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CHAPTER ONE

Goblins have far too much blood stashed away in such small bodies. The thought occurred to Gabriel as he spat out a mouthful of gore and raised a hand to wipe goblin guts from his face.
“All right there, Lad?” Torrik asked, his thick brown beard splitting to reveal an enormous white smile as the dwarf wiped his ax clean.
“Phth, yes, thanks for the save.” Though, maybe you could do it cleaner next time.
“Nae to worry, ya will get the hang of it soon enough.” The dwarf patted him on the back with an armored gauntlet hard enough to stagger him. “Ya done well so far, just need to remember not to get too focused on killing one to notice any others trying to sneak up on ya.”
Gabriel smiled back as best he could through the viscera. Despite the horrible mess, he was grateful the dwarf had saved him.
“Hold still a moment,” a melodic female voice called out.
He turned to face Estrial, the group’s leader, and swallowed his response as the graceful elven sorceress stepped over and began chanting a spell.
Her spellwork was flawless, like every other casting she’d made in the past few hours of delving. As soon as the intricate glyphs solidified, she released the spell, and a wave of arcane energy, intentioned mana, washed over him. Her spell instantly purged all the grime and filth from his body, depositing it in a sickly ring of goo on the rough stone floor of the cavern.
She even makes cleaning spells look elegant.
“Thank you,” Gabriel said without tripping over his tongue this time, though it didn’t prevent snickering from the final two members of the group.
Dresk and Derek were supposedly skilled swordsmen. So far, all the human twins had done was hurl petty insults and hateful glares his way whenever the elf paid Gabriel any attention. They were taller and broader than he was, and their equipment was shiny and well-fitted, unlike his hand-me-down sword and goblin grass gambeson.
Gabriel figured they must be reasonably competent to be part of the sorceress’ party. Still, he’d seen no proof beyond one of them pointing out the trigger plates of various traps.
Even I spotted most of them. And none of the traps appeared lethal anyway.
Estrial and Torrik had both amply demonstrated their skill, more than proving why they were ranked Gold and Silver. The dwarf was a textbook example of a fighter with the supernatural strength that comes from high Soul Essence growth.
He’s been carrying that massive shield one-handed the entire trip. Not to mention how thick that plate armor of his is. I know it’s enchanted, but he has to be lugging around a good two hundred pounds of gear.
“Come along now, if the goblin’s we’ve slain so far are any indication, there’s no reason to waste our time looting these vermin. We are very close to our prize,” Estrial said, drawing everyone’s attention back to the beautiful, blond woman.
Gabriel tried not to stare too hard at her and her exotic features. He’d noticed her the moment she entered the tavern last night. When she made a beeline for his table and introduced herself, he’d had trouble believing his good luck. Twenty years of intense study at the Academy of Magic in Lostbarrow left him with little time to pursue love, and her elven charm had immediately bewitched him.
He stood about average height for a human, just shy of six feet. In her stiletto-heeled boots, her large blue eyes were level with his own. Every time he met her gaze, he found himself drowning in them.
“Right you are, Lass,” Torrik said, then turned to glance at the twins. “You two need to be ready, the crystal’s guardians will be a lot more challenging than these wretched creatures. Do nae be thinking it’s gonna stay this easy.”
Mirrored smirks emerged on their faces, but the two darkly handsome men nodded and headed to the far door.
It was another oddity to Gabriel. He hadn’t expected to see so many actual rooms on the fourth floor after the ones above had been little more than a warren of caves and tunnels. While this was his first dungeon delve, he’d heard plenty of stories over the years. None of which mentioned there being anything stronger than an orc. Or legendary treasures like this “Domain Crystal” guarded by stone golems.
Sure, there was a time when terrifying monsters filled the dungeon. But that was centuries ago.
Mistaking the youngest member’s look for fear, Torrik clapped him on the shoulder and smiled again. “Don’t worry, and don’t mind them two. Estrial checked ya out before she invited ya to delve with us. That dandy, Kelith, might have recommended ya, but she would nae have agreed if she weren’t sure ya would be up to the task.
“Just keep yourself safe and help where possible. Your part will be helping her take down the barrier so we can get the crystal.”
The dwarf’s encouraging words had the opposite effect when he dropped the all too familiar name. Kelith was the baron’s son and the second-best student at the Academy. Until last week when he got Gabriel ejected on trumped-up charges.
Why would that arrogant asshat suggest me to someone as famous as Estrial? If he wanted to help me out, he could have just let me stay in school for another six months and finish the twenty-year course. Everyone knew I intended to join the Guild as a bureaucratic mage. I’d have been out of his hair for good.
Shaking away the distressing thought, Gabriel focused on the task at hand. It didn’t matter how he’d gotten this chance. All that mattered was proving his worth to Estrial and ensuring his future.
While he had never wanted to be an adventurer like his mother, Gabriel liked the idea of making his living supporting them. Unfortunately, his dismissal from school ruined any chance of that. With his plans in shambles, he’d set up in the cheapest inn he could find and joined the Guild.
Then, less than a week later, his luck improved. After a short chat with Estrial, he’d received an invitation to join one of the most prestigious adventurers in the city.
He still had a few concerns regarding how confident they were about this “Domain Crystal” they were seeking. But even if the treasure didn’t pan out, the reputation boost alone would be enough to make sure he’d be welcome to join other parties.
Gabriel followed close behind the Terror Twins as he’d come to think of the other two humans. He kept his eyes darting around the shadows as they continued to travel deeper into the foreboding depths of the Dungeon of Lostbarrow.
The Guild was uncertain how many floors the dungeon had. They knew it had once descended to at least twenty-five, though it had been decades since anyone delved beyond the tenth.
The party was on the fourth floor now and had only fought goblins for the past two hours. It struck Gabriel as strange that the monsters seemed weaker on this floor than the one above. But the experienced adventurers showed no concern, so he kept silent.
Estrial’s head jerked, her pointed ears twitching as she hissed, pausing the party. She appeared to be listening intently, but Gabriel detected nothing beyond the soft breathing of his companions.
Then he heard it. What started as quiet as a muffled whisper, quickly escalated into the stone on stone cacophony of an avalanche. Only they were four floors underground, and the walls and ceiling betrayed no hint of instability. He glanced around, his eyes darting to each of his companions. To his surprise, the others all looked excited rather than frightened.
“Relax, lad. That just be the stone golems guarding the crystal. If ya think they’re loud now, wait until we’re in the same room.” Torrik flashed him a wide smile full of broad teeth, and Gabriel felt his heart calm.
He pulled out his waterskin and took a quick drink to ease his dry mouth as the others debated the best tactic for tackling the powerful monsters. Golems were a major focus back at the Academy, and Gabriel recalled enough about them that he found it hard to relax like the others.
“Don’t worry about the golems, Gabriel,” Estrial said. “Torrik and the twins will hold them back. And I have extensive experience with slaying such creatures. Focus on keeping yourself safe and preserve your mana for the ritual afterward. Though please continue providing the shield and buff spells.”
He nodded. The Gold-ranked sorceress always seemed to know just what to say to help him calm down. His nerves would slowly build up as they encountered more monsters and traveled farther into the dungeon. Then Estrial would grace him with a few words in her charming voice, and he’d settle down again.
If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was using charm magic on him. But she had no reason to, not given how risky it is to try secretly casting spells onto other casters. At least not for prolonged periods like this delve.
He shook away the crazy thoughts and sank into one of the quick focusing meditations he’d learned early in his studies. As his mind centered on his tranquil mana pool, Gabriel paused for a moment to luxuriate in the warm glow of his arcane might. So far, he hadn’t spent more than half of his total pool, and he was feeling pleased with his performance.
Sure the Terror Twins had been quick to mock his desired profession and his minor magics. But the basic buff spells he’d been applying had impressed the veteran elf.
Along with Torrik, she was the only one whose opinion mattered to him. He’d have no trouble getting in with other experienced adventurers if he had a good recommendation from either of them.
When he finished his meditation, he let out a slow breath and turned to face the breathtaking blond woman.
“Good, you look prepared. Don’t worry; we have this under control. Once we finish this fight, it will be a matter of minutes to finish the ritual and loot the crystal.”
“Is there anything I need to do to prepare for the ritual?” Gabriel asked.
Estrial’s bright smile froze for a moment, but Torrik stepped up and responded in her place.
“Nay, Lad. Ya be here mostly to provide the extra energy and additional caster needed for her to complete the spell. She’ll be able to guide ya through it in no time.”
Gabriel nodded. “Well, guess I’m ready then.”
They continued through the long hallway of worked stone toward the growing noise. Around the corner to the left, another hall branched off. The sound coming from within was so loud he could feel it. He glanced around worriedly at the others before noticing that they were pulling out gobs of soft wax and stuffing it in their ears.
“Here ya go. Ain’t no point in damaging your hearing if ya don’t have too. Getting that healed is expensive.”
Gabriel took the proffered wax and plugged his ears. “Thanks.”
***
A moment later, the heavily armored dwarf drew a large hammer and charged the source of the aural assault. The two human swordsmen moved to follow, and Gabriel had to rush to keep up as Estrial glided in their wake, her diaphanous gown floating about her slender body.
He took a moment to appreciate the way her high-heeled boots enhanced her long legs as they teased between the silken fabric. Her smooth strut was a pleasant distraction while he headed into the first serious fight of his new life.
Delving isn’t as rough as I’d expected. Perhaps I inherited more from Mother than anyone thought?
It took less than thirty seconds to reach the large room at the end of the hall. The stone here was better worked, with an elegant frieze of glyphs carved along the upper portions of the bright gray stone. Near the far side of the room was a massive, black stone altar that seemed to radiate danger.
Gabriel ignored the dark platform, far more concerned with the trio of eight-foot-tall stone golems plodding toward the party. The sight of the remorseless magical constructs caused his breath to catch. For a long moment, he stared at the approaching death dealers, eyes wide.
He remembered to breathe again when Torrik charged the center golem and slammed his massive steel shield into the creature so hard it staggered back. While that one struggled to stay upright, the other two lumbered into striking range and raised enormous fists to smash the lone adventurer.
Faster than Gabriel expected, the stout dwarf whipped his shield back and blocked both strikes. The crash of stone slamming metal tortured his ears, despite the improvised earplugs.
Seeing that the dwarf didn’t react in the slightest, he decided to cast his usual buffs without rushing the cast and risk burning his pool.
Over the two decades he’d spent studying magic, his teachers had harped on the importance of visualizing the glyphs before you empowered them. The stronger the vision of their form, the more efficient the final spell would be. Since he didn’t have any mana batteries to draw on, Gabriel wanted to stay as efficient as possible.
Splitting his focus between drawing mana from his pool and recalling the best combination of glyphs, he began weaving a basic haste spell. The power flowed through him and down into his arcane conduit, a battered-looking oak wand. From there, it surged into the spell circle forming in front of him.
Gabriel combined proper intonation of the harsh syllables with precise gestures. Careful not to get sloppy and weaken the spell, or worse cause a backlash, he formed the desired glyphs.
Once set in his mind, Gabriel bound each glyph into the disk of raw mana beginning to coalesce around him. As soon as it took shape, he reached out through the Weave of Creation to anchor the spell on the dwarf warrior.
With his senses so focused in the coordinate system of reality, he could feel the maelstrom of power building up to his left. Estrial’s spell dwarfed his in scale so much that he couldn’t resist the urge to glance over. Gabriel marveled at the double rings of glyphs spinning near the talented elf. He couldn’t decipher the spellwork in that brief peek, but he assumed it was an attack spell.
Estrial had focused her casting on attack spells ever since he admitted to only knowing a handful of offensive glyphs. Unlike the twins, she hadn’t mocked him, instead suggesting he handle the buffs.
They might not respect me, but Estrial trusts me to handle the defensive magic.
He smiled at that thought and focused on finishing his current spell. The moment he concentrated on the connection with his target, he sensed the spell complete and immediately released his hold on it.
The tightly woven enhancement caused the dwarf to glow for a second as stray bits of mana came unbound while the spell infused eldritch speed into his body.
Torrik’s sturdy strikes and blocks became lightning fast as the dwarf blurred into motion, the spell making him swifter than a striking snake. He swung his heavy-headed war hammer with incredible ease, the massive metal weapon spraying shards of stone with every blow.
Despite his dislike for them, Gabriel had to admit the Terror Twins were skilled swordsmen. The pair circled, now sluggish compared to Torrik, but still quicker than the ponderous golems. While the armored dwarf drew the monsters’ attention, they kept up a never-ending torrent of slashes. Their runic swords scattered sparks as they steadily carved furrows in the stone constructs.
Gabriel repeated his haste buff twice more, speeding up the pair of human warriors to where he could hardly track their movements. That he completed all three spells before Estrial launched her attack surprised him.
He threw another glance at her, revealing a third spell circle forming in front of the elf. And even with her tight, clean casting, there was an unusual amount of mana visibly leaking around her. He activated Magesight by feeding a thread of mana into his eyes, forcing them to view arcane energy. As soon as his vision shifted, he recoiled from the glow caused by the staggering amount of power bound to her spell.
Releasing his Magesight with a thought, he shifted his focus back to the melee. He turned just in time to watch Torrik shatter the leftmost golem’s leg, causing the towering monster to collapse in a localized earthquake.
The twins were quick to capitalize, both darting over to attack like a pair of hungry wolves taking down a wounded elk. Screeching agony clawed at Gabriel’s ears as steel swords dug deep into the prone golem.
Like they shared a single mind, the duo flipped their blades and reversed their cuts, each of them severing a stone arm. Their tandem assault left the one-legged construct with little more mobility than a boulder.
Power washed over them all then as Estrial finally unleashed her complex spell.
Gabriel winced from the overwhelming mana backwash as the elf’s spell circles shifted into a crackling storm of gleaming white icicles.
Ice Lance was one of the most basic Elemental spells and taught early on at the Academy. But he’d never seen anyone create more than a dozen of the foot-long frozen spears.
Once again, Estrial proved that her rank wasn’t just for show as over fifty magic javelins ripped through the air and slammed into her three targets.
Mundane ice stood no chance of damaging the magically strengthened stone. She had infused so much mana into the spell that most of her spears buried themselves deep inside the golems. Almost more impressive than the raw power of her attack was the fact that all but five of the lances struck true. The few that missed, sinking themselves fully into the far stone wall.
Eyes glued to the devastating sight, Gabriel watched as the dwarf stepped forward and two-handed his hammer to drive several of the frozen spikes deeper into the center monster. It reeled back as cracks began to spread across its body, while its partner swung both of its clenched fists toward the unshielded dwarf.
Gabriel’s breath caught in his lungs when he realized the dwarf had no means to defend himself from the powerful attack. To his surprise, Dresk dashed in and got his sword up in the nick of time to deflect the heavy blow away from the unsuspecting dwarf.
Maybe they’re good guys. Just a little rough around the edges?
It didn’t take long for the three hasted warriors to topple the final wounded golem.
Gabriel relaxed and canceled his active spells. A rush of relief washed over him as he closed off the drain on his mana pool. He watched wide-eyed as the fighters systematically shattered the golems’ torsos, quickly locating the glowing Magic Stones within.
Farming Magic Stones made up a majority of income for those that delve dungeons. Though the Guild now considered this one low-value because of the scarcity of monsters larger than goblins, whose stones were barely worth harvesting.
Lostbarrow had once been a major city because it hosted a well-developed dungeon. In the past decades, however, the dungeon had weakened. As a result, adventurers harvested fewer stones every year. With it drawing fewer delvers, the Guild’s presence continued to diminish. Though that would likely change once word got out about the treasure they were searching for.
If we find it. Since the golems were real, there’s a decent chance the crystal is as well.
With the threat eliminated, Gabriel unplugged his ears and turned to look at his elven companion. In his mind, he could already see her brilliant smile as they all celebrated their victory.
Might even get a friendly hug.
It startled him to find she was no longer where she had been seconds before. A whisper of sound came from behind him, and he turned to face the woman.
Or, at least he tried to. Searing pain erupted from the back of his neck. It felt like every muscle in his body seized up as white-hot agony burned through his veins. His mind froze, unable to process what had happened. He watched helplessly as the ground rushed up to meet his face.
The hot, coppery tang of blood filled his mouth even before he hit the ground. He’d bitten his lip when everything seized up, and blood continued to flood into his mouth as he fell. The detached thought did nothing to alleviate the growing fear washing over him when it occurred to him that no one had called out.
Facedown on the cold stone, he could now see a pair of elegant, high-heeled boots out of the corner of his eyes.
Estrial’s boots.




