, clearly hoping to force the relic to show itself under pressure.

Instead Tara used wind to throw herself half a body length sideways without even crossing her feet, then crashed back in with a double-axe sequence that forced Camille all the way to the edge.

One brutal shoulder check later, Camille was out.

The stadium reacted with equal parts shock and bloodthirsty delight.

Phong did not waste the moment.

“Dominic.”

He did not need to explain why. Dominic was already rising.

Against Tara, he was their best answer. He could meet the barbarian side head-on. He had a relic of his own. He could survive the raw exchange long enough to force the question Camille never got answered. Could Tara’s relic carry her through a wall that hit back?

The crowd exploded when Dominic entered.

They had wanted this the moment Tara sent Camille out. Now that it was real, the entire stadium turned into one huge throat.

Emma checked social once and let out a soft whistle.

“It’s everywhere.”

Jake looked over her shoulder. “How bad?”

“Dominic versus Tara is trending above half the east coast.” She refreshed. “Online viewership flew pass most traditional sports match, and cracked fifty million.”

Joanne blinked. “For this?”

Emma’s smile had no warmth in it.

“Brands are losing their minds. Half of them want both of these two in a commercial before the match is even over.”

Dominic, hearing none of that, took the ring with Eyeless Heaven in his left hand and the weight of every old fight he had ever won in his bones.

Across from him, Tara rolled both shoulders and adjusted her grip on the axes.

No grin. No taunt.

Good. He thought.

That meant she understood what kind of fight this was too.

The horn sounded. And the stadium got the kind of violence it had paid for.

Tara opened in caster mode.

Not because she feared Dominic, but because it was smart.

Wind spiraled around the ring in slicing bursts, short enough not to become wasteful spectacle, sharp enough to force movement. She used the arena like a bowstring, sending pressure from angles that would turn a normal advance into suicide.

Dominic did not give her a normal advance.

He planted Eyeless Heaven and let the first burst of wind hit the shield.

It rang.

The second wind blade came lower. Dominic shifted the shield just enough. The third curled around the edge, trying to catch his ribs. He took that one on the shoulder and kept walking.

Tara increased output.

Two more gust-blades, then a compressed spiral burst aimed for his knees. Dominic answered by stepping into it instead of away, the shield covering high and center while his own body took the lower pressure.

The commentators started shouting about damage trade, about the stubbornness of Judgenaut classes, about how Dominic Torres was trying to physically push through weather.

They were not wrong. But they were incomplete.

Phong could see it.

Dominic was learning Tara. He was waiting.

Tara switched the moment she realized the ranged pressure alone would not stop him.

Black Typhooner became barbarian.

The air around her tightened inward instead of outward. Her muscles hardened under that conversion in a way even the cameras caught. Then she came in with the axes.

The first clash sounded like a wreck.

Tara’s right axe crashed into Eyeless Heaven and sparks of mana burst sideways. Dominic answered with a short body blow to her ribs. Tara took it on partial reinforcement and hammered down with the second axe toward his thigh. Dominic twisted just enough and ate the rest on armor and raw spite.

This was not pretty. Not technical like Camille and Koda. Not subtle either.

This was raw collision.

Tara had real strength. The kind that moved Dominic when she committed. And Dominic had the exact kind of nightmare sturdiness that made her pay every time she entered too deep.

She hit him five times in the first real sequence. One axe to the shield, then one haft strike to the shoulder. A wind-assisted knee, a close-range burst of cutting air from the off-hand axe. And a headbutt, of all things, when they locked too close to separate cleanly.

Dominic answered once.

That one answer made Tara slide backward across the ring on both heels.

The crowd lost its mind.

They met again. And again.

Each time Tara mixed the two halves of her class more fluidly. Wind to enter, barbarian power to commit. Barbarian pressure to fix him in place, then a blast of directional force to steal the line of his counter. The woman was a monster not because she could do one thing incredibly well, but because she could change equations before the other side finished solving them.

Still, Dominic held.

Eyeless Heaven took the wind.

His class took the punishment.

His body, synced now to the slower heavier rhythm Vân had burned into him, kept returning force like a grudge.

What he did not do was use God’s Roar Canon. Not even once.

The audience noticed eventually. So did the commentators.

“He’s sitting on it.”

“Why isn’t he using the beam?”

“Can he not get the angle?”

At ringside, Phong said nothing.

Tara noticed too.

That was the point.

She started treating the shield’s beam as the problem she already understood. A straight-line threat, dangerous if aimed cleanly, but too slow to matter if she stayed mobile and refused the obvious lanes.

Then she revealed the relic.

Wings of Ascension answered her rage.

The moment the name of the weapons became truth, spectral wings burst from her back—not full feathered angel wings like the name suggested, but massive arc-shaped structures of black wind and white-edged force that spread behind her like the sky had grown blades.

The entire stadium rose.

The cameras almost could not keep up.

Tara took one step, let the wings catch the air, and became a dive.

She did not run after that.

She used the wind to launch herself and came down on Dominic with the speed of a peregrine falcon wrapped in murder and relic-grade momentum. Every time she hit the ground, the ring cracked. Every time she rose again, the commentators got louder, the crowd more feral.

Dominic blocked.

Again. Again. And again.

Eyeless Heaven flashed under impacts that would have split normal shields into scrap.

Tara came from above. From the side. At impossible angles with the wings tilting her midair path into something closer to a guided missile than a fighter’s leap.

And still Dominic held.

Through stubbornness, through discipline, and through the awful holy patience of a man who had already decided exactly how much pain he was willing to spend today.

The home crowd and the commentators started turning toward one conclusion.

Dominic had no answer.

The beam was too slow. Tara was too fast. The relic had changed the match too much.

Then Dominic proved them wrong.

He waited.

Tara came down again from above, wings folded into a killing angle, one axe first, one behind, whole body compressed around the strike.

Dominic raised Eyeless Heaven.

Everything about the motion looked like another block.

That was why Tara committed fully. That was why she died in any other world.

Dominic did not aim the shield at her. He aimed it down at the ground beneath himself. Then he punched the back of Eyeless Heaven.

God’s Roar Canon detonated.

The accumulated punishment Dominic had taken through the whole fight fed it like dry wood into a furnace. The blast turned the center of the arena into instant ruin. Concrete, steel reinforcement, formation layers. All of it came apart in one screaming white-gold eruption.

Tara never expected a suicidal angle.

That was the beauty of it.

She had prepared for him to aim at her. Not to destroy the battlefield under both of them.

The explosion lifted everything: Dominic, Tara, chunks of the ring, dust.

They disappeared in the blast and reappeared only when the shockwave threw them all into the side of the stadium hard enough that half the front rows screamed and the safety barriers flashed in panic.

When the dust cleared, the center of the ring was gone.

And both fighters were down outside the ruined centerline.

The referees rushed in. The officials screamed for medical checks. The crowd did not know whether to cheer, pray, or demand refunds for not being allowed closer to the destruction.

Then the ruling came.

Draw.

The stadium became an animal. The media went insane.

Online, clips of the blast were already being cut, slowed, zoomed, captioned, memed, mythologized. Fifty million viewers turned into more. Sponsors started calling again. Emma’s phone vibrated so hard she finally turned it off.

The match had to be paused for two full hours while the organizers repaired the ring.

During that time, the league begged both teams for interviews.

Kenai agreed.

Phong agreed too.

They were brought separately to the same media setup while crews worked furiously on the arena behind the scenes.

Kenai spoke first, calm as ever. He did not complain about the draw. Did not whine about damage or theatrics. He stood before the microphones and said that he would personally fight the third match.

That already stirred the room.

Then he added the challenge.

“And I want Team Nemean to send their heaviest hitter.”

Every journalist in the room knew who he meant.

“Alexandra Vogel.”

He said her name like a summons.

“So the fight ends in the most glorious way possible.”

It was a beautiful challenge.

Public, clean, full of warrior dignity and exactly the kind of thing cameras loved.

Then Phong gave his answer, mellow and calm:

“I’ll do everything in my power for Team Nemean to win.”

That was all.

In the locker room afterward, the reality set back in.

Alex could not fight.

The organizers had already denied the idea. Fairness, tournament regulation, recovery integrity, probably to sell tickets on the second leg. Whatever the phrasing, the answer was no. Her loss to Shirlene barred her from entering this match.

Rico, for once, was the answer everyone could see and nobody could use.

Emma said it aloud.

“Rico would be our best chance.”

No one argued. The raccoon’s forms, short-duration or not, were exactly the kind of chaos a fighter like Kenai might struggle to read in a format this compressed. But Rico was "the mysterious treant that stopped Josh's advance". Using Rico would be like going to the police and selling them drugs in the middle of the day and clear view of the cameras.

That left silence, and calculation.

Emma sat on the bench with both hands braced behind her, expression sharp again.

Dominic was getting checked by medics but waved off most of the fuss.

Alex stood near the back, angry at the rules and more angry that she understood them. Jake and Jack both looked like men already making peace with pain. Séline and Camille were quiet.

Alexei was too tense.

Janet watched Phong, because Janet knew first sometimes when he was closest to an answer.

Phong stood in the middle of the room, notes half forgotten in one hand, thinking through the shape of the board. Kenai was stepping in himself. That was the biggest trouble he had since becoming team Nemean's coach.

The captain was not someone who challenge for theater alone. He believed he had the winning line against Alex.

Which meant the final answer could not just be “strong.” It had to be right.

Finally, Phong looked up.

“I know who we send.”

The whole room focused on him.

And when he gave the name, it was not someone they thought. Someone fast, someone who would rush down Kenai fast enough to overwhelm the spirits gunslinger.

Not Jake.

Not Séline.

“Joanne.”

The room held that answer for one hard second.

Then the next battle began before anyone even stepped back into the ring.



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 140: Upturn

    
    
    
    
                Jake was the first one to object.

“Absolutely not,” he said, half rising from the bench. “If Kenai’s the third fight, then someone fast should go. Me. Séline. We rush him down before he gets comfortable.”

Séline nodded at once. “He’s a gunslinger. Range classes hate pressure. If we let him settle, then we’re giving him the ring.”

Joanne, who had been leaning against the locker with her arms folded and her expression somewhere between offended and curious, looked from one of them to the other, then to Phong.

Phong stayed calm.

That, more than anything, made the rest of the room quiet down.

Because by now, they all knew the look. It was the same one he wore when he had already walked three steps ahead of everyone else and was just waiting for them to catch up.

“Rushing him down,” Phong said, “is exactly what Kenai wants.”

Jake frowned. “What?”

Phong looked at him, then at Séline, then at Joanne.

“He’s a Spirit Gunslinger. Someone who stepped in after Tara and Koda. He's here to win, and we need to respect that whether we like it or not.” Phong’s voice stayed level. “If we send speed, then we play into the obvious trap.”

Séline clicked her tongue softly, not because she disagreed, but because she could see the shape of it now that he said it.

Phong turned toward Joanne. And said something too quiet for the rest of them to hear.

Joanne stared at him. Then stared harder. Then, very slowly, the corner of her mouth twitched.

“Oh,” she said.

That one syllable did not reassure anyone. Not Jake. Not Séline. Not even Dominic, who trusted Phong more than most but still looked like a man wondering whether his coach had finally gone around the bend.

Then the call came. Team Nemean’s final participant.

Joanne Parr.

If Camille had surprised the stadium, Joanne confused it.

The reaction from the crowd was almost insulted disbelief. The commentators stumbled over their own words trying to make sense of it fast enough for the audience. Even the big screens seemed slower to catch up.

“Joanne?”

“They’re sending the Spellsniper?”

“Against Kenai Haida?”