CHAPTER TWO

Hands grabbed Gabriel roughly and lifted, carrying his limp body over to the sinister altar.
He had paid little attention to the dark stone object earlier. But as they brought him before it and tossed him onto its hard surface, he got to do a more thorough inspection. Carved from a massive slab of smooth basalt, with a narrow band of runes engraved below the upper edge, the sight of it filled him with dread.
None of his muscles responded to his desperate attempts to move, and he could only study the stone in front of him. He stared at the dark stone until someone rolled him over, none too gently. His unblinking eyes, already dry and burning, stared up at a trio of male faces.
Torrik looked almost ashamed as he positioned Gabriel’s right hand into a groove on one side, a metal band snapping into place. Dresk and Derek, by comparison, both flashed smug grins as they glared down at him.
The three adventurers worked in silence as they bound him in additional restraints. Panic gnawed at his mind as cold metal pinched his free limbs. Torrik opened his mouth to say something but seemed to reconsider, shaking his head sadly before turning away.
“I’m sorry it has to be this way, Gabriel,” Estrial said, her melodic voice carrying a hint of melancholy.
Gabriel’s heart thundered in his chest, and hot blood continued to drip from his lip and into his throat. He tapped his pool, harnessing the mana within. But, instead of obeying his will, it drained away along his internal leylines, preventing him from constructing even the simplest spells.
Shit. What kind of poison did she use on me? Whatever it was, she probably infused it with magic.
Estrial stepped into view. “It’s most unfortunate that we have to do this, but I’m afraid the ritual needed to break the crystal’s bindings is rather specific.”
Unable to look away, or even close his eyes, Gabriel stared in silent horror as the elven sorceress tenderly opened his threadbare gambeson. His terror ramped up when she drew a gleaming dagger from her belt and effortlessly sliced through the rest of his clothes.
On the edge of his vision, he saw the twins jerking his pants down his legs, their cruel eyes glaring at him as the cool air teased his skin.
The cold stone rapidly sapped the heat from his body, sending chills up his spine. Gabriel desperately wanted to swallow the lump forming in his throat, but the poison paralyzing him denied even that action.
Horror mounted within him, threatening to shatter his mind. It warred with that little voice in the back of his head, trying to convince him that this was all just a prank. Some crazy adventurer initiation ritual, a joke they were playing on him. Any second now, she’d negate the magical poison, and they’d all laugh as they welcomed him into the group.
Then she made eye contact with him again, and the last glimmer of hope died as the icy edge in those alien blue eyes stared back at him. All he could see was death.
His death.
***
Dresk snickered. “Not packing much down there, no wonder he’s still a virgin.”
How did he know that?
“I’d be keeping me mouth shut if I was ya. Given the cold stone the lad’s lying on and the terror he’s got to be feeling, I’d say he’s probably bigger than yerself in normal situations,” Torrik said. His gruff voice was sharper than usual.
The dwarf stepped closer to Dresk, and Gabriel saw his face locked into a mask of barely restrained fury.
I’d prefer he let me go, rather than defend the size of my dick.
Derek started laughing, drawing the irate dwarf’s attention.
“I do nae think ya should laugh at that. Ya be identical twins.”
“Could you three please save the bickering for after we’ve finished this and sold the crystal? A few thousand gold coins would make it far easier for me to put up with your dick measuring.”
Gabriel could barely see the elven sorceress at the far edge of his vision. Her face, while still flawless, held a far harsher look than he remembered.
She glared at the twins across his paralyzed form. “That Gabriel was the only practical sacrifice which Kelith suggested doesn’t mean he deserves scorn. It may have only been temporary, but he fought alongside us, and I will not have you two mocking him.
“We’re the assholes here, deceiving him and sacrificing his soul for our gain. At least have the decency to keep your thoughts to yourselves.”
That little shit. I should have known Kelith wouldn’t be doing me any favors. Wait, what was that about my soul?
A gentle hand caressed his face, the soft skin warmer than his clammy flesh, as he continued to stare unblinkingly at the smooth stone ceiling.
“I am sorry about this. I enjoyed our time together, but this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and I can’t pass it up.” Estrial’s voice grew quieter as she spoke, her hand continuing to stroke his cheek.
Five minutes ago, he would have found the gesture incredibly soothing and intimate. Now it only served to amp up his fear and send his heart rate ever higher.
“This ritual has very specific requirements to break the seal shielding the Domain Crystal. Finding a virgin with enough Soul Essence to shatter the barrier was quite challenging. Fortunately for us, Kelith led us to you,” she whispered.
As Estrial leaned closer to him, he saw a tear slip out of her eye, and he tried to follow its path down her cheek. A glint of bare steel at her side drew his focus away from her face. Bile oozed into his throat and mixed with the pooling blood, but Gabriel hardly noticed, his attention squarely on the wicked dagger she raised above him.
His fear spiked again, and he tried once more to form a spell. But whatever poison she’d used on him combined with his inability to move or speak, meant he couldn’t do anything with what little mana he harnessed.
The elf took a deep breath, and her lips formed silent words as she brought the blade down.
Sharp, burning pain struck Gabriel like a flaming maul to the chest. He felt every agonizing inch as she drove the razor-edged blade into his sternum.
Estrial uttered a single arcane word, and the pain surged higher. All conscious thought was driven from his mind when her enchanted dagger activated, and she began carving him like a roast turkey.
Time slowed, and the slightest movement became an eternal torture.
Is this what it’s like in one of the Hells? Did I die and wind up there without noticing?
Gabriel couldn’t flinch as the magically sharp blade sliced through his ribs. The appalling sensation of bones pulling apart drove him mad, screaming in his mind but unable to utter a sound.
Just when he thought it could get no worse, his chest spread wide as Torrik assisted the elf. The torturous experience continually drew his awareness back to the unbearable pain as Estrial butchered him.
Torrik shook his head softly, his thick beard dancing over the frozen face below him. “Does the lad really need to be awake for this? It does nae feel right.”
“I’m afraid so. The sacrifice requires a virgin, chest carved open, and only then do we remove his heart. Unfortunately, the poison I used to block his casting has some unsettling side effects,” Estrial said, her voice brittle. “Now, just keep prying him open and let me concentrate.”
A minute later, or maybe it was an hour, she spoke again. Nearly insensate, Gabriel couldn’t focus well enough to follow the meaning of her words. Still, he recognized them as one of the obscure languages he’d heard spoken in the Academy.
Harsh guttural syllables danced around him, piercing his ears and rattling painfully inside his skull. They almost distracted him from the sensation of a slender elven hand grasping his heart. Then he watched that same blade descending again.
Into his exposed heart this time. As the athame tore into him again, eldritch energies surged through the ritual dagger, and Gabriel discovered a higher existence of pain. A purer form of torment as his soul began to fray.
His entire world flashed white.