One of the commentators, forgetting all caution in the face of a hot take, just said it outright.

“Team Nemean is giving this one up.”

That line spread fast. Too fast. Kenai heard it. The New Jersey bench heard it. The audience heard it.

And, worst of all, a lot of Team Nemean’s own newer fans heard it too.

Some of them started leaving.

That part stung more than anyone on the team wanted to admit. The sections in Yankee Stadium that had gone loud for Team Nemean because of Alex, because of Dominic, because of Emma’s branding, because of the image of invincibility they had sold so hard, now started thinning at the edges. People muttered, phones came out, a few booed the choice, others laughed and began talking about “saving it for the rematch” and “playing for information.”

Kenai Haida walked into the ring looking openly annoyed.

Worse.

Dismissive.

He had heard enough about Joanne to know she was one of Dominic’s old teammates. There was public footage on her, old records, league scraps, forum analysis, enough scattered material to build a shape. Not as much mystery as Séline, Camille, or Alexei. Not enough reputation to justify this choice in the public eye.

He looked at her and clearly came to the same conclusion as the commentators. Team Nemean had given up the match.

They wanted to extort information, see his spirits, measure his timing, then come back stronger when the second leg rolled around.

At ringside, Phong saw it happen in Kenai’s face. The exact second the captain decided Joanne was not the real threat.

Good, Phong thought. Very good.

The referee called them in.

Joanne looked much smaller standing across from Kenai than she ever did beside her own team. Part of it was class silhouette. Kenai had a presence built for old stories. A carved wooden pistol that looked like a totem pole had been cut down and forced into the shape of a firearm. Animal carvings spiraled the barrel and grip in layered relief, each spirit ready to answer him. He wore long dark leathers with beadwork and clean practical tailoring, nothing flashy, but everything chosen by someone who understood what his own outline meant to spectators.

Joanne looked like a young woman with too much attitude, too many opinions, and spells she had learned to trust because the world kept demanding it.

The horn sounded.

Kenai opened exactly the way Phong expected: With disrespect.

Not stupidity. Not enough for that. But disrespect all the same.

He did not use his strongest spirit immediately. He did not commit some grand opening sequence. He tested her with a simple shot first, a low-cost spirit round from the totem pistol that moved with more life in it than a normal mana bullet had any right to carry.

Joanne snapped a return shot fast enough that the crowd gasped.

The two rounds met in midair and burst apart in a flash of blue and silver sparks.

For one heartbeat, the fight looked even. Then it didn’t.

Kenai’s second, third, and fourth shots came with almost no wasted motion. That was the first terrible truth of Spirit Gunslinger. What Joanne could do, he could do cleaner. His mana cost was lower. His transitions smoother. His bullets changed trajectory mid flight as easy as breathing.

One curved around her left side after seeming to miss.

Joanne twisted and burned a counter-spell shot to knock it away.

The next split midflight into two pale hawk-like streaks and forced her to choose. She blocked one with a shard-round and ducked the other by instinct more than sight.

The third rode low along the floor like it had a nose for ankles. Joanne leaped.

By the time she landed, Kenai already had another bullet chambered in spirit and mana.

At ringside, the commentators started saying the obvious.

“This is a class gap.”

“Spirit Gunslinger really is just a higher-order version of what Joanne does.”

“Her toolkit is narrower.”

They were right.

Joanne’s elemental spell bullets were versatile, but not alive. Kenai’s were. They curved, corrected, hunted, and adapted with a predatory wrongness that made his pistol feel less like a weapon and more like a shrine that hated distance.

Joanne fought anyway. Bravely enough that even the mocking parts of the crowd eased.

She ran the ring harder than she ever had in public. Ice rounds to break angle, lightning shots to force dodges, fire slugs to create chaos. She kept changing altitude, pivoting off bad ground, firing while backpedaling, firing while half-falling, firing after feints that only just barely bought her enough time to breathe.

Kenai walked her down. He had more options.

A wolf spirit round that ran the rail of the ring barrier before snapping toward her ribs. A hawk shot that broke apart into dark flickers and rejoined above her shoulder. A bear shot that rushed forward like a battering ram.

Joanne got clipped twice. A graze at the thigh, then a harsher hit across her left side that spun her enough the crowd thought she was done.

She wasn’t. She came up swearing, eyes bright and furious, and fired three spell shots in a fan spread so aggressive that Kenai had to finally shift his stance and answer seriously.

That was when he revealed Thunderbird. The shot didn’t leave the gun the way the others had, it erupted. White-blue mana roared around him in the shape of a bird too large to be literal. Then it folded back into him. The spirit attached itself to his body after firing and spread into wings of crackling force across his back. For the next five minutes, the captain of the New Jersey Rangers took to the air.

The stadium lost its mind.

The commentators shouted themselves hoarse.

“Thunderbird!”

“He can do that?!”

“That's cheating for a range class!”

Kenai lifted above the ring like range itself had chosen a king and began raining spirit shots downward with the utter confidence of a man who thought the fight had ended the moment he took the sky.

Joanne looked small from below. Tiny, even. A Spellsniper with a narrower class line, fewer options, less elegant mana economy, and no blessed rare upgrade to hide inside.

But Phong knew what he had told her: Use his pride. Use the fact that men like Kenai, like Josh, like Alex, like too many fighters who had been treated as apex too early, could not resist proving they were better once they believed the outcome already belonged to them.

So Joanne gave him that belief. She stumbled once on purpose. Lost a little too much ground. Overcommitted to blocking one spirit round and let another scorch her shoulder.

She made it look desperate. Made it look like she was hanging on by speed, stubbornness, and luck.

Kenai bought it. His class superiority really was obvious in the fight. He had every reason to believe what he was seeing.

That was the trick. He lowered his guard in the one way that mattered most for a gunslinger. He stopped assuming she had a real answer. He started performing dominance, taking wider flight lines, holding sightlines a fraction longer than needed, showing the audience what his bullets could do, letting the Thunderbird wings flare behind him like he was already writing the highlight reel in his own head.

Joanne let him. She kept firing back. Kept losing exchanges by inches. Kept looking more and more like a woman trying to survive instead of a woman waiting.

On Team Nemean’s side, Jake and Séline watched in silent, which was rare and quite hard for Jake.

Emma checked social once and laughed softly.

“People are already calling this a mercy killing.”

Kenai dove lower once, just enough to fire a tighter grouping. Joanne burned a fire slug to block two and took the third on the edge of her shoulder. She went down to one knee.

The stadium rose. The commentators were practically narrating her death.

“She can’t keep this up!”

“Kenai has too many options!”

“This is the end for Joanne Parr!”

Then she looked up. And fired.

One shot.

Lightning bullet.

But not in the usual broad bright way she used it, not the crackling expressive shot people expected from a Spellsniper trying to play catch-up. This one was stripped down, narrow, fast. Too fast for most speed focus class to even react to.

Kenai saw her finger flash. And because he had already had too much advantage, taken too much ground, he thought he still had time. He did not.

The beam of lightning crossed the ring so fast the cameras caught it only as a white line connecting earth to air.

It hit him square.

The Thunderbird wings spasmed. Kenai fell out of the sky and crashed into the ring hard enough that the whole arena gasped like one body.

Joanne, who had put everything she had left into that one attack, stayed standing for exactly half a second longer.

Then her own body gave up. She collapsed too.

The referees rushed in from both sides.

The crowd was no longer cheering in one direction or the other. They were shouting in confusion, disbelief, outrage, exhilaration. The whole sound of the stadium changed from sports noise into something closer to being present when a prediction failed in public.

The ruling came a few seconds later.

Draw.

For one heartbeat, nobody processed it. Then the weight of what had just happened landed.

Kenai Haida had been brought down.

Before this fight, he and Tara had carried perfect records. Tara got a draw against Dominic could still fit the story people already knew. Dominic was a heavy hitter, a centerpiece, a man whose reputation had already started hardening into East Coast legend.

Joanne was not supposed to be that. Which was why this result hit so hard.

It was not Alex illusion shattering loss.

This was different.

This was the league learning that Team Nemean’s “supporting cast” contained enough steel to drag a rare-class captain into the dirt if you gave them the wrong kind of disrespect.

The media swarmed Phong afterward. Not because they wanted Joanne first, though they did. but because they wanted the explanation.

He had chosen her. He had seen something. They wanted the shape of that thinking.

“Why Joanne?”

“You knew this would happen?”

“Did you identify a weakness in Kenai Haida?”

Phong let them throw the questions first. Then he answered only once.

“I chose Joanne,” he said, “precisely because her class is not as good as Kenai’s.”

That stunned them. It was so counterintuitive, so blunt, so impossible to package quickly that it created another surge of noise all by itself.

He gave no further comment. And that made it worse for them. Because now they had to think.

Back at the clubhouse, the team did what teams always did once public pressure fell away.

They cornered him. And Joanne.

The moment the doors shut, the girls were all over Joanne first. Emma, Janet, Séline, Camille, even Alex, all circling her with overlapping questions while Jake and Jack played second-line hecklers. Dominic looked too pleased with the entire world. Alexei wanted the exact timing and mana density of the lightning shot. Rico climbed onto the couch and shouted something about “I already knew she had main character moment.”

Joanne, exhausted and still half angry at gravity, pointed at Phong from under a blanket and said, “You tell them.”

Phong rubbed one hand over his face.

“Traitor.”

“Coach privilege expires after emotional stress.”

The room laughed.

So Phong gave up. He sat down on the arm of a chair, looked at all of them, and explained.

“What I told Joanne before the fight wasn’t a tactic. Not exactly.” He glanced at her. “It was advice.”

Joanne folded her arms and nodded once. “Annoying advice.”

Phong ignored that.

“I told her to use his pride against him.”

That made several people go still.

“He’s a spirit gunslinger,” Phong said. “A rarer, better version of her class line. If he thought his opponent was a real threat from the start, then he’d stay tight, efficient, and ugly. Hard to catch, hard to drag into mistakes.” He looked around the room. “So we had to make him believe whoever he would fight wasn’t. Sending you, Jake, or Séline would have the opposite effect.”

Emma leaned back slowly.

“The same trick Boston pulled on Alex.”

Joanne answered this time.

“Exactly.”

She looked both smug and tired now that the danger had passed.

“I played weaker than I was.”

Jake blinked. “That sounds insulting.”

“It was insulting,” Joanne said. “To me.”

That got another laugh. But she continued more seriously.

“I let him think I was panicking. Let him think I was desperate. Let him think every shot was me barely surviving instead of shaping his rhythm.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Once he decided the match was already his, the rest got easier.”

Alex’s mouth twitched faintly.

So that was the mirror. Boston had used false pain to trick a habit. Joanne used false desperation to trick pride.

Kenai did what Adam needed Alex to do. He committed on the wrong assumption.

Phong looked at Joanne then, really looked, and let himself feel a small pulse of pride.

Because she had drawn on of the league heaviest hitter, and he was happy for her because of that. But also, because she had listened, and because their strategy had worked.

For a while, nobody in the clubhouse talked about the next match.

They only sat there in the afterglow of shock and strategy and the strange, growing certainty that Team Nemean had become much harder to predict than anyone outside the room understood.