CHAPTER THREE

Gabriel blinked.
And then experience the most intense regret of his twenty-five years.
Did someone pour powdered glass in my eyes?
Blinking again, he found the searing pain wasn’t as bad. His eyes were just dry. Dryer than he’d have thought possible.
Why would they be so… Shit. Those traitors killed me! Wait, if I’m dead, why do my eyes hurt?
He raised a hand to massage his eyes, then stared numbly at the hand right in front of his face.
Was it a dream? Or did the spell wear off? When did they remove the restraints?
Raising his head to check was a mistake. He groaned as his whole body exploded into a symphony of pain. It felt like every nerve in his body was on fire. An eerie sensation of emptiness in his chest made it clear that he hadn’t been dreaming.
Desperate to make the pain recede, he tried to relax, lying motionless. That seemed to only increase the pain, allowing him to more fully experience every twinge of agony as his tortured body begged for relief.
Over the sound of his groaning, Gabriel heard a soft feminine voice speaking. “Oh good, you’re still alive. You don’t look so well, though. You’re fortunate you had so much Soul Essence. Otherwise, you’d have stopped existing already.”
“Wha—?” he said, his voice breaking off into another wordless groan.
“I’m extremely unhappy that you helped that tramp steal my Domain Crystal. But, if you promise to get it back for me, I might be willing to help you not die,” she said.
Her voice was bright and perky despite her claim. Gabriel latched onto that soothing sound. He let it mercifully draw part of his awareness away from the still escalating pain.
“I’ll do anything, please help me,” he begged, his voice threatening to break.
“Okay, but you have to listen to me, I’m in charge!”
He tried to reply, but no words escaped his lips. Finally, he nodded, the action causing his head to rotate left. A pink glow emanating from an alcove in the wall drew his attention.
Don’t remember seeing that before.
“Get up from there before you die. I need you to come over here and place your hand on my Core. Then swear a soul oath binding yourself to Merideva,” the voice explained.
Oh sure, I’ll just hop up and walk over to the strange glowing light in a small cubbyhole that wasn’t there earlier. No problem.
“It would probably be a good idea to hurry. That ritual your girlfriend performed shattered your soul, so if you die before bonding with me, that’s it. You won’t get to start over, or even visit the afterlife. You’ll cease existing in any form.”
Oh shit!
The moment she warned him, Gabriel felt a profound, chilling certainty that she was telling the truth. As though his soul recognized the danger and struggled to escape. That revelation got his adrenaline pumping. Which reminded him he had a massive hole in his chest when hot blood began seeping down his stomach.
His body twitched as he struggled to rise. Just as panic began to encroach on his mind again, he managed to flop over. The move sent fresh spikes of suffering across his body, and he felt his right arm flop off the altar.
Lungs gasping for breath, his eyes grew wide as he began sliding off the cold black stone. Too shocked and exhausted to respond, Gabriel watched on in horror as the ground grew closer and closer, slowly approaching until his cheek slammed the tiled stone floor.
More pain, but at least it distracted him from the unyielding agony of his butchered chest. A moment of concentration brought his awareness back, and he spat out a broken tooth, along with a mouthful of blood.
Probably didn’t need to find any more ways to leak blood. Wait, how can I still be alive after Estrial stabbed my heart?
Gabriel bit his tongue to distract from that train of thought and focused his will on moving his arm. Laying on the ground, he could now see the source of the pink glow. A fist-sized crystal orb sat on a block of poorly carved stone. He didn’t recall seeing the rough hole it hid in earlier.
“Stop lazing around and put your hand on me! You’re getting my floor bloody,” the disembodied voice whined. The glowing orb pulsed at the same time.
Is she the orb?
A wet cough wracked his body, lighting up new and demanding nerves. Apparently, he hadn’t experienced all the pain he could. Gabriel kept coughing, feeling more than tasting several globs of bloody mucus as he spat. Another attempt to reach the orb saw one arm rise, only to flop down on the opposite shoulder.
Would help if I moved the arm closer to the orb.
The room grew dimmer, and he fought back the rising fear when he realized it was his vision, not the lighting that weakened.
Stop wasting time. Move your damn arm!
He forced his throat to swallow, then began running his ragged mind through the basic focusing meditation he’d learned in his first year, back when he was only six. It took him longer than usual, but he’d practiced so many times that he soon fell into the routine, almost forgetting the pain radiating from every part of his body.
“Why are you just lying there resting? I thought you were going to help me.”
Gabriel ignored the talking crystal, letting her voice serve as background noise for his meditation. He continued to hone his focus as long as he dared. All of his senses seemed to dim as he put every drop of concentration he could muster into the thought of reaching out to touch the glowing crystal orb.
His eyes snapped open. A voice screamed, and his arm shot up, reaching toward the now brighter orb. The last thing he knew before darkness overtook him was the touch of warm crystal beneath his bloody hand.




CHAPTER FOUR

Gabriel woke to the sounds of gnashing teeth and tearing flesh.
“Stop! Don’t eat that. Oh gods, that’s disgusting,” a light, feminine voice cried.
Am I dead?
Powerful lungs drew in strange-tasting air. Gabriel wrinkled his nose at the unfamiliar smells as he took another breath. Most prominent was blood, strong enough to taste. But beneath the coppery tang of blood were so many other smells that he didn’t recognize.
Senses slowly sorting through them, he focused his sluggish mind toward identifying the new odors. They stank. As his mind came more awake, he recognized the vile stench of vomit mixing with piss and far too much blood.
That smells worse than the butcher’s scrap pile.
Gabriel sat up hesitantly, wincing in anticipation of more crippling agony. The lack of pain startled him. So much so he found the courage to gently probe at his chest. Cracking open eyes still adjusting to the light, he felt across his chest.
To his great surprise and relief, his hand touched only smooth, flawless skin. Bare ass sitting on the cold stone, he forgot to breathe as he groped about his body with both hands.
What the hells? There’s no way I could have healed that quickly. Was it all a bad dream?
His hands traced along defined muscles. He groped and squeezed at the firm, warm flesh.
Why do I seem so much bigger?
More munching and slurping interrupted his thoughts, causing him to flinch. He screwed his eyes shut before opening them again and turned to find the source of the noises.
Who would be eating in here?
Shadows shifted off to his left, and his head tracked the movement. He was still on the black stone altar, and something was devouring a bloody carcass on the ground behind it. His eyes widened, and his jaw fell open.
That goblin is eating my cock!
Gabriel stared at his body—or was it his corpse—sprawled out on the cold stone, right where he’d fallen while trying to reach the Core. One bloody arm stretched out toward the hidden recess.
Bile rose in his throat, but he forced it down, swallowing hard as he looked away from the horrific sight. His pulse pounded in his ears like orcish war drums. The trembling of his hands held his attention until the lighting shifted.
A glowing orange orb was floating just above the lip of the stone alcove. It almost looked like it was watching the three half-naked goblins devouring his corpse.
“Cuix, I order you and your team to stop eating that. It belonged to my new Dungeon Master. He might want to keep it.” The voice was emanating from the orb, or maybe from the alcove, Gabriel couldn’t be sure.
“What, what’s going on?” he asked. The deep voice that spoke startled him as much as it did the goblins.
The orb was even more surprised. It flashed bright yellow and shot up, slamming into the rough stone above it. “Ouch! Oh, don’t scare me like that.”
“Huh?” Frozen, he stared at the glowing crystal ball as it shimmied back and forth in the air for a moment, like a person shaking off a shock. It stopped and dimmed, shifting to a dark red.
“Oh no, did I fail again? Did your fleshy mind shatter?” the female voice asked, oozing sadness.
“Why would my mind shatter?” Gabriel replied. She had to be talking to him since the goblins were still snacking on his butchered remains. “Am I dead?”
The orb shifted back to bright pink and darted over so fast he almost fell off the altar trying to avoid her rush. “You’re not broken! Thank the Eternal Dungeon, it worked!”
“Slow down, you aren’t making any sense,” he said, holding up both hands to stall the energetic crystal.
“Sure… I… will… talk… slower…”
“Not that slow, I just meant slow down and explain what in the world is going on.” Gabriel pointed at the cock-gobbling goblin for emphasis.
“Right, yeah, sorry about that. I told them to stop, but they’ve been starving.”
“Okay, I can see that they’re hungry. But how can they be eating my body, I…” he trailed off, eyes glued to the muscular arm pointing down at the goblins devouring his corpse. He glanced down, eyes wide as he stared at the pale skin stretched tight over corded, veiny muscles. “Whose body am I in now?”
“Huh? Oh, you don’t remember? You were dying, and I, in my magnetic generality, bestowed a new life on you as my first Dungeon Master. Feel free to praise me lots!”
“Do you mean magnanim… never mind. What is this about Dungeon Master? And I thought you said I’d cease to exist if I died.”
The orb bobbed up and down.
“That’s right, your skanky elf girlfriend tore your soul to shreds, but fortunately, I saved you.” She grew brighter as she spoke.
“So, I’m not dead, and now I’m a… Dungeon Master?” Gabriel asked, trying to wrap his mind around the idea. He leapt up and almost tripped over his feet. Despite the awkwardness of his movements, he recovered his balance and shook his head.
How much stronger am I now?
As he looked around, he noticed the ceiling felt lower. It took a moment for him to determine that the room hadn’t shrunk while he’d been unconscious. His new body was several inches taller.
Below him, the goblins continued to feast. He tried shooing them away with a foot, but they just moved out of reach and then circled back around.
“Yep, you’re a DM now. It’s way better than being a greedy, short-lived human. Plus, you have almost three times more Soul Essence now. You should thank me lots!” Her voice had the innocent warmth of a small child, and he struggled to match that enthusiasm with the sight of three waist-high goblins snacking on a human corpse.
And that larger one is still gnawing on my groin. Why am I not more bothered by this?
“Uh, thanks for the save.”
“You’re very welcome, Gabriel Grimm.”
Heart skipping a beat, he stared at her. “How do you know my name?”
“Why wouldn’t I? It lists you as Gabriel Grimm, Dungeon Master to Core 143,643,664. Also known as Merideva,” she said, her orb dimming slightly.
His eyes widened. “Are you Merideva? Listed where? What are you talking about?”
“Of course I am. Who else would I be? But how can you not even know about the Dungeon Interface? You know, you’re kinda bad at being a DM.”
“How could I be anything but bad at something I’ve never even heard of until just now?” he growled back at her. “And what the hells is a Dungeon Interface?”
The floating sphere let out an annoyed sigh, her glow shifting to a dull orange, and he’d swear she rolled her orb at him. “I spent a lot of DE on you, so you could at least be a good DM and go recover that Domain Crystal you let your friends steal.
“As far as the Interface goes, just focus your ‘mind’s eye’ on controlling the dungeon, and voila, Dungeon Interface,” Merideva said as if she had thoroughly explained the concept.
“Just focus on…” Well, I’ll be damned, it worked.
The moment he thought about it, a pane of vivid green with black text manifested before him. He reached out to touch it, and his arm passed straight through.
Like an illusion. Was all of this a sick adventurer joke?
“You meatsacks and your obsession with touching things. Just think about the page or line you want to view, and it will switch for you,” she huffed, shifting to a darker burnt orange.
“Are you…” Gabriel asked. He trailed off, uncertain how to ask if the Core was jealous of him having hands. Instead, he concentrated on the glowing pane before him. Text and numbers filled it. As she said, it listed his name among other things.
Gabriel Grimm
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Human)
Sex: Male
Age: 25
Soul Essence: 895
Dungeon Master of Core #143,643,664
Level: 1
Below that, it detailed family displaying a small symbol of a tree. After focusing his intent there, the screen flashed, and he saw a large, stylized family tree. With every branch left blank save for his name at the bottom, and his mother’s just above him.
Well, that’s pointless.
He mentally clicked the next section and stared at the strange list of blank spaces and multiple abilities starting with dungeon. “What’s this bit about level one mean?”
“Oh yeah, you’re only first level, but I’m sure you’ll rank up super fast and be a proper DM real soon.”
“That’s not very helpful.”
“Hmm? It’s super simple. You level up as a Dungeon Master, and you unlock loads of cool powers and abilities. ED locked away all the goods ones so that clueless DMs don’t botch it and blow themselves up,” Merideva said, her voice taking on a wistful tone.
“And how do I level up?”
The orb flashed, hovering side to side. “You really are terrible at this. How should I know, you’re the DM, you tell me. Though it only improves your dungeon powers. If you want to get stronger, you’ll still need to cultivate more Soul Essence.”
Looks like she’s going to be no help at all. Guess I’ll have to figure it out for myself. But if it’s as time-consuming to increase as the Guild’s ranking, I need to focus on survival first.
He looked down at his pale and very nude body.
And clothes.
A single thought brought up the previous page, and he glanced over the Attributes section listed there.
“Most of this is like a much better version of the Adventurer Stats those Soulstones at the Guild produce,” Gabriel said.
“I would imagine so. Those silly adventurers love to loot Soulstones, though the Eternal Dungeon said to be stingy with handing them out. Don’t want them to be too easy to acquire.”
“The Eternal Dungeon?”
Merideva stared at him like he was an idiot. Or at least it felt like she was.
“You don’t even know about the Eternal Dungeon?” she asked, then continued, muttering. “What kind of half-wit did I wind up with? I wasted all of my DE on this brain-dead ape. I’m doomed!” she wailed, her glow fading to a dark red as she wobbled.
“Wait, I’m not brain-dead or a half-wit, sorry. Just a little confused with all the crazy shit that’s been happening in the past week.”
She stopped rambling and sniffled. “You mean this isn’t what your life is normally like?”
“What getting betrayed, sacrificed, learning that the Dungeon Core is alive, and ending up bound to it? No, not normal for me at all. A week ago, I wasn’t even an adventurer.”
“Really, then why did you come down here? No offense, but you seemed like a pretty weak human. My goblins almost killed you. They’ve never killed anyone before.”
“Wait, you saw that?”
“Of course I did, I’m the Core, I can see anything my monsters see,” Merideva said confidently. Then she continued, sounding far more subdued. “I can also see anything inside my Domain.”
“Well, I was a student at the Lostbarrow Academy of Magic until a week ago when the baron’s son, Kelith, framed me for theft and got me expelled.”
Her dark-red hue morphed to a warm pink. “Oh, so you’re just an apprentice mage, and you’ll become stronger and be able to do real magic soon?”
Gabriel winced. “More or less. It takes twenty years to graduate as a certified apprentice. I was training to join the Guild as a bureaucratic mage but had to find some way to earn a living after I got kicked out. I couldn’t find anyone interested in hiring an expelled, unlicensed mage. That left me with the choice to join the army or become an adventurer, and I chose adventurer. Better pay.”
“How did that work out for you?”
“Yeah, don’t remind me. Anyway, I’m looking at this Dungeon Interface, and my attributes seem way higher than the Guild one reported. Is there a different standard for them?”
“Huh? No, but you’re looking at the stats for your new dungeon-crafted body. I figured you would need to be a lot stronger than you were if you’re going to recover my crystal in time. It was really fortunate that you have an Open Soul. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to do so much boosting.”
The scale is the same? Damn, she more than tripled my strength, stamina, agility, and toughness! I knew I had an Open Soul, that was the reason Mother sent me to the Academy in the first place. Most mages are considered lucky if they have an Unlocked one. But to triple my Soul Essence in a single day is crazy. I bet a lot of adventurers would be willing to die for that kind of increase.
“Wait, could you have boosted my mental stats or my magic instead?”
“Since you are bound to me and have an Open Soul, you can spend SE to upgrade any stat that you want. But with how frail you were, I figured you needed the strength and stamina more. You have a lot of work to do, so it’s important to keep your health up.”
Gabriel sighed.
If she’d tripled the abilities for my spellcasting, I might be able to take on Estrial and the others. What the hells am I going to do with extra strength? There’s not much point in focusing on these stats until I get more Essence to invest.
“The other two humans took your sword, ratty armor, and backpack. But I figure you can get a new sword and then chop them up real good, now that you’re not so slow and weak.”
And how does she expect me to beat a Gold-ranked adventurer with no weapons or armor?
He sighed again.
Annoyed by the fact that Merideva effectively tripled his SE without bothering to boost his casting abilities, he focused on the entries on the next page. “Why is my Charisma so high? I don’t recall what the Guild Soulstone listed, but I know a hundred is way more than I had before.”
“Huh? Oh. Well, you wouldn’t make a good leader for my monsters with pathetic human leadership ability, now would you?”
Gabriel stared at the glowing orb for a minute.
Of course she’d waste more SE on boosting my ability to lead goblins.
Ignoring the chattering Core, he resumed browsing the Interface. He found another page that listed all the glyphs he knew, and the spells he’d cast by combining them.
I recognize all but the last four, which have gibberish for names. Lovely.
***
After several minutes spent studying the alien symbols, Gabriel turned back to the Core. “There’s a list of glyphs in here, I recognize most of them, but there are four I can’t decipher.”
“Hmm, I don’t really know anything about human magic. Shouldn’t you be able to figure them out?” Merideva muttered, floating closer as if to peek over his shoulder.
“Right.” I’m dealing with a spoiled child, aren’t I?
“Do you know any spells to get my crystal back?” she asked.
“Um, not as such, no. My field of study was more on utility magic, not combat or tracking. So unless one of these new, unidentified spells will work, I’ve got nothing.”
“Boo!”
Did… did she just blow a raspberry at me?
“Fine, if you don’t have any useful magic, you can at least sneak up on them and steal it out of her bag, right?” she asked, floating in closer and pushing against his chest.
“I’m not a thief!”
“Eh? All you humans are grubby little thieves. What, are you bad at looting too?” She moved back, her pink color turning yellow.
Is she sulking?
“Um, Merideva? What was that you mentioned about the Eternal Dungeon?” he asked, trying to get the strange being to talk about a different topic.
“You really haven’t heard of the ED?” She floated up and hovered right before his face, shifting from yellow to a dull pink.
“Nope, Is that you, or…” Gabriel said, trailing off suggestively.
“Oh no, I’m new, and this dungeon doesn’t even have a proper name anymore. ED is the oldest dungeon ever. He created all the other Cores in existence,” she gushed, the orb growing brighter as she talked about dungeons.
“So, he’s like your father?”
“Huh? I guess you could sort of say that, but not,” she said. “ED was ‘created by the gods to provide a fair and balanced form of divine entertainment a real long time ago.’”
Gods making games? Either she’s crazy, or this is much weirder than I’d thought.
“Are there rules to this game?”
“Oh yeah, there are lots of rules we have to obey. Since you’re the DM, you need to be especially cautious about breaking the rules. ED doesn’t forgive DMs that cheat,” she said, punctuating her statement with a bobbing motion that Gabriel took for a nod.
“No cheating. Got it. But, maybe it would help if you told me what the rules are?”
“Eh? That sounds like a lot of work and so boring. Are you sure you don’t know the rules?” Merideva whined, floating back and forth in front of his head.
She jerked to a stop and shifted to an angry magenta.
“You, you’re just lazy and trying to trick me, aren’t you!” she said, her voice rising in sync with her color change.
“What? No, I honestly don’t know anything about dungeons. All I knew before I met you was that this dungeon was dying off. Adventurers rarely bothered coming here since the Aether density has declined, and there are few monsters beyond goblins or orcs to hunt.”
The orb stared at him for a long moment. At least he thought it did.
“Really? That’s stupid. You humans are stupid.” She huffed, but the Core cooled down and gradually returned to the softer pink. “If that’s the case, I guess I’ll have to explain them. But first, you need to learn to command dungeon monsters.”
Gabriel watched the orb for a minute, patiently waiting for her to explain. After suppressing a sigh, he finally asked, “How do I command them?”
“Duh, you send them a command.”
Shaking his head, he let out a deep breath, then turned to face the goblins crowded around his corpse. “You three, stop eating me.”
Two of the goblins turned to stare at him, sickly yellow-black eyes unblinking.
“Why are you talking to the goblins?”
“Didn’t you just tell me to command them?”
Merideva laughed, a bright tinkling sound. “No, you’re supposed to use the Interface to command them.”
Feeling a touch embarrassed, even as he silently raged at the Core to be more precise, Gabriel concentrated on the mental screen. It took less than a second to pop up this time, and it shifted to show a chart listing several goblins, him, and Merideva.
Okay, now that makes a lot more sense.
He mentally tapped the first goblin on the list.
Cuix
Conjured Monster (Goblin)
Sex: Female
Age: .087 (Time since Conjured.)
Soul Essence: 22
Upgrades: 0 —Promote to Dungeon Bound? (Requirements not met.)
Threat Rating: E
The biggest one is female? She was eating my…
He shook the thought aside and tried commanding Cuix to stand at attention.
The wiry little monster, still munching on the dead body’s crotch, stood up straight and twitched around to face him. She swallowed and flashed a hideous and bloody grin his way.
Wow, it worked. Oh shit, is that my… Nope… Nope, just going to pretend I didn’t see that.
He couldn’t resist the impulse to glance down at his new body.
I think Merideva boosted more than just my attributes. And I’m still naked. Hope she has some clothes hidden around here.
Looking back at the goblin, Gabriel realized Cuix was also inspecting his new and improved manhood.
“Hey, my eyes are up here!” he said while commanding her to look up mentally.
Beady goblin eyes slowly tracked up to meet his gaze.
“Why you mad, Boss Guy? Your new one looks way better. Didn’t need old one anymore,” the goblin said, then blinked, eyes bulging. “Or did you wanna eat the good parts? Not nice to hoard!”
Is, is she lecturing me about…
He let the issue drop since he didn’t think winning an argument with a goblin would be a good time investment. Instead, he mentally commanded the other two to stop as well.
Instantly, both males hopped up and got into a rough formation behind Cuix.
“Hmm, not bad. Now try making the goblins move around the room, then send them out and down the hall,” the Core suggested.
Gabriel nodded and ordered Cuix to run laps around the room while sending the other two out.
All three goblins bolted, the two males in silence, while Cuix muttered about too much running being bad for her figure.
There’s nothing good about her figure.
Gabriel shuddered but felt a smile tug at his lips as he continued to mentally command the three monsters to move about.
“Wow, maybe you will be useful. I’m an excellent judge of character, unlike certain Dungeon Masters I know,” Merideva said, sounding far too cheerful for his tastes.
“Uh, thanks?”
“You’re welcome. Now take a couple of the goblins and go get my crystal back,” she said.
He blinked at her. “Wait, are you serious?”
“Of course, you have to get that Domain Crystal back, or I’ll die.”
“Yeah, I get that, but I kinda need clothes, probably a weapon. And I definitely need more than two or three goblins!” He tried to control his temper, but the oblivious Core didn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation.
She shrank back from his outburst, her color morphing rapidly to dark red.
“Don’t yell at me,” she cried, sniffling and vibrating oddly. The fear and sadness in her voice struck him like a physical blow. The flood of despair sent a shiver down his spine.
What the hells? Am I feeling her emotions?
Gabriel took a deep breath, then another, and focused on counting to ten. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”
Before he’d even finished speaking, Merideva started back to brighter colors, and the spine-tingling sensations vanished.
“That’s right. You shouldn’t yell at me. I’m your precious Dungeon Core.”
“Yes, but I can’t go after Estrial and the others without more stuff, like clothes and stronger monsters,” he said, keeping his voice calm.
“Fine.” She let out a loud sigh. The Core flashed brightly a few times, and then a lump of discarded hair materialized on the altar next to him.
He jumped back at the sudden change, then paused and poked the strange pile of… fabric? Nothing happened when he poked it, so he lifted it at arm’s length.
Am I supposed to wear this?
He was holding what one might call, if they were very generous, a robe. He shook the itchy garment in the Core’s direction. “Did you make this?”
She bobbed twice. “Yep, you can thank me a lot.”
“Gee, thanks.”
What did she make it from? Goblin ass-hair?
“Go ahead and put it on, I won’t watch,” Merideva said, her voice muffled as though she was speaking through a covering hand.
Sighing, he shrugged and pulled the crappy robe onto his new muscular body. Observing the way his body shifted, muscles flexing, was almost enough to distract him from the horrifically scratchy fabric. Almost.
Then he inhaled and forgot all about the abrasive rasp of cloth on flesh.
This thing smells even worse than it feels.
“I’m guessing you want a weapon too before you agree to go, right?” she asked accusingly.
“Yeah, I’m going to need to find another arcane conduit. Without it, my magic will be far too weak.”
“Fine, I’ll make you a conduit as well. But you need to stop making excuses.”
What, seriously?
He clamped his mouth shut and watched as she flashed again. A gnarled black branch, complete with rough bark, appeared above the dark stone.
Reaching for it, Gabriel picked it up and swallowed hard before forcing a trickle of mana into the shoddy staff. It eagerly absorbed his power, and he felt it bond to him, accepting him with comfortable ease.
It’s uglier than sin, but it’s not too much weaker than my old one.
“Now, are you ready to hunt down that slut and steal back my crystal?” Merideva asked, her voice sharp and impatient.
“Let me guess, you can’t do that same thing to create stronger monsters, can you?” he said, glancing back to the floating orb.
Her soft pink glow flashed, producing a surprisingly good imitation of blushing, and she wobbled side to side.
“No, all I can create right now are goblins. I have five. And after the robe and staff, I don’t have enough DE for many more,” Merideva mumbled.
“DE?” Gabriel asked, a bit tired of all the acronyms.
“Dungeon Essence, it’s what we use to create monsters, items, build rooms, everything.”
“Oh, I thought you just used Soul Essence like you did for my new body.”
“I used DE for your new body. Sure it has an SE value now, but until I bound you to it, it was just a flesh construct.
“In fact, if you hadn’t agreed to be my DM, I wouldn’t have been able to make it anywhere near that powerful. Until you get that crystal back, I’m limited to goblins,” she said, sighing.
That’s… unfortunate. I don’t like my odds trying to take down Estrial with nothing more than goblins. “What about those golems from earlier, can you make more of those?”
Merideva sank lower. Already orange, she quickly shifted to a pitiful yellow tone. “No.”
“Do you have any more on another floor?”
“No.”
“Did you make those golems?”
“… No.”
“Would you care to explain?”
“… No.”
He sighed. “Are there any monsters stronger than your goblins in the dungeon? The Guild listed the dungeon at twenty-plus floors, and this is only the fourth.”
“… Yes,” she whispered.
“You’re going to have to use more than single-syllable answers, Merideva,” Gabriel said, pleased at how calm he kept his voice.
“Yes, there are stronger monsters, but they were bad. Wrong,” she muttered.
That doesn’t sound good. “Bad how? Where?”
“Down on the lowest floors. I guess you could try to recruit some monsters between here and there. I think they’re all unbound, but some of them might join now that I’ve got a DM.”
“Great, that sounds like a plan. I’ll take a few goblins with me and recruit some bigger monsters. Then come back up here, and we can figure out how to hunt down those adventurers.”
She perked up, her pink color returning as she hovered close to his face. “You mean it? You’re not going to abandon me?” she asked hesitantly.
“Abandon you? No, of course not. You saved me, right? You didn’t have to help me, but you did, so I’m not going to walk out on you,” Gabriel said, reaching out and stroking her Core.
The glowing stone warmed his hand, and a similar warmth brushed against his mind. Meri startled him by pressing up against his hand, sticking close as he continued to rub her.
I suppose she is kind of cute.