 



 













            

    
        I need a day off

    
    
    
    
                Hi ya, sorry to say this but there is no chapter today due to several reasons:

1. IRL work having some trouble that I need to address and it took the wind out of my sail. Been on the road for 10 ish hours and had very little free time to edit (main reason. I keep it short because I don't want to involve my writing online with my real world life)

2. The negativity I received from Phong letting Josh live due to him not wanting to kill Emma in the process is catching up to me (believe it or not, that receive more hate than my early format, or at least, it's affecting me way more since the format criticisms make sense to me and this isn't). Hate comment, negative rating, people sounding smug while announcing their departure and not forgetting to leave a 1 star rating, etc. Having those slapped across the face kill any mood I had to edit in the little time available today. And I found myself staring at the screen disbelief for like 5 minutes straight. So I realize I really need a day off to reset my mind and release the built up frustration, so my motivation can stay fresh, my mind can focus on the right thing and not the gutter. Trying really hard not to make myself look or sound like a victim while frustrated but it's harder than I thought

Anyhow, in 2 months of serializing PvD this is the first time I miss a release. I felt kinda bad. I'll leave the link to the first arc of the lost manuscript here so you guys who enjoy a bit of horror still have something out of today while I'm gone. Well, you still have other book here, and I don't wanna sound self-importance. But you all having something else to read is one thing. Me not doing anything about missing a release is irresponsible in my part. I'll make sure to delete this chapter tomorrow. Thank you

first arc.docx



 



 













            

    
        Chapter 141: Necromancer

    
    
    
    
                The fan meeting the next day was held in one of those polished Midtown event halls that looked like they had been built for corporate charity dinners and then hastily repurposed for the age of dungeon celebrity. There were banners for the East Coast Diver League hanging between sponsor logos, soft lights positioned to flatter fighters and executives alike, and enough cameras that nobody could forget for even a second that every smile, every handshake, every glance might end up clipped, captioned, and spread across the internet by nightfall.

As the home team, Team Nemean had been invited early.

That alone felt strange to Phong.

Not because he still didn’t understand the concept. He did. Team Nemean was popular. More than popular, now. They were one of the stories of the East Coast league. The team with Alexandra Vogel. The team with Dominic Torres. The team that looked like it had been forged in the dungeon instead of by sponsors and training camps.

Still, it was odd seeing staff hurry over to greet them by name. Odd seeing a seating arrangement prepared with their logo. Odd hearing the emcee announce them with practiced excitement while a room full of fans applauded as if they had been waiting for this exact entrance.

Phong stayed a little behind the others on instinct.

Emma did the opposite.

She stepped into the room like it belonged to her family already, which, Phong supposed, in some awful indirect way it probably did. Dominic wore public attention the way he wore punches: with ease, with grounding, with the quiet knowledge that if things got out of hand, he could simply endure longer than the situation. Alex had long since learned how to keep her composure under a crowd’s gaze, but after the Boston loss there was something different to the way people looked at her now.

Not less respect, more curiosity maybe. Like everyone had glimpsed a crack in marble and wanted to know whether it made the statue more human or more breakable.

Team New Jersey Rangers were already there when Team Nemean arrived.

That got a reaction from the room.

Both teams were sitting at the top of the group table. Both had earned six points over three fights. A perfect win, a win, and a draw. The sort of symmetry the league loved because it made a good story. Team Nemean was flashier, the Rangers were steadier. New York versus the outsiders. A team built around monsters of reputation versus a team built around hard, disciplined killers.

Kenai saw them first and lifted one hand in greeting.

Tara looked over as well, and her mouth curved in something that could almost be called a grin. Koda gave Camille and Séline a respectful nod. Denahi, who somehow looked more like a hunter on leave than a public figure, watched the room the way he probably watched wood lines and scopes.

The interaction between the teams was surprisingly easy.

That was the thing about fighters who had already tested one another honestly. They either came away with a grudge or with a certain rough respect. Team Nemean and the Rangers had gotten the second kind.

Tara was the first to speak once they drifted close enough for casual conversation without needing to shout over the room.

“Next fight,” she said to Dominic, “I won’t let you stalemate me with a suicidal attack again.”

Dominic barked out a laugh. He had a plate of finger food in one hand and the relaxed posture of a man whose answer to public tension was to eat through it.

“That attack wasn’t suicidal,” he said. “Just creative.”

Tara snorted.

“It leveled the ring.”

“Still worked.”

“Only once.”

That got Dominic grinning wider. Across from them, Alex looked directly at Kenai. No cameras needed for her to mean it.

“In the second leg,” she said, “you’ll get what you wanted.”

Kenai’s expression barely changed, but the focus in him sharpened.

Alex continued, “Fair and square. So don’t lose before that.”

That line alone would have fed the fan forums for a week if said into a microphone. Here, delivered in the middle of a sponsor hall with quiet directness, it landed harder.

Kenai answered with the same kind of seriousness.

“I won’t. And just for the record, I did go down before Joanne. Would have been my loss in a duel to the dead. Not gonna happen again.”

Good, thought Phong. Very good.

That was the sort of challenge he could respect. Not Josh’s poison, not Olen’s smiling slime either. Just two dangerous people agreeing that the next time they met, the ring would carry it properly.

Denahi, meanwhile, had found Rico.

Or perhaps Rico had found the drinks table and Denahi simply noticed an opportunity the way all ex-special forces types seemed to notice potential bad decisions in motion.

Either way, Phong turned just in time to see Denahi crouched slightly, holding out a small plastic cup of beer toward the raccoon like he was offering initiation into adulthood.

“You ever try it?”

Rico sniffed. Then recoiled.

“Still too bitter. Fermented wheat dissapointment.”

Denahi laughed softly and switched to a sample pour of red wine from another tray.

“This one then.”

Rico took a suspicious sniff, licked once, and made the face of a creature personally offended by wine culture.

“Too spicy.”

Jake nearly choked laughing. Joanne covered her mouth with one hand and looked delighted. Denahi looked at the wine, then at Rico, then back at the wine like the beverage had betrayed him personally.

“Spicy.”

“Very,” Rico declared, gravely offended. “Human poison juice.”

That ended the experiment.

For a while, the mood was easy.

Photographers got their shots, fans were ushered through controlled greeting lines. Merch was signed. Emma handled short exchanges with fans with the sort of polished efficiency that made Phong think she could probably sell both salvation and apocalypse if the family portfolio benefited. Camille and Séline were still a curiosity, and the French duo got almost as much attention for simply existing in Team Nemean’s orbit as they did for their actual skills. Dominic signed things, Alex signed fewer things. Joanne signed one napkin with “don’t trust press predictions” and nearly got in trouble for it. Rico was out stealing caffeine with puppy eyes again. Bruno and Nyx enjoyed being pampered by the public.

Then Brooklyn’s Knights arrived.

The room shifted, just enough for Phong to feel it.

Josh had that effect. He knew how to fill a space without earning it. With expensive suit, team colors integrated just enough to signal leadership without looking childish, the face of a young man groomed to be heroic by publicists and raised to believe rooms owed him atmosphere.

His team moved behind him with all the hard polish of people who had learned how to be photographed beside money.

Brooklyn’s Knights had earned five points over three matches. One perfect win, one win, then a loss.

The loss had come because Josh had gone down in the second fight and, under league rules, couldn’t reenter the third. That fact alone had taken a bite out of his aura, though his media people were clearly doing their best to stitch it back together.

Josh played the charismatic leader beautifully for the cameras.

He congratulated Team Nemean with all the public warmth one would expect from a rival trying to look gracious. Shook Dominic’s hand. Nodded to Emma like a gentleman. Even smiled at Alex with a version of respect that would have looked convincing to anyone who had not already seen his real face.

Then he stepped just a little too close to Team Nemean’s core and lowered his voice. The smile stayed. The eyes though, it changed.

“For the double-elimination stage,” he said, “the organizers are going to allow team merging.”

That got everyone’s attention. Josh, seeing he had it, continued smoothly.

“Considering you’ve got nine members already, it makes sense. Couldn't have team Nemean steamrolled the competition with sheer number.”

Phong said nothing.

Josh looked between them.

“I’ve already got Boston Jokers on board.”

Emma’s expression did not move, but Phong knew her well enough now to see the calculation behind her eyes. Josh was trying to build a coalition. One big enough to brought team Nemean down to their knees.

Then Josh turned that bright, polished smile toward the Rangers.

“Kenai,” he said. “You should join us.”

Kenai didn’t even pretend to consider it.

“No.”

Just that. The rejection came straighter than a ruler and more direct than a wrecking ball.

Josh’s smile tightened a fraction.

“Why not?”

Denahi answered before Kenai had to.

“We are not someone weapons. Especially when it was to be used against a champion's seed.”

That hit. Hard enough that even some of the nearby sponsors glanced over.

Josh recovered quickly, of course. He always did in public. The mask slid back into place like it had never moved, but Phong saw the flash of cold underneath it and filed it away.

Good, he thought. Let him be denied in front of people.

That night, after the fan meeting, Team Nemean went where Team Nemean increasingly went whenever the world became too loud: Hà Nội Corner.

The moment Rico heard the destination, his mood improved by half. Long took one look at the group walking in and started pulling cups without asking who wanted what. The expanded space of the shop was busy, warm, and full of that low steady comfort the city never managed anywhere else for Phong.

The team settled around pushed-together tables.

Someone laughed, someone stole food, someone complained about the fan meeting.

And then, since the universe had decided team Nemean was having too much peace, the news broke. Sharp little tremor through the room as several people looked down at their notifications in the same second.

Emma read the headline first. Then looked up.

“The Golden Bridge Warriors swept.”

Silence hit the table. That was not supposed to happen. Not after they had already forfeited two out of three matches, not with Olen’s team still looking half a step behind everyone else in the league.

Phong read the link sent to the group chat by Emma, then felt something cold move under his skin.

Olen had reached level 30.

His class had evolved, but not into anything people knew, or into some production support specialization or troll-keeper nonsense.

Necromancer. A class that had not appeared anywhere in the world before. Media and class specialist classified it as a secret evolution branch that accessible only to the production class.

The article and clips were already spreading. Olen walking into the ring with that polished rich-boy solemnity still hanging off him like a school uniform. Then the summon, then the whole field changed.

With Necromancer, he could call forth specters and phantoms from the race he had slaughtered one hundred members of to level. The dead monsters came back wrong, incomplete, obedient. Not fully alive, not just mana constructs either. Something in between. Something like the elongated Tortura of the Croak Wood. Something that made every spiritualist, every occultist, and every decent human being online start screaming at once.

And he had swept Richmond Beavers by himself. Perfect win carried out by a former production class made the scene exploded.

Three points was not rare in the league. It, however, became its own headline when the one who did it was Olen Ellison.

The team around Phong went quiet in different ways.

Alex had the most dangerous look. Not because Olen had become stronger. That was expected. Because the man she wanted dead most, the one whose presence had already poisoned too many pieces of the board, now had a new class built from the dead.

“Of course,” she said softly. “Of course he gets worse.”

The next day Olen and the Golden Bridge Warriors came to the fan meeting.

That alone made the room feel filthier.

He played the role of the respectful young man beautifully for the cameras. Offered condolences about Alex’s first loss in that tone rich bastards always used when they wanted to sound compassionate and superior at the same time. Smiled at the press, spoke of perseverance, adapting, and of respecting all opponents.

Phong wanted to put his face through a wall.

Alex looked one comment away from volunteering to help.

Then the league, because it had no interest in morality beyond how it trended, rolled on. Team Nemean’s final opponent in the first leg of the group stage would be the DC Otters.

On paper, the team looked like a joke. Three level 35 girls who had already lost to Maine Vikings, Boston Jokers, and the New Jersey Rangers. All without a single winning match.

The media had written them off almost entirely and, worse, had done so in the most embarrassing way possible: by calling them eye candies. A bag full of eye candies that gave every team a precious three-points.

That alone made Team Nemean dislike the narrative on instinct.

Joanne read one headline aloud with disgust.

“League’s prettiest team struggles to find bite.”

Jake made a face. “I hate media some time.”

Emma, surprisingly, nodded. “They’re being underestimated.”

Dominic crossed his arms. “So we do the opposite.”

And they did. Even if DC Otters had lost all three matches, Team Nemean still researched them. Boston had taught them what happened when they mistook public narrative for truth. So they gathered clips, class notes, bad angles, good moments hidden in losses. Who did well under pressure. What parts of their losses came from being weak and what parts came from meeting harder teams too early in the bracket.

As the night deepened at Hà Nội Corner, and coffee cups gave way to later food and slower conversation, the noise of the league kept circling them.

Josh was building alliances. Kenai refused them. Olen rising with a class the world had never seen.

The Rangers staying level-headed at the top of the group.

The Otters waiting at the bottom like a test everyone else had already decided was easy.

Phong sat among his people and listened to them talk through all of it. And beneath the talk, beneath the caffeine, beneath the laughter and irritation and strategy, something quieter held.

They were improving.

Not in level, since they were in the surface now, and it would be anarchy if the system allowed the murder of people to grant exp.

Not in strength, at least not the direct, stats bound strength that came with the levels and gifts from Pillars.

In how they thought.

In how seriously they took the board now.

And that, more than the standings or fan narratives, made Phong think they might survive what came next.

            

    
        Characters trivia

    
    
    
    
                The Terminology for Phong's name is as below: Phong meant wind, Trần meant dust. In Vietnam, Trần Phong was pretty normal name, but when you wrote it in English, it became Phong Trần - a word used to describe someone who had gone through hardship and rough paths in life. So his name is a word play that only bilingual would understand

Vân meant cloud. And Feng Yun (Phong Vân) is a popular wuxia manhua in Hongkong. Personally, I prefer Jin Yong, but I couldn't help but include the wordplay

I don't like how some Vietnamese / Chinese American authors always had this inferiority complex when interacting with western culture, almost like they were ashamed of their own origins. While you can argue Phong did sort of follow a "Asian get the white dude / chick" with him and Alex, his problem was never his race, but rather his class and social standing (he was bullied because he was a level 1 farmer, not because he was Viet). He's proud of his roots due to being born and raise inside the culture at home, rather than in a community of old refugees who hatred and admiration of the west defined and shaped their culture

Now, for Emma. Her class is designed after Ning Rongrong's Seven Floors Crystal Tower in Doulou Continent (Soul Land, depending on the media) - the best support soul in the verse. Each time she unlocked a blade her buff go up by 10%, and she gained another buff. So with 6 swords she will increase all stats by 60%.

I couldn't find a good moment to explain how qián copy work. Basically, it turned Yue Ting into a walking Schrödinger's cat. While the secret is activated, she's always in a quantum super position and can jump from one possibility to another (that was why she suddenly return to where she was floating when hit by the backlash from Vân's lín

Tara's class was designed after Li Gui - the Black Typhoon - a character in the classic "The Watermargin" (the tv series was translated into All Men Are Brothers)

The elf seeds Phong planted to fend off the Soerai should have grown by now, but they didn't. So keep an eye on that thread for the future. Same goes for the Mushroomires situated in the scorched land. The fact that older one slumped down into structures and houses is not randomly there

That's about it. Tomorrow / today chapter gonna be about Phong and Alex engagement, then the death of Daniel Harlan.

Book 4 gonna get wild. Minor spoiler to maybe create some hype:


Azure Dragon / Sky Emperor gonna show himself to the whole world and usher in the next stage of dungeon diving



Kay, bye



I ran out of trivia off the top of my head for now, so here's a cooking recipe for a comfort food: braised pork

You will need: pork (belly would be the best since you get skin, fat, and meat all for the price of one, but trotter would work great too, you need the fat otherwise after braising you'll be left with sandals soaked in sauce), eggs (quail or chicken), fish sauce, sugar, pepper (if you can get the whole, green one it's better), chilies, MSG, coconut milk or coconut water (optional)

Here's what you do: you slice the pork into pieces that was 2 fingers thick, and you stir-fried them a bit so their outside shrunk and caramelized a little. Then, you caramelize the sugar to have a slushy of caramel water (it's mainly for the color). Then you add the braising liquid: fish sauce, water, peppers, chilies if you like it spicy, MSG, and coconut. Keep tasting the liquid and adjust the taste to your flavor. It should started out a little bit on the sweet and spicy side since once the water evaporate, it's going to be saltier. Now, after you boil the eggs, make some small cuts on the egg white and fried them. They should blister up and turned golden after a while. Basically making tiger skin eggs. Then, after the pork had been braised for 30 mins to an hour, you add the eggs and keep braising for another 30 minutes, add more water if you see the braised liquid getting too low. After 1-1,5 hours, or until the meat is tender to your liking, it's done. Serve it over rice

            

    
        Chapter 142: The death of a billionaire

    
    
    
    
                Team Nemean’s caution against the DC Otters went to waste.

The media had called them vain, clout-chasing eye candy, and for once the media had not been cruel enough.

They really were exactly that.

There had been no hidden ace or buried tactical depth. No trap waiting beneath the soft smiles, expensive lashes, and carefully practiced poses. The DC Otters fought like people who had mistaken the league for a stepping stone to sponsorship deals and beauty campaigns, and Alex punished them with the cold efficiency of a woman who had already been embarrassed once this season and had no patience left for anyone trying to turn a battlefield into a photo shoot.

She went into the ring and swept them two-zero so quickly the commentators barely had time to invent a narrative worth saying out loud. The match felt less like a competition and more like a correction. Team Nemean took a perfect three points, and Alex left the ring without a scratch, without a smile, and without even the satisfaction of feeling challenged.

Afterward, back in the club house, they turned on the television to watch New Jersey Rangers face Boston Jokers.

The mood at the start of that match had already favored Boston. The Rangers were coming in wounded from their fight with Team Nemean, and the damage went deeper than the public standings showed. Koda, Kenai and Tara were gone for the round. Worse, two of their heaviest hitters had been taken out by Team Nemean’s draw-heavy brutality, and whatever pride the Rangers carried into the rematch against another dangerous team had to do so with their sharpest teeth broken off for the day.

Still, the Rangers refused to go quietly.

Denahi, coach and fourth player, stepped into the ring and made it clear in less than a minute why Phong had refused to underestimate him.

The older man had none of Adam Choi’s polished cleverness and none of Kenai’s spiritual elegance. He fought like a hunter who had spent too many years solving life and death through angles, patience, and pain. He bullied Andre Holmes in a way that made the crowd wince, then only barely lost to Mathias Watson after dragging the fight so deep into the mud that victory looked ugly on both men.

In the end, the Rangers were defeated, but they were not diminished. If anything, the loss reminded everyone watching that New Jersey Rangers had depth enough to bleed and still make the ring expensive.

Then the league paused for a full week before the second leg.

A week for repairs, media appearances, sponsorship negotiations, tactical obsession, and all the other machinery that had wrapped itself around the diver league the moment money understood what it could become.

Phong used that week badly. Or perhaps very well, depending on which god of revenge one prayed to.

The ten-day deadline crawled closer with the kind of patience only hatred could feel in full. In two days, Daniel Harlan would go down into the dungeon to inspect the stable spot his company had found on Floor 1. A private visit. Security would be heavy, but not enough. Josh would not be there. The mice had confirmed that much again and again. Daniel would descend with bodyguards, tech people, and certainty.

And Phong prepared his alibi with the same care he had prepared his ambush.

He asked Séline and Camille to ask after the children in Lyon. The report came back almost immediately and exactly as expected: the elf children had been spoiled nearly rotten.

Mrs. Delacroix and Mrs. Lambert had taken to them with a frightening level of grandmotherly force. They fed them too much, fussed over their hats, corrected their table manners, praised their very existence, and then, when Phong checked in through video, scolded him soundly for leaving them with frozen meals and a cooktop like some negligent forest father who had mistaken six level-fifteen leaf goblins for self-sufficient adults.

Phong accepted the scolding with bowed head and zero defense.

After that, he made himself visible.

As visible as possible.

He went with Dominic and the boys to a public gym and let himself be seen doing terrible work with equally terrible stamina. A few regulars laughed at how skinny he was. One trainer asked if he was really the coach of Team Nemean or just a man they picked up because he knew how to carry water bottles. Phong took all of it with a weak smile and a body that looked one set away from folding into powder.

The cameras there caught him being ordinary, sweating, losing breath too quickly, smiling awkwardly beside Dominic like the level-one farmer he publicly was.

Then he took Alex and the animals to the Vogels.

Mama Vogel welcomed Nyx, Bruno, and Little Fireball with open arms so immediate and total that even the cat stopped pretending she was above affection for a full minute. Bruno nearly tackled her with joy. Little Fireball climbed straight into her embrace like a princess returning to a loyal subject. Nyx endured being called beautiful with the long-suffering dignity of a creature beginning to suspect she enjoyed praise too much.

Papa Vogel, meanwhile, took one look at Rico and invited him to the basement “for more tests and experiments.”

Phong did not ask.

Rico went willingly. That alone was enough to make Alex laugh into her sleeve.

Then, on the day Daniel Harlan planned to go into the dungeon, Phong and Alex finally held the engagement party they had put off far too long.

It was small, intimate. Exactly what they had promised each other it would be when the world first gave them enough peace to imagine such a thing.

Team Nemean came, and so did Long. The Vogels came, of course. Vân joined through video, looking both too pleased with himself and too emotional for someone trying to act casual. Phong’s grandpa joined as well, his weathered face filling the screen with all the stern gravity of a man who had already decided this marriage would happen whether the world deserved it or not.

Outside the dungeon, automatic translation no longer bridged the gap between languages.

So Phong played translator as best he could.

He translated grandpa’s blessings, warnings, old-man advice, and deeply sincere approval of Alex. He translated Vân’s shameless teasing and the old man’s threats to beat him with a toothpick if he ever embarrassed the family too much on camera again. He translated Long’s quieter congratulations when the words stuck in his throat and he needed them carried gently.

The party was warm.

Good food. Laughter. Light. Alex at his side. Their people around them.

For a few precious hours, Phong let himself stand in that life.



Deep in the dungeon, Daniel Harlan descended toward the stable spot.

He brought twenty divers with him, all level thirty-five and above. Professional, expensive, heavily equipped. Some were bodyguards in the old sense, men and women whose loyalty belonged to salary and contract. Others were Springwell security contractors who had adapted well enough to the new world to keep their jobs by becoming dangerous inside it. One of them, the head of security, was level forty and carried a rare class: Blood Blader.

The stable spot itself looked almost offensively harmless.

A hill overlooking Lake Baratok, low and green in the dungeon’s strange light, crowned by a small golden tree no taller than a child. Around it, the land held a fragile-seeming calm. No shifting was occuring, no obvious threat either. Just wind moving through the grass and the faint shimmer of mana that clung to all things in the deeper floors now.

Daniel climbed the slope in polished boots that had never been made for mud. He looked annoyed by the terrain itself, as if dirt had personally failed him by refusing to become easier.

The Blood Blader halted once near the base of the hill and narrowed his eyes.

Something moved in the grass.

A low ripple.

Then another.

He stepped away from Daniel’s side, hand already near the blade at his hip, and followed the movement with the sharp stillness of a man who had stayed alive by learning when instinct was a gift and when it was cowardice wearing urgency as a costume.

The grass parted, and he found were mice.

Small, low-level dungeon mice carrying tomatoes.

The head of security stared at them for a second longer than necessary.

Then straightened.

Nothing but vermin. Local creature moving produce through the grass in a way too beneath his concern to matter. He ignored them, those who he thought could be trampled on and crushed any day he wanted. To Daniel, Phong was like that, once.