CHAPTER FIVE

Merideva finally relented and allowed Gabriel to take three of their goblins with him as he went exploring the lower floors. But only after she made him swear another soul oath that he wouldn’t poach Cuix.
How would I even steal a monster from her? More to the point, why in the world would I want to? Hells, Meri was acting like she expected me to have sex with the goblin as soon as we got out of sight.
“We not go past the tenth floor right, big boss man?” Cuix asked for the fourth time.
“No, we’re not going that deep. We need to find some monsters closer to the Core. Besides, Meri seemed terrified of the lowest floors.”
She refused to elaborate, but I definitely don’t want to find whatever it is she’s afraid of down there. There should be plenty of monsters on the closer floors anyway.
The female goblin nodded, her thick mane of black hair poofing wildly, throwing up a small cloud of filth.
Descending to the fifth floor required backtracking a few hallways and then taking a left to reach a narrow staircase. Gabriel quickly grew lost, but Merideva had assured him the goblins knew the way. Cuix and two of her bumbling minions took the lead with minimal grumbling. They led him along a path they’d used before, spears held casually.
All three goblins wore patchwork padded armor reinforced with hides, with hideous leather helmets protecting their round heads and floppy bat ears. The bulging packs strapped to their backs enhanced their hunchbacked forms. Both males also carried small wooden shields that reminded him of barrel lids.
They should be reliable for another couple of floors. But as soon as we go farther than they’ve explored, I’m betting their innate cowardice will come to the forefront.
Gabriel followed behind them, keeping a careful eye out for any signs of movement. He split his focus between observing their winding path and trying to process the extreme changes he’d experienced.
Still not sure whether it would be better if this is all just a dream or not. It’s not like this is the first time people betrayed me. Though, it’s definitely the most extreme case. Maybe I’ll have better luck dealing with other Dungeon Bound? Are there others? Another thing to ask Meri.
After spending twenty minutes exploring the new floor, he hadn’t seen a single hint of any monsters living there. The longer they went without an encounter, the more he relaxed, lowering his guard and thinking back over recent events.
A soft hissing caught Gabriel’s attention, startling him, and he glanced about for the source. He gagged as the air filled with the stench of wet dog, rotten eggs, and cherries. “Oh gods, what is that smell?”
“Sorry, Big Boss Humie, Graz belly don’t feel too good,” the shortest goblin said, rubbing his bloated stomach.
Clamping down on his body’s desire to vomit, Gabriel sped up and moved past the gassy monster. “Whatever, just keep alert. We don’t want to get surprised down here.
I wouldn’t have believed they could smell worse on the inside.
The three green-skinned goblins bobbed their heads, their eyes darting around wildly.
Yeah, don’t rely on those three to spot anything.
He cast the comical monsters from his thoughts, focusing on the path ahead. Unlike the fourth floor, which consisted mostly of worked stone, the fifth floor looked like natural caves. While the first three floors had dirt-covered walls, the walls here were bare stone.
The rough ceiling would have been uncomfortably close for him back as a regular human. Now that he stood a good four inches taller, it was positively claustrophobic. After slamming his head into the shadowy stone a second time, he took the hint and hunched over like the far shorter goblins.
They might be four feet tall if they stood up straight.
The first two intersections they reached branched off into identical passages, but Cuix ignored them, continuing to move forward.
“How many times have you been through here?” Gabriel asked, trying to break the foreboding silence.
“Hmm, twice?”
“Twice? But you’re sure about where we’re going, right?”
“Sure?” Cuix parroted. Glancing over her shoulder, she looked at him and shrugged.
Just great.
He took a calming breath and reminded himself that dealing with goblins still beat having your soul shredded and ceasing to exist. Probably.
It took half an hour and four wrong turns before they reached the next set of stairs. Cuix never admitted to leading them down a dead-end, instead suggesting the routes changed. While Gabriel wanted to call her bluff, after the day he’d had, he couldn’t be sure.
“We here, Boss!” the three screeched in sync.
How did they do that?
“Yes, I noticed,” he muttered, working a finger into his ear to help with the ringing.
The trio stared at him expectantly, their bulging eyes reminding him of the sickly stray that lived near the inn.
“Nice work. Now, how about we head down to the next floor.”
The goblins nodded, then dashed down the dark stone stairs.
Gabriel had grown accustomed to each staircase leading to another floor. So he found it unusual when the broad, stone stairs emptied onto a small landing with only one way out—straight up another set of stairs.
Are we still on the fifth floor then?
Whether or not it was the same floor, this new area was far darker. Fortunately, the goblins seemed prepared. Each male pulled a battered lantern from the filthy packs on their backs and lit the greasy yellow candle within. The flickering light drove back the inky darkness of the stairs, allowing him to follow them down safely.
Bad enough having to walk barefoot down here, the last thing I’d want is to stumble about blind. Still can’t believe Meri wouldn’t make me a pair of boots.
Even with both lanterns glowing, the dark stone around them refused to brighten. Instead, it seemed to absorb the light.
Gabriel let the goblins lead the way again, trying not to focus on how they darted glances around nervously. After a few minutes of traveling through the winding square-cut tunnels, the three already tense goblins grew even twitchier. Cuix sniffed at the air several times before turning back to him.
“Uh, boss, you smell that?” she asked.
“I’m guessing not. Why, what does it smell like?”
She shot him a big smile.”Virile, you should get this one.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
As they traveled through the floor, he spotted several scattered piles of bones.
It looks like one of the denizens of this floor got hungry.
Both males moved closer to Gabriel, and he glanced down to watch. They kept shifting closer, until they slipped in behind him, leaving only Cuix ahead of him.
“What is with you two?” he asked, glaring at one when it grabbed the back of his robe.
“We just watching your back, dun want you getting sneaked on,” one said, the other nodding vigorously.
“Whatever, but let go of my robe. I doubt it can handle much more abuse,” Gabriel said, brushing the goblin’s grubby paw off.
He bent close to inspect several piles of bones. While he spotted numerous human, or at least humanoid remains, there were a large number of quadruped bones he couldn’t begin to identify.
After a couple of minutes spent trying to guess what killed them all, he abandoned the fruitless search, and they continued to follow Cuix down the winding, black stone tunnels. Her small head turned side to side, and she sniffed at the air, seeming to decide the path based on whatever she detected.
Two left turns later, they descended a sloping passage, and the female goblin paused, raising one little fist. Her high-pitched voice echoed down the hall when she whispered far too loudly, “He’s just up around the corner, Boss Guy.”
Gabriel winced, then shrugged and stepped up to her side.
I hope this works.
“Okay, let’s go say hello.”
***
Gabriel waited as Cuix dragged the other two forward, then proceeded into the foreboding darkness. He forced down the growing worry and focused on the task at hand. Wet, heavy breathing caught his attention as lantern light flickered across the black stone.
That sounds a lot bigger than a goblin.
“Uh, hello?” he called out, wincing at his eloquence.
“Yeah, hello, you want to have a quick romp,” Cuix said.
Wait. What?
“Adventurers?” growled a deep, masculine voice.
“No, I’m a Dungeon Master. The Dungeon Master.”
A methodical pounding, like something hard and heavy striking stone, approached them. The hidden monster snorted, sounding closer this time. “Hmm, never seen one of you before.”
Gabriel’s response froze in his throat as a shape stepped out of the shadows. A massive black-furred chest captured his gaze.
That thing looks bigger than an ogre.
His eyes slowly tracked up, following the veiny neck—thicker than his own thigh—to a prominent muzzle that ended in a broad pink nose. Thick brown fur covered every inch of the monster’s skin. Above the bovine nostrils, a pair of brown eyes glared down at him.
That’s a very large minotaur.
“Oh, I like what I see,” Cuix purred.
No doubt she was going for sexy, but her high-pitched squeak sounded more like a snake swallowing a live cat. Her hideous voice shook Gabriel’s attention free, and he glanced over to see what she was looking at.
He sighed, averting his gaze. “Of course.”
Dangling almost to its knees, was a ridiculous phallus. Cuix’s eyes stared at it with a frightening intensity. As her gaze lost focus, the goblin licked her lips.She turned to Gabriel and shot him a pleading glance.
Damn thing is almost as big as she is.
“So, yeah, I’m a DM. I was hoping you’d be interested in joining forces with my Dungeon Core, Merideva,” he said, with only the slightest tremble in his voice.
Really hope this guy is friendly because I do not want to see what he can do with those ham-sized fists of his. Or those hooves.
“Gromp not want join. Gromp needs to breed. All of you furless, take off your coverings, and present yourselves.”
“Uh, what?” Gabriel asked, staring at the beast as it snorted.
“Gromp will impre… Gromp will put babies in each of you.”
Gabriel frowned. “No, thanks?”
What the hells is wrong with this guy?
“No choice, Gromp breed you all. Gromp have much stamina, will mount all. Big pink one go first.”
“Aww, I wanted to go first. But, it’s only fair Boss gets to go, then it’s my turn,” Cuix said. “You is very lucky, Boss.”
Yeah, screw this, going to command them to kill this asshole.
When Gabriel didn’t agree, he’d expected the minotaur to turn hostile. Instead, Gromp just stood there flexing and boasting about how thoroughly he would breed each of them.
Gabriel sent a mental command for the goblins to get ready, thankful that Meri had taught him how. He let Gromp continue to monologue, and turned his focus inward, connecting to all three goblins as he prepared a haste spell.
Suppressing the spell circle makes it a lot less efficient, but I don’t want to give it away early. If this guy is half as tough as he looks, I want no part of a fair fight with the horny bastard.
To his surprise, the nine-foot-tall monster kept still for over a minute, giving him plenty of time to ensure his spell was flawless. Gabriel concentrated on visualizing each of the glyphs without tracing them. Without a visible image to guide him, it took several times longer to form the simple spell he desired. But when the final piece settled into place, he smirked, and the almost invisible spell construct flared into reality.
I’ll need to practice that. If Gromp wasn’t so oblivious, he’d have noticed the flickering.
“Whatcha waiting for, Boss? The sooner you go, the sooner I can go,” Cuix said, drawing his attention back from his concealed spellcasting.
Attack him now!
Gabriel released his spell construct at the same time. He shuddered as a decent chunk of mana left his body to fuel the spell. The drain on his mana pool was noticeable, but nowhere near as bad as he’d expected.
I must have a lot more mana now if a spell that powerful didn’t fatigue me.
He wasn’t sure if Cuix would obey orders, but she lunged forward with the other two, spear at the ready, and stabbed the posturing rapist. The three goblins blurred as they moved, still glowing as his spell settled into them.
Gromp’s large eyes grew impossibly wide as three spears pierced into his muscular abdomen.
“Couldn’t we have waited until he mounted me first?” Cuix whined, even as she thrust her spear into him again and twisted, eliciting a pained lowing from the bleeding minotaur.
Gromp bellowed again, ripping one of the spears from his gut. The mighty beast hurled it, and the still attached goblin, across the hall, forcing Gabriel to duck to avoid being knocked down.
Gabriel cursed his lack of experience casting under pressure and restarted the attack spell he’d just begun.
He’s bleeding heavily, Cuix just needs to keep the bastard distracted for a few seconds so I can finish a spell.
Mentally conveying his orders, Gabriel reformed the Aetheric Lance spell he was working on. It was one of the most basic and efficient attack spells. They taught it to every student at the Academy. Casting it required fewer glyphs than any other attack spell, while the simplistic nature of it allowed for a wide range of customization.
Teaching such an easy to use spell makes it easier for the army to call up mages to provide fire support. I guess it works pretty well for killing lusty monsters too.
He didn’t bother to suppress the spell circle this time. Instead, he focused on maximizing the power harnessed for the spell. The glyphs formed quicker than ever before, the surprise almost causing him to let the spell slip away.
Busy concentrating, he was only vaguely aware of the remaining two goblins perforating the massive monster with their crude weapons.
The sound of splintering wood echoed through the room at the same time he finished channeling mana into his spell. Gabriel glanced back to the fight. Cuix was the only goblin still standing, though her spear was a two-foot stick, the sharp end now held in the minotaur’s hand.
Mentally commanding the female goblin to duck, he released the spell, watching its progress as it homed in on his foe through the Weave. Gromp roared, reaching out to swat the glowing energy lance.
Since when is my Aetheric Lance purple?
He winced as the giant beast got its hand in front of the missile, worried that he’d failed to drop the monster.
Shit, without the goblins to run interference, I won’t get another spell off.
Gabriel’s jaw dropped, and he stared mutely as the magic projectile punched straight through one meaty hand and sank deep into the bovine face.
Then Gromp’s head exploded.
Blood, bone, and fur flew through the air, splattering gore across the entire room. Gabriel raised his hands too late to shield his face. Instead, he got liberally coated in the dead minotaur’s brain matter.
Headless, the monster’s corpse remained upright for several seconds before tipping over and crashing down with a sick squishing that triggered a geyser of blood.
While Gabriel traced the glyphs to cast a cleaning spell, removing most of the gore, he watched as Cuix rushed over and started poking the creature’s flaccid member.
Please don’t.
She poked it a few more times, then turned away dejectedly and moved to assist the other goblins. Both males looked battered and stunned, but it only took her a few moments to get them back up and gather their spears.
Gabriel swallowed hard and asked the question he couldn’t get off his mind. “You three don’t want to… eat it?”
“No, Boss, we’s full. Maybe come for a bite on the way back up. If you don’t kill something even tastier.” She rubbed her belly contentedly, reminding him she’d gorged on his corpse a few hours earlier.
He gagged but choked back the acid in his throat. “Good to know.”
Cuix shook her head sadly. “Though, you is never gonna get any good monsters if you keep murdering them like that, Boss Guy.”
“Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind,” he said before gesturing back out. “For now, let’s try going down another floor. It doesn’t seem likely we’ll find anyone else here.”
Come to think of it, if he ate all the other inhabitants on this floor, or mounted them to death, why didn’t he just go to another floor in search of more victims?
The goblins nodded, Cuix still looking glum, and then retook the lead.
It confirmed his initial suspicions when they spent another ten minutes hunting down the next staircase and found only more bones. With the goblins still in front, Gabriel followed them down a winding staircase. This time they found an open doorway, but the stairs continued to descend past the opening.
Someone had etched strange pictographs along the edges of the large entrance, but he didn’t recognize any of them.
“Don’t like the smell in there, Boss,” Cuix muttered.
Not sure what to think of her simple comment, Gabriel stepped closer and took a deep breath. Then he gagged.
Yeah, that smells too much like cow manure and something… else. Don’t think I want anything to do with that at the moment. I’ve seen more than enough giant minotaur dick for one day. Though, it’s a little odd she doesn’t want to hunt down another one.
“Let’s skip that one for now,” he said.
Cuix nodded and rushed passed the opening.
When they reached the next descent, Gabriel stared in surprise at a well-crafted wood door with thick iron reinforcements. Sinister runes surrounded it, carved into the stone frame.
Now, this looks a lot more like what they talked about in the old stories.