And the dungeon, as it always did, punished contempt faster than caution.

Daniel reached halfway up the hill before the trap sprang.

The mice let go once they were in positions. Five hundred Timatoes burst into motion. A red tsunami of violent fruit tyrants crashed on the expedition team.

The bodyguards barely had time to understand what they were seeing before the first row of tiny tiger-faced fruits hit them.

One man shouted warning, another fired too early.

A woman near Daniel tried to pull him back and got three Timatoes on her chest at once, their fangs sinking through reinforced fabric and into flesh as if leather, mana lining, and human confidence meant nothing.

Then the screaming started.

Timatoes rolled, floated, leaped, and tore across the hill in a frenzy of boiling red malice. Some bit and hung on while others vomited thick tomato lava into exposed skin, eyes, mouths, armor joints. The bodyguards were level thirty-five to forty, strong enough to dominate most of Floor 1 a year ago, strong enough to kill trolls in organized groups, strong enough to bully weaker divers and lesser monsters without losing sleep.

They were nothing here.

Nothing compared to fruits that had stood against Soerai and Bai Hu’s beasts.

Nothing compared to creatures bred in danger, hardened in siege, and loyal only to the farmer who planted them.

A shotgun blast tore one Timato in half.

It did not matter.

Two more were already inside the shooter’s guard, chewing at the backs of his hands while another climbed his shoulder and poured boiling juice into his ear.

The Blood Blader actually fought well.

He cut six apart in less than ten seconds, blood magic turning his weapon edge into a crimson blur. He severed vines, smashed one beneath his boot, and turned his own spilled blood into slicing threads to sweep a lane clear toward Daniel.

That earned him the right to die last among the guards.

The rest of the formation collapsed in under a minute.

People tried to fire downward and only hit one another in the panic. Others ran and slipped on the incline while Timatoes swarmed over them, burrowing teeth into calf, wrist, and throat. More than one guard screamed not because they were dying, but because they could not process dying like this—torn apart by sentient fruits while the air filled with the smell of cooked blood and acidic tomato steam.

Daniel Harlan tried to command.

That was his instinct to the very end. He shouted at people to hold the line, to secure him, to kill them, to use explosives, to do something useful for once in their pathetic lives. Loud made him stood out to the rampaging fruits of violence.

The Timatoes answered by climbing him. One latched onto his face first. He ripped it away and the skin of his cheek came with it.

Another hit him in the throat.

Another clung to his coat and bit through layers until it reached the meat beneath.

Then the lava came.

A Timato split itself open right against his jaw and turned into a napalm bomb, releasing boiling tomato fire across his mouth, chin, and one eye. Daniel screamed—a raw, animal sound, stripped clean of class, money, and all the authority he had ever believed protected him.

The guards around him died trying to save him.

Or trying to save themselves. In the end, it made no difference.

The Blood Blader reached him just in time to see two Timatoes disappear under Daniel’s shirt while others ripped at his legs and face. He killed four. Five. Maybe seven. Then a cluster of the little monsters burst themselves open around him like suicidal artillery shells, tomato lava spraying in all directions.

When the smoke of it cleared, he was on one knee, his blade hand shaking, half his face cooked, and three Timatoes already chewing through the back of his neck.

He died looking uphill. Toward the little golden tree. Toward the stable spot that had lured them all here. Toward the hill where human ambition had walked into a garden ambush and found out too late that the farmer no longer needed to be present to kill.

By the time the massacre ended, one hundred Timatoes were gone.

Not because the bodyguards had truly matched them. Because some of the fruits had torn themselves apart on purpose to finish the work faster.

The rest rolled back down the hill in blood-slick triumph, some dragging shreds of clothing, other still steaming. When Springwell retrieval teams finally reached the site, they found no battle.

They found a butchered aftermath.

Daniel Harlan’s corpse was almost unrecognizable.

Face ruined, body torn, limbs marked with dozens of tiny bite wounds that looked obscene in their scale and number. Large sections of flesh had been cooked, peeled, or rendered into something that no longer resembled a man important enough to ruin lives by signing things.

The bodyguards were not better.

The retrieval team did not speak much after that.

No one wanted to be the first to describe what had done this.

No one wanted to be the first to say it aloud and turn it from nightmare into recorded fact.



Josh was informed on the surface.

At first, he denied it.

Flatly.

He said there had been a mistake. Misidentification surely. Dungeon interference, media sabotage. Anything but the truth.

Then he saw the body. And denial broke.

He lashed out first. Hit everyone nearby. Staff, security, one physician trying to guide him away. A chair went over. Glass shattered. Someone bled. Yet none of it mattered.

After rage came pleading.

He dropped to his knees beside what had once been Daniel Harlan and begged his father to wake up. To open his eyes, stop playing with him, to get up and say something, or simply to tell him what to do.

But Daniel said nothing.

Then Josh remembered.

Not the hospital first, not his own attacks, not all the other steps in the chain.

He remembered the group draw.

Phong standing calm under the lights, saying in that sincere voice impossible to spin:

I hope the Harlans get everything they deserve for what they’ve done.

Josh screamed.

The kind of scream that empties a person out from the inside.

It took a video call from his mother to force him back into his own body.

Kurosaki Kitahara appeared on the screen with the face so cold one would mistake her for an ice sculptor if they could not see her skin. She scolded him into stillness with brutal precision. Josh obeyed because even in grief, old fear remained stronger than collapse.

And once he was quiet enough to breathe, he swore revenge.

Against Phong.

Against the farmer who had killed his father.

Against the man whose words now rang through every piece of his grief like a curse finally claiming its price.

            

    
        Chapter 143: The death that shook society

    
    
    
    
                Phong went to Hà Nội Corner alone first.

He did not tell the others where he was going, only that he needed to go see Long before the day got any louder. After Daniel Harlan’s death, New York had gone wrong in that specific way only rich people’s fear could make a city wrong. The streets still looked normal. The traffic still moved. The coffee shops still opened. But at the top of everything—behind glass towers, in boardrooms, penthouses, and secured private lounges—panic had set in, and the pressure of it filtered down even to people who had no words for what they were sensing.

A billionaire had been killed in the dungeon.

Not by market collapse, not by scandal, not by a car accident or a plane dropping out of the sky.

Killed. Ambushed. Torn apart inside the dungeon.

And for the first time since the dungeon had appeared, the class that believed itself untouchable had been forced to look at a truth it had spent centuries avoiding: wealth did not make a person less mortal. It only changed how many walls were built before death reached them.

Hà Nội Corner was warm when Phong stepped in.

Warm in the real way, not the expensive one. The windows were fogged slightly near the kitchen. The smell of coffee held under the sweetness of condensed milk and freshly baked Vogel's breads. Someone had put on music low enough that it did not interrupt thought. Long stood behind the counter polishing cups that had already been polished twice that morning and looked up the second Phong entered.

He did not ask why Phong was there, as he had heard the news. Hard not to when someone lived in New York. He only looked at him for one quiet beat, then nodded toward the back.

“I kept them ready.”

That was all he said.

Phong followed him into the small storage room behind the counter, past sacks of beans and stacked boxes of supplies, past shelves full of clean cups and old receipts and the bits and pieces that made a business run. Long bent down, opened a lower cabinet, and took out two framed photographs wrapped carefully in cloth.

For a second, Phong did not move.

Because he knew what they were. He had ordered them two years ago.

Back when his aunt and uncle had been killed.

Back when his grief had still felt too raw to touch with bare hands. He had gone to a carpenter then, voice flat and face numb, and asked for the frames to be made properly. Dark wood, clean corners, something worthy of a family altar.

And when the carpenter delivered them, Phong had looked at the polished photographs of his aunt and uncle and realized he could not take them home.

Not yet.

Not before revenge.

Not before he had done something to deserve the right to place them in a place of honor.

Not before he felt he had earned the right to put them in a place of honor without drowning in the shame of still breathing when they were not.

So he left the frames at Hà Nội Corner. Long had understood without needing the explanation spoken out loud.

And now, two years later, he handed them back exactly as if they had only been waiting a week. The wood was still polished, the glass was spotless. No dust had been allowed to settle on them. Long had kept them clean with the same care Phong imagined some people reserved for old temple statues.

Phong took the frames with both hands.

His aunt smiled from one, warm and sharp-eyed, every bit the woman who had scolded him for not eating enough and then forced seconds onto his plate herself.

His uncle stood in the other, awkward around cameras even then, trying not to smile too big and failing.

Phong lowered his eyes.

Long said nothing.

That was why Phong loved him.

He did not ask whether it was done. Did not ask whether Daniel Harlan’s death had changed anything. Did not ask whether Phong felt better now either. He only stepped back and let Phong stand there with the dead.

After a long while, Phong said softly, “Thanks.”

Long nodded once.

“Thanking me make you sound like a stranger. Take them home.”

Phong let out one shallow breath that might have been agreement and might have been pain.

“I will.”

He left the pictures at Dominic’s house, rather than one of his camp.

His aunt and uncle had distrusted the dungeon, even before it took everything from them. They would never have wanted their altar set up inside its mouth. So Phong entrusted the frames to Dominic, and Dominic—silent for once, and careful in the hands that could break men—helped him arrange them in a clean place inside the house.

The altar itself was simple.

Too simple for what they deserved, Phong thought.

The framed pictures, a dish for offerings, a cup for water, space for incense, and flower vases.

When he lit the joss sticks, his hands shook only once.

The first threads of smoke curled upward in slow gray lines.

Phong knelt.

For a moment, he could not speak.

Then, very quietly, with Alex standing behind him and Dominic elsewhere in the house pretending not to listen, he bowed his head and said, “I’m sorry it took me this long to offer you incense, aunty, uncle.”

His throat tightened.

“But I did it.”

That was all.

He cried silently.

Not the kind of crying that broke into noise. The kind that slipped out anyway after a body had held too much for too long. His shoulders shook once, then twice. He kept his head bowed and let the tears fall without wiping them away.

Alex came and knelt beside him. She held her own joss sticks carefully, awkwardly at first, then more surely once Phong adjusted her hands. She bowed too.

“I should learn Vietnamese family customs now,” she said softly, “if we’re engaged.”

Her voice had no joke in it.

Only steadiness.

Only the quiet seriousness she reserved for the things that mattered most.

Phong looked at her through blurred eyes and felt his chest ache in a different way.

He showed her how to place the incense. How to bow again. How to let silence do part of the speaking.

And in that moment, with smoke rising before the photographs of his aunt and uncle and Alex kneeling beside him without needing to be asked twice, something inside him loosened.

Not healed, not fully. But loosened.



Later, they went to the graves.

It was the first time Phong had visited them since the funeral.

That truth sat in him like rust.

The cemetery was quieter than the city, and cleaner in the way places of the dead often were—trimmed grass, fixed stones, paths kept neat by workers who understood tidiness was one of the only kindnesses left for those who came to kneel.

Phong found the graves without getting lost.

That hurt too.

He bowed.

Then he cleaned them with Alex beside him.

She did not ask what to do. She followed his lead and handed him what he needed. Water, cloth, flowers. And her own silence, too. Together they wiped away dust, dead leaves, and the little neglect that time laid over everything if no one fought it off.

When they were done, they bowed again. Then they left.

The city outside had gone more visibly wrong by then.

Phones everywhere showing tight faces in expensive clothes. Security men where there had not been security men a week ago.

The pressure of elite panic had thickened enough that even ordinary people felt it, though most could not explain why. New York did not look like it was collapsing. But it did look like it was struggling to hold its own breath.

The billionaires were in disarray.