CHAPTER SIX

Gabriel spent several minutes studying the runes before relaxing, confident they were harmless. He let the goblins continue to lead as they advanced into the seventh floor. They hadn’t complained too much so far, and he figured they’d at least be useful as a meat shield.
Still a little surprised at how well they did against Gromp.
Looking around, he studied the coarse stone walls. Unlike the previous floors, a thick layer of dust covered everything. Everywhere, except for a three-foot path in the center of each hall. Each track was smooth and clean, but only down the middle. Dust piled thick across the floor to either side.
It definitely feels more dangerous down here, not sure if it’s because of the path, or just how long we’ve gone without encountering anyone.
“Too quiet, Boss,” Cuix whispered, having fallen back and pressed up against his leg.
“What do you mean?” he asked, annoyance starting to bleed into his words.
Her small yellow eyes darted about the passage. “There’re no bugs or rats or other creepy crawlies around at all.”
“There are… wait, you can hear bugs crawling around?” he asked incredulously.
How the hells can their hearing be that good?
“Oh yeah, easy to track crawlies. They try to hide in wood or cracks in walls, but we hunt them down and get full bellies,” she said, a thin trail of drool escaping her mouth.
Shit, I bet Meri doesn’t feed them at all, does she? Which explains why they ate me.
“You aren’t gonna make us share our creepy crawlies with you, is you, most super Boss Guy?” she asked, her bulging eyes glistening.
Gabriel shook his head. Vigorously. “No, you have my permission to eat any ‘creepy crawlies’ you find, without showing them to me at all. But what was that about there being no bugs down here? Were they around on the fifth floor?”
She nodded, her unkempt black hair flailing about her head. Cuix visibly struggled to explain her thoughts. “This place smells like not death, but no life neither.”
“Right, thanks for the warning.”
Her face brightened, and she nodded again. “Anytime, Boss.”
I guess positive reinforcement goes a long way with goblins.
The female goblin sped up and rejoined her squad, small hands pushing at their backs to propel them forward.
He chuckled. Looks like Cuix wants a meat shield too.
They kept to the main hall, peering down each side passage, even opening the few well-crafted wood doors, but none ever seemed more inviting. The same strange path cut through the dust in each hallway, but the rooms were undisturbed, thick dust coating every surface.
Gabriel kept his senses sharp, straining to detect whatever monster lived on this seemingly abandoned floor.
Even the minotaur upstairs left plenty of bones and shit around. The only thing I’ve seen on this floor is dust.
The broad stone passage led them to a pair of massive wooden doors, which were already open. Stepping inside, Gabriel spotted the same wide path through the dust. It looked like someone had swept, or dragged, something along the floor. But whoever made the tracks hadn’t stayed to the center of the large room.
One goblin flinched and thrust his small spear forward, emitting a high-pitched war cry.
“What are you…” Gabriel said, then stopped as the tiny warrior’s target came into view at the edge of their flickering lantern light.
“That’s just a statue. Not a golem, trust me,” Gabriel said, shaking his head and thinking back to that last battle before Estrial betrayed him. The moment he did, the pain and despair washed back into his mind, threatening to drown him in dark, swirling emotions.
This is not the time to be reliving that nightmare. You already got one do-over. Don’t get distracted and screw up again. Focus on what’s in front of you.
He shook his head and noticed his dark hair whipping about. It was longer than he’d had before he died, and he wasn’t sure what to think about it yet.
Could cut it back, or try tying it up for a bit?
By the time Gabriel got his mind back on the present, he realized they’d passed several similar statues. As he glanced around, he counted twelve intact ones, all of them of humanoid females. The detail on each sculpture was incredible; the women depicted as lifelike beauties.
They’re all feline beastkin. I see several of the almost human nyatari and even more of the ones with pronounced muzzles.
The sound of water spraying stone interrupted his inspection of the closest statuary. He glanced around, looking for the source. It only took a moment for him to realize it was coming from behind him. Where he realized the goblins now were.
When did they get behind me?
A large pool of urine was spreading around the green trio. The smell of it struck Gabriel a nearly physical blow, and he coughed before covering his mouth and nose with one hand and turning away. Whatever rebuke he was preparing vanished from his mind when he heard more sounds.
Slithering, hissing sounds.
Listening intently, he heard something rubbing against the stone floor. Something large, and it was getting closer. A sudden wave of intense pressure washed over him. Flinching at the spine-tingling sensation, he split his attention between resisting the urge to flee and trying to identify the feeling.
It’s similar to Estrial’s aura when casting. But stronger. More lethal. Powerful monsters emit spiritual pressure strong enough to sense, right?
A sickening splat sounded behind him, like a mud ball thrown against a wagon, and he almost turned back to see what the goblins had done.
“Don’t worry, Big Boss Guy. We tell Gem Lady that you die very brave-like against the stone death. Tell her you only wet yourself a bit before dying,” Cuix cried out, her voice coming from farther back down the hall.
Shit.
Whatever was moving toward him was close enough he could hear it breathing, and he focused his mind on a defensive spell.
Need to get a shield up before whatever that is strikes.
The first syllables of a barrier spell were on the tip of his tongue when the shadows shifted between two statues. Gabriel fell back, eyes widening as he realized just how close the hidden monster was. His hands landed in something wet, but he couldn’t bother with that. Instead, his eyes locked on to the massive serpentine shape, just barely concealed by the darkness.
“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!” he babbled as he scrambled back, butt dragging across the slick stone.
“Greetingsss, adventurer,” a seductive female voice called out. “Pleassse, do not russsh to leave on my account.”
Gabriel averted his gaze from the approaching monster, having added up the impossibly lifelike statues and the reptilian woman nearing him.
Gorgon!
Just when he expected the creature to strike, the rustling of scales across stone stopped. Dozens of snakes began hissing all at once, almost tricking him into glancing at the woman, but he squeezed his eyes shut so tight he thought they might pop.
“How curiousss, you are not an adventurer at all,” the voice, a soothing soprano, hissed softly. The other hissing sounds vanished as she spoke.
“Uh, no, I’m not an adventurer. At least not anymore. I’m here to re—” he said, voice vanishing when the cacophonous hissing started back up.
“Oh dear, I mussst look sssuch a fright! Pleassse wait here until I return,” she said in a sudden, polite rush.
He remained frozen in place, listening as the slithering sounds moved farther away.
***
It felt like several minutes after the noise faded before Gabriel could breathe again. And several more before he dared move.
The powerful aura he’d sensed as the monster approached earlier had lifted even before she left. In its absence, he started to wonder if he’d imagined the whole experience. Hesitantly, he cracked one eye open a sliver and glanced around the dark, eerie room.
What good is it to only glimpse a gorgon? You’d still be just as dead, you fool.
Cackling madly at his ridiculous behavior, he opened both eyes and looked around. All he saw were beastkin statues, flickering shadows, and a damaged lantern sitting in a pool of urine.
Oh, and look, one of the goblins shit himself. Do they not wear anything under their armor?
A rhythmic clicking sound caught his attention. He turned toward the source of the noise and soon spotted a figure approaching.
A female silhouette was becoming more distinct with each click of her high-heeled shoes. The sharp sound made Gabriel briefly wonder why a woman would walk around this deep in the dungeon wearing such heels. Then he remembered that Estrial wore heels. The enchantment to reduce the stress and make them stable was commonplace among wealthy ladies.
But why would a… oh shit, that’s the gorgon?
“Ah, what good manners you have, my dear Dungeon Master,” a vibrant voice called out when she stopped just outside of the lantern’s illumination.
“Uh, thanks?” he said uncertainly, too focused on whether he should shut his eyes again, or accept the inevitable and let her turn him into another statue.
Then again, all the petrified people here are catgirls, so maybe she doesn’t petrify everyone? That, or she takes the other statues somewhere else.
The shadowy female cleared her throat politely, drawing his attention back to her presence.
“Right, sorry about that. I’ve had a bizarre week.” He swallowed and then continued. “Anyway, I’m curious about your intentions.”
She giggled, the tinkling laughter pleasant to his ears, and he reevaluated the hidden woman.
Perhaps she’s not a gorgon? Could she be an eccentric adventurer who lived in the dungeon?
“I assure you, my intentions are honorable, as long as you comport yourself with dignity,” she said, sounding amused.
Then she stepped into the dim light and revealed herself.
Gabriel’s jaw dropped, his eyes widening as he stared at the feminine goddess standing before him.
With her heels, she was just shy of six feet. An elegant white gown hugged her slender form, accenting modest curves while emphasizing her sleek muscles and narrow waist. Long greenish-black hair pulled back in glossy dreadlocks seemed to shift in the nonexistent breeze as Gabriel drank in her beauty.
Try as he might, he couldn’t resist the temptation to keep staring as his eyes tracked up and down her body. Letting his gaze linger on her flawless face, he marveled at the contrast of vibrant greens and soft white. Her emerald eyes and dark-green lips enhanced and were, in turn, enhanced by pale porcelain skin that carried the faintest hint of green along high cheekbones.
She let out a breath he hadn’t realized she was holding and then shifted about as if posing for him. That shook Gabriel out of his stupor, and he felt his face flush as he tried to surreptitiously adjust his first post-death erection. He wasn’t very successful, no surprise considering he wore nothing but the ass-hair robe.
Should have forced that stupid Core to make me some underwear. And pants.
She flashed a charming smile, brilliant white teeth gleaming as she took another step closer.
Were those fangs?
“I imagine you have questions for me. I certainly have questions for you, but I suggest we retire to somewhere more comfortable before we chat. Would you care to join me for a cup of tea?” the woman asked, arching a thin, dark-green eyebrow.
“Sure, that sounds great.”
“Wonderful. It is so rare that I get a chance to entertain proper guests,” she said, still smiling. Then she glanced at one of the beastkin statues, and her smile vanished.
“Mossst of my visssitorsss have been very unwelcome,” she hissed, her cold voice eerily similar to the reptilian monster he’d heard before.
Guess she is the same one. Which means she has to be a gorgon, right? But if she is, why am I not stone?
The smile returned to her face as she broke into a giggling fit. She raised a slender, long-fingered hand to cover her mouth until she calmed down.
“My apologies, I promise I am not making fun of you. I merely guessed the source of your concern.” The beautiful woman pointed a slender, toned arm toward the closest statue.
“Yes, I turned all of these to stone, and no, you need not worry about me doing the same to you.” She flashed another smile that revealed pointed fangs. “Unless you decide to attack me.”
“Sounds good, er, I mean the not being turned to stone. Not the attacking you part.”
She gestured for Gabriel to follow as she turned and stepped back out of the light. “Excellent, now if you will please follow me.”
He picked up the lantern gingerly, holding it at a distance as he inspected it for damage.
Did one of them piss in it before they fled?
He shook his head as he tilted the cracked lantern and sighed as a yellow liquid dribbled from it.
The fouled light source reminded Gabriel of his sopping wet ass-hair robe, and he quickly cast the best cleaning spell he could form. Then cast it again, hoping it would remove the stench of goblin piss.
“Why are you playing with that filthy thing?” she asked archly, her smooth voice startling him, almost causing him to drop the damaged lantern.
“Uh, I need the light to see. I could use magic, but spending mana on a sustained spell like that seems wasteful when a mundane solution is available.”
She blinked at him, long eyelashes flickering as she stared. “Why would you want to use a light?”
“I’m guessing you can see in the dark, right? I can’t.”
“Truly? Are you defective?” she asked, her voice suddenly full of concern.
Her green eyes shone with an inner light as she peered at him, inspecting him head to toe.
“I detect nothing wrong with you,” she said after a moment, the glow of her eyes slowly fading.
“No, nothing is wrong with me. None of my species can see in the dark, well not without higher tier magic.”
Something about the way she seemed genuinely concerned about him put Gabriel at ease, even as he felt the desire to prove himself to her.
“But… you are a Dungeon Master, are you not?” she asked, for the first time sounding unsure of herself.
His heart raced at her words. “Yeah, but how did you know that?”
“Do you not know about the Dungeon Interface? About your special abilities?”
“I’ve used the Interface, but what abilities are you referring to?” he asked, growing suspicious.
She must have sensed something, her tongue shot out, and she emitted a strange hissing sound.
It sounds like one giant snake and dozens of others echoing it.
She shook her head, causing the thick dreads to sway as though submerged in water. “You truly do not know?”
He shook his head.
“Very well, please trust me for a moment and put down the lantern. Then walk toward me until you are beyond its glow.”
Gabriel hesitated, but took a deep breath and followed her lead. His lungs froze up when he reached the edge of the dim light.
A few more steps and you won’t be able to see a thing.
He stood straighter and continued forward. Then Gabriel blinked as the room around him came to life in vivid detail and dancing shadows. He could see across the long room, which he now realized was a grand dining hall.
Hundreds of catgirl statues filled it. Well dozens of statues, and many times more piles of rubble that looked suspiciously like shattered sculptures.
He turned to face the stunning woman again.
“You can now see using the ambient Aetheric radiation. Give it time, and you will become accustomed to the oddity of seeing shadows in darkness.”
She smiled at him, nodded her head, and then turned to leave.
“This way, Dungeon Master,” she said, one of her dreadlocks seeming to point the direction she headed.




CHAPTER SEVEN

It took almost an hour for the woman and Gabriel to reach their destination. They’d passed several ornate wooden doors, but she never hesitated, always leading him onward. Twice she’d pointed out hard to spot staircases which seemed to plunge much deeper than any he had encountered so far.
Gabriel continued following her until they reached the end of a winding stone tunnel. A dead end.
He watched as she stepped up to the featureless section of stone, placing one hand against the center.
Before he could speak, she began hissing a sibilant language, and the stone beneath her hand glowed bright silver. The green-haired woman turned back and flashed him another brilliant smile as the stone wall melted away.
“Welcome to my humble home,” she said, walking through the newly revealed door.
He followed in stunned silence as they entered a smooth-walled cave, filled with flickering light and sweet perfume.
The hells is a place like this doing in the middle of a dungeon?
His eyes took in all the details he could see as they stepped into a simple foyer, and he paused to copy her actions when she stopped at a bench to remove her shoes.
“Thank you for respecting my home, Dungeon Master.”
Gabriel nodded mutely. All the while, his attention remained focused on the vast treasures on display in the wider cave beyond. Just past the entry room, exquisite tapestries depicting nagas, gorgons, and more exotic serpent women covered the smooth stone walls. All of the women attended a dark-haired lady. Several appeared to be worshipping her, while others waited on her hand and foot.
“Ah, that is my favorite,” his host said, her voice taking on a wistful tone. “My former mistress, Lady Iylara.”
He studied the darkly magnificent woman for a long moment.
“It’s an amazing piece of art.”
She smiled, nodded, and then weaved between the unstable mounds of treasure to retrieve a pair of plush silk cushions. She turned back to Gabriel after preparing two seats a few feet from a massive pile of pillows and comforters larger than any bed he’d ever seen.
“Please have a seat, and we can make formal introductions after I ready some tea for us,” the calm woman said.
Breaking his gaze from the pile of luxurious comfort, he sat as requested and watched her slip through a cleverly concealed opening. The sound of water boiling soon drifted out. Figuring he wouldn’t have long, he quickly finished surveying the cluttered cave.
Looks like she’s a packrat, doesn’t it?
An assortment of jeweled weapons stuck out of haphazardly discarded suits of armor piled against one side of the room almost to the ceiling.
Pulling out the wrong item could definitely bring that whole stack down on a person. Is it intended as a trap, or did she just keep tossing stuff into a pile?
Opposite of the discarded arms and armor was a massive ironwood wardrobe. The heavy furniture contoured to the curve of the cave wall, despite straight edges and a rigid shape. Intricate carvings that portrayed more reptilian women covered the doors. While the style matched that of the tapestries on the surrounding walls, these shared a more intimate setting. As before, a dark, beautiful human-looking woman was at the center.
Looks like Iylara was very important to her. Wonder what happened.
A bookshelf next to the wardrobe covered a sizable section of the wall, floor to ceiling. On it sat more books than he’d ever seen outside of the Academy’s library.
Gabriel returned his focus to his host when he heard her reenter the room. She strolled back in carrying a golden tray with two exquisite porcelain teacups on it.
That looks an awful lot like real gold.
The woman knelt before him and set the tray down on its short legs. “I hope you enjoy the tea. This is my favorite, but I admit it has been a few centuries since I have had an opportunity to share it with another.”
Centuries?
She kept her eyes lowered demurely as she presented his cup. Then she sat back and settled herself on the cushion opposite his.
He raised his cup hesitantly, then glanced at her grinning face.
“You are wondering if I have poisoned the tea? We could switch if you wish, though I must confess I am immune to most toxins, so that would do little to ease your concerns,” she said, her grin widening to bare sharp fangs.
The amused look on her face vanished when she noticed his gaze home in on her displayed teeth. She reached up with her free hand to cover her mouth, her cheeks taking on a green tint.
“My apologies, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Gabriel said, suddenly aware of how he’d been staring. “I was just surprised by all of this and got distracted by your beauty.”
Her shoulders loosened, and she lowered the concealing hand. A small smile graced her face as she whispered, “You find me beautiful?”
He blushed. “Yes. You are, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”
Her cheeks darkened more, the green tint becoming more visible.
“You are aware that I am a ‘monster,’ yes? That I am not human?” she asked, her voice so faint now that he had to strain to hear her.
“Yeah, I kind of figured that’s the case, though I am having a bit of trouble believing it.”
This time she didn’t even try to suppress her grin. Full green lips parted to reveal deadly fangs as she let out a girlish giggle.
“You are so different from the last Dungeon Master I encountered.” Her expression became somber, her eyes hardening, and she took on an unfocused look that hinted at reliving old, painful memories.
“Have you met a lot of DMs?” he asked hesitantly, not wanting to risk angering the friendly but lethal monster.
“Three.”
Gabriel waited for a moment, but soon realized she wasn’t interested in explaining.
“As I was saying, if I had poisoned your tea, I would have poisoned both. Thus you cannot safely drink from either if you fear I have done so,” the woman said, amusement once more visible on her elegant face.
“It’s not you, I’m still trying to deal with a recent betrayal,” he said defensively.
Her smile faltered, but she raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow inquisitively.
“Ah. Well, I was an adventurer yesterday.”
“So you are brand new to being a DM? That is most interesting. Perhaps you could tell me a little about how you wound up bound to the Core?”
Gabriel paused, thinking it over before nodding. “Why not? Yesterday I was delving with a party led by a famous elven sorceress…”
***
The story flowed out of Gabriel, seeming to take on a life of its own as he recounted his short career as an adventurer. It surprised him to learn how eager he was to share the tale. And how much of a relief it was to unburden himself. He worried about making a bad impression on his formidable host, but she listened with rapt attention.
The stunning woman’s eyes flashed with a sinister darkness when he revealed Estrial’s betrayal, causing him to flinch back. It didn’t take long to discern her anger centered on the elf, not him.
“You trusssted thisss Essstrial? And ssshe betrayed your trussst?” she hissed. Again the sound carried a strange echo effect, and her dreadlocks shifted slightly about her head.
“Yeah, not my best decision, but in my defense, I’d had a terrible week, and the chance to get into a skilled group was too good to pass up. Besides, Merideva saved me and gave me a second chance. So I’m not as upset about it as I would have expected,” he said, realizing that his words were genuine.
I am grateful for that crazy Core saving my soul and all. Need to make sure she knows how much.
To prove what he said earlier, Gabriel met his host’s eyes and then took a long sip of his still-warm tea. His eyes closed, and he let out a satisfied sigh as he savored the smooth drink.
Upon opening them, he found her staring at him, her brilliant green eyes wide. He grinned at her. “What? I meant what I said. I never suspected you’d try to poison me. Besides, I get the feeling that if you wanted me dead, I’d be very dead.”
She chuckled throatily. “True enough. Yes, I could slay you with ease, but why in the world would I wish to do that? You are the first DM to visit me in almost three centuries, and I have high hopes for the future.
“But first, we must properly introduce ourselves. I am Sthuza Slytheria. Please call me Sthuza, Dungeon Master…”
He swallowed to clear his throat. “Gabriel Grimm, DM to the Core Merideva,” he said, trying to match her effortless elegance.
Sthuza beamed, her flawless face brightening, and her green eyes flashed. Then she started laughing. Her slender hands wrapped around her abdomen as she shook with growing glee. Sthuza’s laughter continued to escalate until she fell over and began rolling around wildly.
Bewildered, Gabriel stared at the cackling woman.
Never had this kind of response to my name before. Not sure what I said that was so amusing.
“I am… I am sorry. I am not laughing at you,” she gasped between fits of manic giggling. “I am just so happy!”
It took her a few more minutes to settle down, but after several deep breaths, she shook her head, dreads strangely resisting the movement, and then turned to face him again.
“My humble apologies, Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm,” Sthuza began, bowing her head toward him. “You have delivered the most wonderful news I have heard in many centuries.”
He stared at her, scratching his head. “I did?”
“Indeed, The Most Glorious Doom of All Mortals, Slayer of the Brave, has fallen. That pretentious Dungeon Core is no more. I outlived all of thossse arrogant bassstardsss,” she said, trailing off in the strange, sibilant tone she slipped into occasionally.
“The what?” he asked, uncertain if she was serious or making a joke.
Maybe all dungeon creatures are odd?
She chuckled again, a throatier sound, before flashing him another bright smile. “This is too good. The fall of that vainglorious Core was so complete the adventurers have forgotten his pompous names.
“I was referring to the Dungeon Core who ruled this place before your Merideva,” Sthuza explained. Her words were crisp, but with a background of soft hissing. She noticed his look of confusion and shook her head. Whatever the source was, the hissing stopped as her dreadlocks whipped about her head.
“I take it you were not a fan of the previous Core?”
She barked a bitter laugh at his question.
“That would be an understatement. For now, suffice it to say we had a vehement disagreement about management strategies,” Sthuza said in a huff. She leaned toward him. “More importantly, why are you traveling with such weak escorts? You mentioned that you are new to your role, but is Merideva as well?”
“Hmm, to be honest, I’m not sure. We haven’t had a lot of time to talk. Mostly she just goes on rants about me helping Estrial steal a crystal from her and demands I go retrieve it. Like I could take on a Gold-ranked adventurer with a few goblins,” he said, grumbling.
“Ah, so a young Core with a new DM, and she is attempting to control you. Does that sound about right?”
“I suppose so.”
“And your betrayer sssacrificed your sssoul to break the ssseal of a Domain Cryssstal?”
“Yeah, I don’t really understand why they chose me, but…” Gabriel said, trailing off as his face flushed.
They chose you because how many other virgins could they have talked into delving a dungeon?
She studied him for a moment, her vertical pupils boring into him. After another minute of quiet observation, she straightened up and nodded. “I believe I understand your situation now, and we may proceed with discussing terms.”
“Terms?”
“Yes. I presume that you are seeking stronger monsters to bond. Hoping to boost your power sufficiently so you may reclaim the stolen crystal. Am I wrong?”
“Uh, no?” he replied, causing her to tilt her head and stare at him. “I mean, yes. I came down here to find more monsters since Meri can’t summon anything stronger than a goblin, but I don’t know anything about getting stronger or ‘bonding.’”
Sthuza nodded again. “Yes, you clearly have a lot to learn.”
Cheeks heating at her simple words, he shifted on his cushion.
“But you are very fortunate to have run into me. While it has been a few hundred years since my bond ended, I have a great deal of experience working intimately with a DM. In fact, I was Prime-bonded to Lady Iylara for over a century.”
“And bonded means?”
She flashed an amused smile. “Bonding is a ritual that DMs can use to both boost a favored monster’s power and increase their own abilities at the same time. There are limits to how many monsters you can form bonds with at once, but if you have none at the moment, there should be no issue with our bonding.”
She paused for a second to smirk, her angular green eyes flashing dangerously. “Assuming you can convince me to submit to you.”
Gabriel swallowed hard, then nodded. “And what exactly would it take to convince you to submit?”
Not sure if I’d rather her want a contest of strength or a romp in bed. Think she’d demolish me either way.
“Nothing major, perhaps you could tell me a bit about yourself, let me get to know you better. Then I can tell you about my experiences, and we can decide if we are both interested. After all, life as a Dungeon Bound is quite long. We would not want to bind ourselves together if we do not mesh well, now would we?”
He let out the breath he was holding, his shoulders sagging in relief as she finished. “That sounds like a good plan, but how long do you think we should chat? I probably need to get back to the Core soon. She seems to be the type that jumps to conclusions and angers quickly.”
Sthuza shook her head, then smiled at him.
“You are the Dungeon Master, Gabriel Grimm. You do not have to serve her every whim. In truth, it is more of a partnership between Master and Core, but you need to make her see how important you are. For now, you should stay here the night. If we form a bond, the two of us can return tomorrow.”
Gabriel’s member twitched beneath his robe when she suggested he spend the night in her lair. But then he remembered how volatile Merideva seemed to be, and he winced. “Not sure that wouldn’t just make Meri angrier.”
“Oh, I do not doubt it, but she needs to understand the nature of your relationship. Otherwise, her expectations will continue to escalate.” Sthuza rose effortlessly to her feet, her long gown pulling tight against her slender form.
His eyes glued themselves to her toned legs as they stretched the silk garment, and he smiled sheepishly when she smirked down at him.
Gabriel forced himself to make eye contact. “That outfit looks incredible on you, Lady Sthuza.”
“Thank you, but please, call me Sthuza.” She bent down to pick up the tray and gave him an excellent view of her tantalizing cleavage.
This time he blushed and glanced away before standing and making a show of stretching. He flinched when he heard a soft snicker, but continued his stretching.
“How about I prepare us a small meal, and then we can have that chat?” she asked, her voice still friendly and relaxed.
“That sounds great.”
“I apologize for the lack of accommodations. Please wait here while I whip something up. It should only take me a few minutes to cook.”
He nodded, then walked over to inspect the tapestries again while she headed back into the same doorway as before. True to her word, it was less than five minutes before the smell of roasted beef wafted into the cozy cave.
Are there any cows down here? She wouldn’t…
He shook his head and returned to the artwork.
A few minutes later, the cultured woman returned with a larger silver tray. On it, she had two plates bearing large steaks and a pile of fresh green vegetables. Kneeling and placing the tray in the same spot as earlier, Sthuza smiled. “I hope you enjoy. It has been some time since I have cooked for another.”
“Let me grab a bottle of wine, then we can eat,” she said, rising and returning to her kitchen.
She promptly exited again, this time carrying a pair of long-stemmed crystal glasses and a dust-covered wine bottle. By the time he’d settled down across from her, she had the bottle open and was filling the glasses.
Sthuza raised her glass. “To new friends and a new dungeon.”
He nodded and matched her, then took a sip.
“Wow, this is delicious,” he said, taking another sip before returning it to the serving tray.
“I am glad you like it, Dungeon Master, Gabriel Grimm.”
“That’s a mouthful, please call me Gabriel.”
“I will consider it.” Her smile took any bite out of her words, and he shrugged before starting in on his meal.
My first meal as a Dungeon Master. Way better than anything I ever had while human.