Daniel Harlan’s death had not only broken a family. It had destabilized an ecosystem. Shareholders, investors, corporate alliances, political favors. And most important of all, it had broken the understandings among the very rich that the dungeon, brutal as it might, still ultimately belonged to men like them if enough lawyers and guns were pointed in the right direction.

Now one of their own had died screaming on a hill and no amount of market influence could smooth that into something safe.

Josh had taken over family business, at least publicly.

Kitahara had come to the US to steady the ship and keep the shareholders from jumping overboard. On financial channels and closed investor boards, the speculation had already gone rabid. Would Springwell survive? Would Josh lead or flail? Would the Kurosaki absorb the Harlan? Would the stable spot project continue? Would the government intervene? Would the dungeon now be classified as an assassination-risk environment for executives?

Phong saw all of it in the faces of passing suits.

Then the men stopped them.

There were four of them. Not bodyguards in full formal black, but not street punks either. Worst. They were men who knew the taste of blood, black hands of the Kurosaki's Yakuza.

They stepped into the sidewalk space ahead of Phong and Alex with just enough confidence to imply this was not a request.

Alex moved in front of him instantly.

Her shoulders squared, her eyes went hard. Whatever patience she had offered the world at her aunt and uncle in law graves was gone now. What remained was a lioness protecting what's hers, and daring the world to take her on.

The men noticed. And, for all their assignment, they hesitated.

That was when someone across the street called out.

“Step aside, you buffoons. Your life worth more for the Kurosaki than simple fodder to throw at Alexandra Vogel.”

A black car waited at the curb.

The window had already come down.

Kurosaki Kitahara sat inside.

Phong knew at once who she was.

Josh had her eyes, though his were softer in the wrong places and harder in the petty ones. Kitahara’s face carried the precision of a woman who had spent too much of her life being watched and had long ago learned how to weaponize composure. Her hair was immaculate, her clothes understated in the way true wealth preferred. Beside her, the inside of the car looked like another world.

She looked at Phong first.

Then Alex.

Then back to Phong.

“I have no proof,” she said, voice calm enough to be colder than anger, “that you were behind Daniel’s death.”

Phong gave her nothing.

Kitahara continued.

“But I will operate as if you were.”

That landed cleanly.

Neither accusation, nor courtroom game. No public drama either.

It was a private statement of how she would move from this point onward.

Phong still said nothing.

“I have no intention,” she said, “of avenging Daniel if that's what worry you.”

That made Alex’s eyes narrow slightly.

Kitahara noticed, but did not care.

“He was never my concern in that way. But if you aim for Josh...” Her gaze sharpened. “I will step in.”

That was the first true emotion she had shown.

Phong shrugged lightly, and because he had spent too long around people who lied with polished voices, he matched her calm instead of challenging it.

“I had nothing to do with Daniel’s death,” he said.

That was technically true enough, depending on which god counted planning as murder and which god only counted presence.

Kitahara did not react.

Phong went on.

“So if Josh dies next in the dungeon, that would be occupational hazard.”

Alex looked at him sideways for a second. Only a second.

“He should think about that,” Phong said, “if he intends to keep being a diver.”

Kitahara’s gaze held on him.

Phong did not look away.

Then, because he could not quite stop himself, and because the pain from seeing his aunt and uncle graves was still fresh, Phong did something less than optimal, he added one more thing.

“You should keep him a CEO and nothing more. That would be more productive to your goal of keeping him safe.”

For the first time, something unreadable flickered in Kitahara’s face.

Not quite anger. Not quite amusement, either. Certainly not approval.

She studied him for a few seconds in silence that felt longer than it was. Then she gave the smallest gesture and the men on the sidewalk stepped back.

“Go,” she said.

So they did.

Alex stayed tense until the car had disappeared into traffic. Phong remained quiet for another full block.

Finally, Alex asked, “What do you think she wanted.”

Phong answered honestly.

“I don’t know.”

And that bothered him. Not because he feared her more than Daniel, but because women like Kitahara did not speak without purpose, and purpose unreadable was often more dangerous than open hatred.

Still, she had not promised revenge.

Only intervention, only Josh. That was certainly not enough, but at least it was something.

They kept walking through a city that still had not decided how to metabolize the death of a billionaire. Around them, ordinary people moved through the day with half-heard fragments of the story. In towers above, the rich were learning fear in a language they had always outsourced.

Phong walked beside Alex with incense smoke still in his memory, his aunt and uncle finally honored, Daniel Harlan dead, and Josh now standing alone in the place of sons expected to become fathers before they were ready.

He did not feel lighter. Not exactly.

But he did feel something had closed.

And something else had opened.



An Asian family altar looked something like this:

From left to right was my grandma, my great grandma, and my grandpa

[image: image]

            

    
        Chapter 144: The storm

    
    
    
    
                The first day after the break arrived under black ribbons and sponsor banners. Yankee Stadium had been dressed for mourning.

Not true mourning. Not the kind Phong had offered his aunt and uncle with shaking hands and incense smoke. This was public grief, corporate grief, grief with logos beside it. Large digital screens cycled through solemn photos of Daniel Harlan in tailored suits, standing beside research teams, shaking hands with politicians, smiling over mockups of mana-tech investment projects. His name was spoken in the same breath as philanthropy, innovation, leadership, and support of the league. A minute of silence had been scheduled before the opening matches. League staff wore dark armbands. Several sponsor walls had been rearranged so black and silver floral designs softened the harshness of their branding. To the public, Daniel Harlan had become a fallen visionary. To Phong, the whole thing looked like a funeral staged by men terrified of admitting their kind could bleed.

Team Nemean arrived to the usual roar anyway. The crowd had not shrunk. If anything, it had grown. Grief, scandal, and outrage only seemed to make people crave a good fight more. Phones were already raised before the team had fully stepped out. The commentators were speaking over one another about the first day of the second leg, about the standings, about Brooklyn’s internal reorganization after Daniel’s death, about Team Nemean’s momentum, and most of all about one thing everyone wanted to see: Alexandra Vogel’s rematch with Boston Jokers.

The press line was more aggressive than usual. They wanted tears about Daniel. They wanted cautious statements. They wanted league professionalism. They wanted Alex reflecting on her earlier defeat. They wanted Team Nemean to act like the world had not changed and like it had changed everything at once. Alex gave them what she wanted instead.

When asked who Team Nemean would send as opener, she answered without even glancing at Dominic.

“Me.”

That alone sharpened the room. The next question came immediately.

“Do you have anything to say to Boston Jokers after what happened in the first leg?”

Alex looked directly at the microphones, then just past them, toward where the cameras were aimed.

“Yes,” she said. “I challenge Adam Choi to use his whole team to solve me.”

That landed like a brick through glass. The reporters nearly vibrated. One of them, smiling too fast, asked the obvious follow-up.

“Are you implying you could take Shirlene Liu, Andre Holmes, and Mathias Watson back to back on your own?”

Alex gave them a single nod. Neither a smile nor a speech. Just that. The interview line dissolved into noise.

Emma, standing nearby in a dark coat that made her look like money had personally decided to become elegant, did not interfere. She only watched the public seize on Alex’s answer and knew exactly what it would become online in the next ten minutes. Phong stood behind the line of microphones and let himself feel the shape of the day settling into place. Adam Choi had solved a pattern once. Now Alex was stepping into the ring not merely to beat his team. She meant to humiliate the solution.

When Boston Jokers entered the stadium, the contrast was immediate. Shirlene looked sharper than last time, but not looser. Andre still had his polished archer’s confidence. Mathias looked the same kind of hard and dependable as ever. Adam Choi, though, had changed in the smallest way. He was no longer invisible. Too many people knew his name now. Too many knew he had been the first to crack Alexandra Vogel’s first style in public. The cameras found him faster. The audience recognized him.

Still, he came in calm. Still, he kept his expression modest. Still, he looked like a teacher. That was why Phong disliked him more with every passing day.

The ring was reset. The mourning lights dimmed. The opening sequence concluded. The match was called. Boston Jokers sent Shirlene first, just like before. That earned a low murmur from the crowd.

It was the right move in theory. The woman had already beaten Alex once. Even if nobody sane expected the same trick to work twice, sending her first kept the psychological pressure where Boston wanted it. If Alex was carrying any anger, any tilt, any need to prove herself too hard, Shirlene was the one best positioned to exploit it.

As they were called to center, Shirlene leaned in slightly and spoke in a voice meant only for Alex.

“Remember the floor?”

Alex looked at her. That was all. No reaction. Shirlene clicked her tongue softly and stepped back.

The horn sounded, and what happened next was not a rematch. It was an execution performed in a new language.

For the first second, Alex looked almost normal. Her mana rose. Her constructs formed. The audience expected the usual arsenal—spear, shields, bows, rapier, vajra, the disciplined geometry of her old style. Instead, Bai Hu’s storm came alive.

The air around Alex twisted in a sudden tightening spiral, wind pulling inward and then outward with a pressure that made coats ripple in the front rows. The spectators shouted at once. Even before the full radius settled, everyone could feel that this was new.

Her constructs still formed, but neither as weapons in hand nor as lines of attack to be individually controlled and expressed. She condensed them. One after another, the psychic constructs compressed down into dense spheres the size of golf balls, each one spinning faintly with enough pressure to make the eye want to blink away from them. Bright purple marbles of psychic force, hard enough in outline that they looked almost physical, terrible enough in motion that the audience immediately stopped thinking of them as “balls” at all.

Then the wind took them, and the whole stadium gasped in realization.

Instead of Alex directing each construct one by one, Bai Hu’s storm carried them in rotating trajectories around her body. They became a living orbit. A cyclone of compacted force, moving so fast and changing angle so often that the visual effect was less “fighter with summoned weapons” and more “woman standing in the center of industrial murder.”

Shirlene had been prepared for the old Alex. The one who layered space. The one who controlled vectors and pressure through a visible system of psychic weapons. This? This she had not prepared for at all.

Her first step in nearly got her killed. She tried to burst in on instinct, reading for the same narrow entry lanes she had exploited before. The first marble hit her left shoulder hard enough to twist her body sideways in motion. The second struck her ribs before she had even recovered from the first. The third glanced off her guard and still sent her reeling backward. The crowd made a sharp, ugly sound.

Shirlene reset faster than most fighters would have. She tried to adapt immediately, lowering her level and angling around the rotation instead of through it. Good instinct, but Alex was already moving.

That was the second part of the nightmare. By outsourcing micro-control of the constructs to the storm, Alex had freed her own mind and body. She no longer had to spend focus on the same dense weapon choreography that had once defined her. Now she used telekinesis to boost herself directly.

She became fast. Faster than most rush down classes wanted to deal with. Faster than anyone had expected from a Mindblade.

When Shirlene tried to circle, Alex met her angle before the line even matured. When she tried to feint inside, the wind shifted and one of the marbles clipped her temple hard enough to force a stumble. When she raised her arms to block, the compacted constructs now had real heft behind them—dense enough, heavy enough, moving with enough speed that every hit looked like someone had fired a hammer from a cannon.

The commentators lost their minds almost immediately.

“What is this strategy?”

“She turned her constructs into—what, wrecking balls?”

“This is a meat grinder!”

“No, this is a food processor!”

The names got stupider as the fear got more real.

Shirlene lunged one more time and was met by a wall of rotational violence. One marble cracked into her forearm guard. Another hit the outside of her knee. The third clipped her jaw when she tried to roll under the fourth. Before she could even see where Alex’s real body had moved, Alex herself was there—fast, telekinetically accelerated, stepping through the edge of her own storm as if it loved her and hated everyone else.

A short elbow, followed immediately by a palm strike, both enhanced by timed mana and telekinetic. Then the wind itself caught Shirlene again and drove two marbles across her back on the way out.

She was getting dismantled, neither slowly nor with the thousand-cut predation Adam Choi had solved before. This was different.

There was still Mindblade pain riding every hit, still that psychic cruelty altering how the brain registered impact, but now the form of the attack had changed too much. Shirlene could not fake damage when every real strike threw her body where the audience could see it. She could not block pain receptors and call it enough when condensed constructs hit almost like physical objects. She could not control the engagement because there was no longer a clean centerline to exploit.

Bai Hu’s storm had turned Alex’s old weakness into a machine. One of the producer feeds cut to Adam Choi. For the first time since his rise, he looked trapped. Not panicked, but trapped.

Everything he had prepared rested on understanding Alex as a master of visible, deliberate weapon control. A tactician of psychic armory. A woman who won by assembling battlefields around people. Now she was a hurricane with wrecking balls.

What do you do with preparation built for a swordswoman when the swordswoman comes back as weather?

Shirlene tried one final, desperate charge. She dropped low, protected her face, and committed all the way through the pain in hopes of reaching Alex’s body before the orbit could finish the kill. Alex stepped into her.

That was the cruel part. She stepped in and let the storm do what it had been built to do.

Three impacts in less than a breath. Shoulder. Hip. Ribs. Then a fourth, dead center, dense enough that the whole front section of the crowd heard it like a kicked door.

Shirlene left the ground. She hit the ring and skidded. Tried to rise. A marble slammed into her guard and flattened the attempt. The referee stepped in a second later because the alternative was letting Alex keep proving her point in pieces.

Winner: Alexandra Vogel.

The stadium did not cheer at first. It gasped, because what they had just seen was not simply a strong fighter winning a rematch. It was a public reinvention. A top-tier combatant responding to the first crack in her image by coming back stronger, faster, and more horrifyingly efficient than before.

The commentators were still talking too fast.

“Alexandra Vogel has evolved in public!”

“This is adaptation at a frightening level!”

“Adam Choi solved version one and now version two is a natural disaster!”

On the Boston side, Adam did not even wait for the usual emotional beat. He understood immediately. Mathias could probably stand longer than Shirlene had. Stone Warlord armor would let him endure the physical impacts better, but endurance was not victory here. Arbiter Mindblade pain still rode the hits, and the denser construct-marble impacts would grind even his frame down eventually.

Andre was worse. An Arcane Archer wanted space, setup, and lines. Alex now crossed space too quickly, and her storm did too much passive work to be baited the same way as before. He would be rushed down before making the fight his own.

Adam had one choice if he wanted the Jokers to survive the day with resources intact. He forfeited. The referee took the signal.

The crowd erupted again, this time in a mixture of outrage, delight, disbelief, and something close to fear. Boston Jokers had folded the whole match rather than feed the rest of their team into Alexandra Vogel’s new style. Team Nemean received the perfect win. Three points. Their third perfect victory of the league.

Alex stepped down from the ring with the same calm she had entered with. The cameras chased her. The commentators tried to invent names for the strategy in real time. Online, social media was already filling with clips, freeze-frames, diagrams, and increasingly panicked forum threads asking whether Bai Hu’s storm had always been capable of this or whether Alex had just built something new specifically to erase Boston’s answer to her.

She reached the team. Phong looked at her once, then booed. The whole immediate ring of teammates turned.

“That,” he said, with all the seriousness of a deeply offended nerd, “was copyright infringement.”

Alex blinked once. Phong pointed accusingly at her.

“You took Jin Pung Baek’s fighting style straight out of Ruler of the Land.”

There was a beat of silence. Then Joanne nearly folded in half laughing. Jake slapped both hands over his face. Dominic barked out a laugh loud enough to turn two nearby cameras. Emma looked defeated by being force-fed a spoon full of sugar. Alex only shrugged. That, somehow, made it funnier, because she was not denying it. Not even a little.

And with the crowd still roaring, Boston already retreating into strategy salvage, and the whole East Coast league trying to figure out how to survive the newest version of Alexandra Vogel, Team Nemean walked away with their second perfect win and the quiet certainty that the second leg had only just begun.

            

    
        Chapter 145: The Sky Emperor showed up outside the dungeon

    
    
    
    
                Phong had known things would not stay stable for long after Daniel Harlan died. He had never been fool enough to believe revenge ended a story cleanly. Men like Daniel did not stand alone. They stood inside webs of capital, politics, family, and fear. Killing one thread always shook the whole net.

Still, he had not expected the escalation to come this quickly.

That night, New York was trying very hard to pretend normal still existed. Traffic still moved. Screens still ran ads. People still packed restaurants, bars, hotels, and apartments, whispering about Daniel Harlan’s death in tones that kept slipping between gossip and dread.

Team Nemean had returned to their lodging after the match, carrying the dull exhaustion that came after public victory and too many cameras. Alex was beside him. Dominic was still joking with Jake and Jack in the other room. Rico was trying to explain to anyone who would listen why Alex’s new fight style was “anime enough to respect.” Little Fireball was demanding screen time. It should have been noisy in the ordinary way.

Then the world brightened. One second it was night. The next, every window in the city turned white-gold as if dawn had detonated over the horizon.

The entire house went still.

Phong was already moving before his mind finished forming the fear. He reached the window, Alex close behind him, and what he saw made every instinct in his body go cold.

The sky had opened.

Far beyond the city, beyond cloud and distance and the ordinary scale of weather, a shape coiled through the heavens. It was so large his eyes refused it at first. It stretched across the horizon in impossible loops, a thing measured not in meters or miles but in landscapes. An eastern dragon, vast enough that several hundred kilometers of its body disappeared into cloudbanks and emerged again farther along the curve of the world. Scales flashed like hammered metal beneath shifting light. Horns rose from its skull like mountain ranges. And its mouth—

No.

Mouths.

Its upper jaw was stacked in twin sections, one atop the other, giving it two maws layered in unnatural majesty. When those mouths opened, the whole sky looked like it had split to make room for speech.

And then the sound came, directly into the soul.

A voice older than mountains and more precise than law itself boomed into every person who heard it. Neither language nor country nor whether one was in New York, Hanoi, Lagos, Berlin, São Paulo, or a village with no television and no internet mattered. The meaning arrived whole, in the bright of daylight as if the one who uttered those words had deemed his presence alone demanded to be in broad daylight, no matter where on earth it was. But the voice itself was wrapped in something archaic. Polite to the point of menace. Cultured in the way only ancient things could be.

“Humankind, greetings. Thou mayest call me the Sky Emperor. I am the selfsame being as those whom ye name floor bosses.”

The entire planet heard him.

Phong knew it instantly, because whatever force the Sky Emperor had used, it did not stop at broadcasting. It imposed understanding. Every human mind on Earth was bent for that moment into comprehension whether it wished to be or not.

The streets below erupted. Shouting. Car horns. People stumbling into the roads, onto fire escapes, out of bars and homes and apartment towers, staring upward with the same stunned horror. On every screen, every live feed, every news channel, the same image appeared. It did not matter where the camera pointed. Somewhere, somehow, the Sky Emperor was visible. Neither a projection nor a recording. He was there, present in any sky where eyes could see.

Abrahamic religions panicked.

What the dragon just did: creating a global daytime was the version of “let there be light” miracle they have only seen in their wet dreams. Yet, it was delivered by a dragon... a snake-like dragon that they associated with the devil. Their whole belief system was on the brim of collapsing.

Inside the room, nobody spoke at first. Then Emma whispered, “He’s forcing himself into every horizon.”

Phong did not answer, because the Sky Emperor spoke again.

“Ye have attained the lower bound of this dungeon. Therefore am I here, that I may usher in a new age.”

The words rolled across the world like a decree. And humanity, being humanity, reacted in the worst way possible almost immediately.

Militaries engaged.

Somewhere inside command rooms and bunkers, old men with uniforms and too much faith in machines made decisions as if they were still living in the world before the dungeon. Orders were given. Radar locks formed. Intercept flights launched. Ground batteries tracked. Missiles, drones, and every piece of modern war that could be aimed at the sky suddenly turned toward the dragon above the clouds.

News anchors shouted over one another. Officials argued in live feeds. Some generals, already appearing on emergency military statements, spoke with full patriotic certainty that the time had come to show the Phoenix and its brethren how powerful humanity was outside the dungeon.

Phong felt physically sick hearing it. Alex’s hand found his forearm.

The first missiles rose.

From different countries, different systems, different doctrines. It did not matter. Humanity, panicked and proud, reached upward with all the iron it had spent centuries perfecting.

The Sky Emperor watched.

Then he roared.

Phong had heard that sound before, deep inside the dungeon where mountains answered it and monsters bowed. Outside, under the open sky, it was worse.

The roar shook all seven continents. The whole world trembled with the amount of power and mana the Sky Emperor commanded. Windows sang, water in pipes jolted, streetlights shivered, bridges groaned. Farmland, tundra, coastline, jungle, and megacity all felt it at once. Ordinary people screamed and grabbed at walls. Children cried. Dogs howled. Cars skidded. In the subway beneath New York, trains lurched in place.

For a heartbeat, everyone thought the world was ending.

Then the impossible precision of it revealed itself. The seismic waves crossed and canceled each other out, counter-vibrations met in exactly the right places, pressure neutralized pressure. The force had been enough to shake the continents, but shaped so perfectly that not a single building collapsed. Not a single life was taken by the quake itself. Not a single thing was damaged no matter how big or small. It was terror wielded with surgical grace.

The missiles, drones, and aircraft died in the same breath. They neither exploded nor burned out. They simply fell apart in the sky, their guidance gone, their momentum unmade as if the roar had informed reality that such things no longer deserved coherence.

The roar ended.

The silence afterward was worse.

Then the Sky Emperor moved again. One claw, long enough to cast shadow over nations, flexed in the heavens. And from everywhere on Earth, nuclear weapons vanished.

The live feeds became chaos. Storage facilities screamed breach alarms. Military commanders lost color in their faces. Emergency channels went critical. Warheads disappeared out of heavily guarded silos, submarines, convoys, bunkers, hidden depots, forgotten Cold War sites, and modern stockpiles. Neither locks nor codes nor distance mattered. The Sky Emperor simply pulled them out of thin air as if human secrecy was a child’s trick.

Before the world could do more than realize what had happened, he gathered them in the sky. Hundreds. Then thousands. Nuclear weapons from every nation and every decade of human fear floated like iron seeds around him.

He turned them. Pressed them. Molded them.

Metal screamed across the atmosphere as warheads bent and fused under forces no one could measure. Casings crushed. Plutonium cores disappeared like they had never existed in the first place. Guidance fins, shells, payloads, wiring, all of it was folded and drawn together until the entire mass became one long, gleaming structure.

A pillar.

A terrible, beautiful spear of mankind’s collective apocalypse.

Then the Sky Emperor drove it downward.

The world watched as the pillar of stolen nuclear death was rammed into the crown of the Himalayas. The impact should have split continents. Instead, it happened with the same impossible mastery as the roar. Earth rose. Stone groaned. Snow sheared from peaks in avalanches visible from orbit. The range lifted. Not metaphorically. The mountain itself was forced higher, the topmost crown of the Himalayas stretched to twelve thousand meters as if the Sky Emperor had decided Earth’s roof was insufficiently tall and amended it by divine right.

News anchors stopped speaking. Scientists on every feed forgot their scripts. Politicians looked small.

Then the system flickered.

Every human alive felt it. The menus shimmered. Notifications failed and reappeared. Windows opened and collapsed. For one split second, Phong thought the entire framework of the dungeon had been torn loose.

Then a new tab appeared.

[Celestial Skeletal]

Phong stared at it. So did Alex. So did Dominic, Emma, Jake, Jack, Joanne, Janet, Séline, Camille, Alexei—everyone in Team Nemean, everyone in the city, everyone in the world who carried the system. The new tab held six slots.

Head.

Left arm.

Right arm.

Left leg.

Right leg.

Back.

The description unscrolled beneath it.

Divers may now acquire Celestial Skeletal fragments from boss-level entities. Such fragments may be placed within the six spiritual sockets granted by the system. Celestial Skeletal bestowed bonus stats, and may grant echoes of the defeated entity’s skills.

The room around Phong breathed all at once. Outside, humanity did the same. Fear and greed detonated together.

A new equipment layer. A new progression system. Boss parts inserted into the body itself like an external skeleton of divinity. The implications spread instantly. In labs, scientists started screaming. In military rooms, people began calculating. In diver communities, ambition sharpened like a knife dragged slowly from a sheath.

The Sky Emperor chuckled. The sound rolled over the planet like distant thunder made civilized.

“It behoveth the dungeon to keep pace,” he said, “for ye humans advance apace in mana-tech.”

That landed harder than the new system tab. He had noticed. Neither just the divers nor just the leveling. The technology. The gloves, the armor, the guns, the magazines, the signal amplifiers, the first awkward but very real attempts by humanity to shape mana with industry instead of instinct. And he had answered. Not by crushing them, but by escalating the game.

Then, just as suddenly as he had appeared, the Sky Emperor was gone. The coils of his body dissolved into the cloudbanks. The impossible light withdrew. The horizon returned to ordinary shape. The night rushed back in around cities still blindingly awake.

But nothing was normal anymore. Neither the sky nor the governments nor the billionaires nor the militaries who had just watched their nuclear stockpiles turned into mountain architecture.

Across the world, humanity erupted. Some with fear. Some with worship. Some with fury. Some with greed so violent it looked almost holy.

Financial markets convulsed before midnight. Military channels went red. The scientific community broke into a thousand frantic camps of explanation and denial. Conspiracy theorists were instantly outdated by reality itself. Churches filled. Temples filled. Gun stores filled. Dungeon forums crashed. Government emergency statements contradicted each other in real time. Influencers cried on livestreams. Hedge funds opened overnight calls. Diver guilds started calculating boss routes before the first ash of panic even settled.

Phong stood at the window and understood that Daniel Harlan’s death had mattered for less than a week. The world had already been overtaken by something larger.

Alex came to stand beside him.

On the street below, people were shouting up at the sky that no longer held the dragon. Some were praying. Some were filming. Some were laughing too hard in the way people did when reality had just become too much to process cleanly.

Rico, for once, had no joke. Emma’s face had gone pale in the stillest, richest-girl way possible. Dominic muttered something in Spanish that sounded halfway between awe and a threat.

Phong opened the new system tab again.

Celestial Skeletal.

The dungeon had moved. Humanity would answer. And somewhere in that widening abyss between fear and hunger, the next age had already begun.

            

    
        Chapter 146: Farmer’s advance toward the Obsidian Canyon

    
    
    
    
                Phong did not waste time.

The moment the Sky Emperor vanished from the world’s horizon and left humanity choking on fear, greed, and a new system tab, Phong understood one thing clearly: the second step of his plan could not wait.

He took out his phone immediately and called Lyon. Mrs. Lambert answered first, then turned the screen toward the elf children when she heard it was daddy. The six little leafy monsters rushed into frame at once, beanies crooked, eyes bright, all talking over each other in a mess of half-formed words and excited chirps.

Phong cut through the noise with a single order.

“Tell them,” he said. “Issue the order. Killing the Lion.”

The children went still. Then all six tried to salute at once.

It was clumsy. Uneven. One of them nearly smacked their own face. But the seriousness in their eyes made Phong’s chest tighten anyway.

“Yes, daddy.”

They scampered off immediately, vanishing from the call in a blur of wool hats, leaves, and small determined feet. Phong lowered the phone and only then realized what their status screens had shown him in passing.

Level seventeen.

All six of them.

The defensive variants of peas and dills had done their work.

Alex, standing beside him, watched his face and asked, “What do you want.”

Phong looked toward the dark window where the city still shook beneath the Sky Emperor’s declaration.

“A surprise,” he said. “For Team Nemean.”



Back in Camp Orthrus—though by now the local races had started calling it Baratok Town—the elf children moved with all the solemnity six small rulers could muster.

The town had expanded once more. Lizardmen patrols moved along sharpened walls. Mice of the Great Burrow ran messages. Crickets hauled timber and stone. Inkborn traded in the market lanes. Buforians croaked over marsh bundles and reed stock. Kamohai mercenaries lounged like sharks who had figured out how juicy body guard contracts could be.

The children gathered them all.

The lizardmen elite guards came first, led by women whose scales still shone despite the lingering scarcity around the lake. Then came the newly arrived Tortura elders, moving slower than their younger kin but with the quiet gravity of old warriors who had lived long enough to see exile become routine. A representative of the Greencap Bunnies arrived as well, sent by the Greencap emperor himself, stiff-backed and suspicious. A Wolven representative stood nearby, younger than a true war champion but old enough to wear weapons with pride. The Kamohai came too, because any meeting connected to the farmer usually led to food, violence, or both.

The elf children climbed onto crates and announced the conquest order. They wanted to take the Obsidian Canyon.

Not the whole thing. Not yet. Only enough to build a third camp.

The H’Re already guarded the gate that led down toward the canyon, their worm-eaten bodies and blind faces enough to make most sensible creatures keep a distance. But the canyon itself remained a nest of monstrous cockroaches and arachnid body snatchers, a place even seasoned divers treated like a bad memory given stone walls.

The children wanted a thousand Timatoes.

That part made almost every race present go quiet, because everyone around Lake Baratok had learned the same lesson about the Timatoes.

They were small red war crimes with fangs.

And the elf children wanted to loose one thousand of them into the canyon and see how the spiders and cockroaches liked it.

The Greencap representative was the first to speak after the silence stretched too long. He looked toward the lizardmen elite guard and asked the question none of them wanted to put into words first.

“What does the farmer want?”

That was the problem.

If Phong wanted reinforcement, then their numbers were too small to make a meaningful difference in a real war against humanity. If he only wanted the Greencap Bunnies, the Wolven, the Tortura, and the lizardmen to stand there and watch him take the canyon, then that was its own kind of strange too.

The lizardmen had no answer. Their captain, after a long pause, said only, “We trust the farmer is not aggressive or power-hungry.”

That did not explain anything.

But around Baratok Town, Phong’s reputation had already grown into something stranger than simple authority. He fed people. He made crops that could be harvested way too fast and yield way more compare to dungeon native fruits and vegetables they could gathered. He built safe places in the middle of a dungeon. He struck bargains and somehow kept them. He was dangerous, yes, but not in the way tyrants were dangerous.

So they listened.

And the Timatoes were brought.

Crates and baskets of them rolled in from Camp Orthrus, carried by mice, guided by lizardmen, and already baring their tiny fangs as if insulted by the delay between being summoned and being allowed to kill.

The moment the canyon opened before them, the Timatoes bounced.

Neither formation nor discipline nor hesitation.

They poured into the Obsidian Canyon like red floodwater with predator teeth.

The first wave of cockroaches died almost too quickly to matter. The giant black roaches, all chitin and clicking limbs and dungeon-grown malice, swarmed toward the intrusion out of instinct. That instinct betrayed them. The Timatoes bit through joints, crawled under shell gaps, and vomited their lava-thick tomato juice into eye sockets, mandibles, and breathing cracks. Roaches cooked alive from the inside, twitching and shrieking as steam burst through their armor.

The arachnid body snatchers fared no better. They came down from obsidian walls and silk-dark crevices with the old ambush confidence of creatures used to claiming flesh before the prey understood what was touching them. But the Timatoes had no fear of body theft, no caution, and no self-preservation worth mentioning. They launched themselves upward into webs, tore at spider legs, latched onto abdomens, and burst open in showers of boiling red ruin when the chance came.

The canyon became a nightmare.

The various races watching from the safer ridges understood even more than before that the Timatoes were worse than any soldier they had ever seen. More vicious than the Greencap knight lines. More aggressive than the Kamohai. More reckless than the Wolven. They had less regard for their own well-being than a starving beast and more appetite for murder than some war bands.

The lava-like tomato juice remained the true horror. The roaches’ chitin should have protected them better. It did not. The heat seeped into joints and under plating. Those that survived the first blasts often staggered off only to collapse later, cooked alive under their own shell. Some spiders retreated up the canyon walls trailing steam and the smell of burned meat. The Timatoes reminded those spiders that they could float, they just preferred rolling around for reasons unknown to all but them.

After a few days, the impossible happened.

The roaches and spiders learned fear.

The scent of the Timatoes drifting through the canyon made whole clusters of body snatchers retreat deeper into cracks before the first red shape was even visible. Roach waves broke and scattered rather than commit fully.

The elf children watched all this with the solemn delight of small conquerors and then gave the next order.

Build.

Walls, watchtowers, barriers, housing, storage.

The conquest would mean nothing if they could not hold it.

So the races of Baratok Town got to work.

The lizardmen cut and carried stone, moving with the hard discipline of people who had always known how to turn labor into fortification. The Great Burrow mice measured routes, crawlspaces, and weak points with their own kind of genius. Giant crickets dragged timber from lake Baratok through the gate. Kamohai hauled heavier loads with open grumbling and open greed for later payment. Tortura elders directed lines of fire and safe elevation, their old eyes still knowing how to read a battlefield better than most younger men read a map.

The smell of the Timatoes kept the deepest threats back while the work went on. And when more Timatoes were needed, they simply brought more from Camp Orthrus.

They could not grow new ones without the level 1 farmer there to plant and trigger the conditions, but that no longer mattered. The canyon already knew the smell. The spiders and cockroaches had learned what it meant. A lingering crate of red little tyrants sitting beneath a half-built wall was enough to make the nearby darkness think twice.

By the time the core of the third territory was secured, the obsidian ridges around it no longer looked like a death zone. They looked like the edge of a frontier town still daring the dungeon to try again.

Then came the last announcement.

The elf children climbed onto the finished wall and declared Phong’s next will. He wanted a union.

Not an empire exactly. Not one crown over all. Something looser and perhaps therefore more dangerous.

Camp Stymphalian would remain the heart. The source of food, shelter, and safe hideouts. Baratok Town would hold the lake and its peoples. The new camp at the Obsidian Canyon would serve as the third point in the triangle, forming the base of a new kingdom.

The Greencap Bunnies, the Wolven, the Tortura, the lizardmen, and the trolls would unite under shared purpose. Push back against human activity. Protect Phong’s secrets. Guard the camps and each other.

The Kamohai and the lizardmen agreed to the idea with little trouble. The Kamohai because they already lived by practical alliances and had tasted the value of the farmer’s crops. The lizardmen because their queen had long since understood that survival in the new age meant choosing the right neighbors before they chose for you.

The Greencap representative did not agree immediately. Neither did the Wolven. Both said they would have to ask their monarchs.

The Tortura had a similar answer. Their chief must be consulted. But their elders added something else.

Even if their chief refused, they would fight for Phong regardless. He had given them a place to stay. A place to age. A place to wait out the curse of their levels without having to run from the shadow of cà rồng or die in exile.

That debt, to the Tortura, meant something close to sacred.

And beneath the jagged black walls of the Obsidian Canyon, with Timatoes still prowling the ridges like tiny red wardens and multiple races now building under one plan, the second step of Phong’s design took shape.

Not just camps. Not just allies. A real block of power.

A frontier union the world above had no idea was being born beneath its feet.
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