CHAPTER EIGHT

After dinner, Sthuza served a creamy dessert while Gabriel told her about his past.
She nodded, laughed, and sighed at all the right places as he spoke of growing up the adopted son of a famous adventurer. Fond memories drew him into the past as he spoke of his grim but loving mother, and her impressive accomplishments.
A smile graced Sthuza’s face as Gabriel remembered the pride his mother had shown when he entered the Lostbarrow Academy at six. A full four years below the average. Upon seeing her interest, he regaled her with stories of his mother’s frequent visits after each of her delves.
When the trip down memory lane reached his fifteenth birthday, her eyes grew moist as the pain of loss hit him anew. He rushed his retelling, keeping to the barest of facts about the horrible night when her party came and told him of her death in another kingdom.
Perhaps sensing that he didn’t want to go into detail, Sthuza made a show of eating her untouched dessert, giving him time to collect himself. Gabriel flashed her a grateful smile before continuing the tale. Eager to push the painful memories away, he rushed through the long years of intense study as he struggled to make ends meet on the meager wealth his mother had left him.
As his story entered the second decade of training, he struggled to keep his voice level whenever he mentioned that asshole, Kelith. He held the focus of the story on his studies. But every time he saw the arrogant noble’s face flash in his mind, he remembered that Kelith had done more than frame him. The entire reason for expelling him must have been to steal the Domain Crystal.
Yet Sthuza’s gentle face grew hard and angry as he recounted his troubled time at the Academy, despite his best effort to downplay the years of bullying by Kelith.
Long after they’d finished eating, he ended his tale, reveling in the sense of comfort and peace at the accepting look she gave him.
It’s kind of weird you feel safer here, in the hidden lair of a centuries-old gorgon, than you did in a city filled with your own people.
“Well, Gabriel Grimm, I can safely state that you are without a doubt the oddest choice for Dungeon Master that I have ever heard of,” Sthuza said after they’d both finished eating. “But, your honesty and unusual background may provide you with a different path than those I have known before.”
“So, you’d like to bond with Merideva?”
“Not so fast, young Dungeon Master,” she said, a predatory smile gracing her sharply elegant face.
He winced at her rebuke but tried to conceal his disappointment.
No one will be interested if you act too eager, fool.
“First of all, do you not wish to know about my history? I might have many enemies that would become yours if you carelessly accept me. You should be more cautious in your recruitment efforts. You barely know me,” Sthuza said. Her words were harsh, but her soothing voice took some of the sting out.
“Yeah, you’re right. I’ve rushed in before and gotten burned for it,” Gabriel said, leaning back. He glanced up at the ceiling and took a deep breath.
She seems perfect for Merideva and me, but she has a point. I need to think things through more. It might be best to go back to Meri for now. Talk to her and come back tomorrow.
Sighing, he looked back to the gorgeous gorgon. “Thank you for the meal and the advice, Sthuza.”
She blinked at him as he stood up and stretched.
“Are you leaving?” she asked quietly, her dulcet voice filled with uncertainty. Or fear.
“Yeah. I appreciate the hospitality, but I need to get back to Meri. I will remember your advice about how to deal with her, but I’m not comfortable leaving her alone for so long. She saved my life. And my soul, when she didn’t have to. I don’t want to make her worry. Besides, you’re right. I need to take things slower.”
“Now, do not be hasssty. I promissse that ssspending a night away from the Core will be good for both of you,” Sthuza said in a rush. She stood up and looked like she wanted to physically restrain him.
“I don’t want to intrude on you any more than I already have, and I really do need to get back. Otherwise, those stupid goblins will have Meri believing I’m dead. And I can only imagine how that will turn out,” he said, turning and heading for the cave entrance.
“Well, you need not worry about that much at leassst.”
“Why do you say that?”
Please don’t say because you’re going to murder me tonight.
“Because the bond you share with her allows her to sense your presence.”
“Really?”
Sthuza nodded and sighed. When she spoke, her voice was clear and soft again, having lost the harsh, sibilant edge. “Yes, please stay the night. I will work to remedy as much of your ignorance as I am able and tell you a little about myself.”
She seems sincere. Though, I don’t get why she acts so eager to help me but refuses to join Meri.
“Okay, I accept your generous offer.”
A wide smile split her face. “Thank you. I promise that you shall not regret it.”
***
Gabriel spent the next four hours with Sthuza going over the fundamental abilities and expectations of a Dungeon Master. It astounded him to discover just how much he needed to know, all of which Merideva had neglected to mention.
Most of what she taught him revolved around activating the Interface and the basic needs and abilities of monsters. Her humorous explanation of how the Dungeon Cores had deceived the Guild for millennia brought a smile to his face.
She gave him a brief overview of traps but explained that he could focus on those later. As she listed off the most common traps and how to use them, he couldn’t help but shudder at her calm description of the horrific devices.
No wonder I felt like I was out of my depth today. Everything would have been much simpler if Meri had just explained a fraction of this. Though the idea of Meri being able to customize the dungeon so much is a little frightening.
The fact that Merideva hadn’t been lying when she told him the gods created the Eternal Dungeon to provide a neutral arena for their games came as a terrifying surprise.
At first, Gabriel struggled to wrap his mind around the concept. But Sthuza soon moved on to teaching him about his responsibilities, and he quickly realized it didn’t matter at the moment. Instead, he focused on absorbing her lessons.
Overwhelmed as he’d been while she taught him about his responsibilities, it paled compared to his shock at her revelation regarding the dungeon’s scale. The idea that the dungeon connected to other worlds shocked him to his core. But as he had with so many other concerns lately, he swept it aside to deal with another day.
“I appreciate the education, Sthuza. It’s been very informative, but I’m getting too sleepy to go much longer,” he said, barely suppressing a yawn.
She smiled brightly and nodded. “Of course, you have had a hectic day. I imagine that you will find you need far less sleep than you did when you were a mere human. But it may be a few weeks before your body gets caught up and rested enough for you to enjoy all of your new perks.”
After a long silence descended between them, he glanced around. “Um, where am I supposed to sleep?”
She blushed, her pale skin taking on a dark-green shade along her high-boned cheeks as she looked away and fiddled with her hands nervously.
“I’m fine sleeping on the floor. Come to think of it, I don’t recall seeing any beds in Meri’s room, so I’d probably have to sleep on the floor if I headed back.”
“No! I would not dream of allowing you to sleep on the floor like a servant. Just… we could… share my nest if you wish. It is more than large enough for the two of us… If I remain in this form,” she said, voice tapering off to a barely audible whisper.
“You’re a shapeshifter?”
She flinched back, her skin flushing even further.
“Yes. This is not my natural form. I switched to this so you would feel more comfortable around me,” Sthuza muttered. She waved a hand, gesturing to her breathtaking figure, still not meeting his gaze.
Does that mean she’s a greater gorgon? Pretty sure they’re the only ones able to shapeshift. It would explain the slithering sound when she first showed up. But the Guild lists them as legendary.
“Sthuza, I appreciate the gesture, but it wasn’t necessary. Unless it’s the reason you didn’t petrify me,” he said, grinning.
Much rather see her smiling than terrified or embarrassed like this.
She shook her head, the greenish-black dreads refusing to sway. “No, my mistress blessed me with a spell that suppresses my gaze, but without her to restore it, it takes years to recharge on its own. So I prefer not to lower it. I have to shift into my larger form to even attempt it. Which is rather draining.”
“That’s awesome. And it makes sense if Lady Iylara wanted you to be around a lot of other monsters. Don’t need to be petrifying everyone you see,” he said.
“Yes, quite right.”
“Since there is no risk of you stoning me, perhaps you would like to switch back to your natural form? Is it uncomfortable to be concealing yourself, or…?”
“It is… not pleasant to conceal my nature like this,” she confessed.
“But I do have a natural humanoid form,” she said in a rush.
“Would that be more comfortable for you?”
Sthuza nodded, her hair again moving unnaturally against the motion.
“Then please shift, or would you prefer me to look away?”
She stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, that would be preferable.”
He smiled, then turned around to face the tapestry depicting a feast of serpent ladies. He kept his attention on the stunningly detailed artwork until she called out to him.
“Thank you for your understanding, Gabriel Grimm,” she said, drawing his focus back to her.
His breath caught in his throat when his eyes fell on her newly revealed appearance. As a human, she had been beautiful, but her new form was so stunning he momentarily feared she’d petrified him.
She’s the most flawlessly exotic woman I’ve ever seen.
Sthuza appeared to have lost an inch or two while keeping the same general build, but her skin had taken on a more distinctive green tint. Despite the light-green color, her flesh looked radiant, and he marveled at how much healthier she looked.
It’s hard to believe how much more attractive she is like this, given how hot I thought she was before.
Her cheekbones were more angular, but they only served to enhance her face and paired perfectly with her smaller nose. Dark-green eyes, glinting like polished gemstones, studied Gabriel for the slightest hint of disgust.
She looks so vulnerable. Such a contrast to the confident, mature lady she was a few minutes ago.
With her hair out of the way, he noticed a pair of pointed ears, much like an elf’s.
Her hair isn’t hair!
His eyes locked onto her writhing head-snakes for a long moment, and her delicate features started to morph into a mask of fear and rejection. He shook his head to break the spell and then looked at her again.
Instead of thick greenish-black dreadlocks, a coiling mass of dark-green snakes with glowing emerald eyes now framed her head. All of which were now staring at him with lethal ferocity.
Meeting her gaze again, Gabriel noticed tears starting to well in the corner of her slanted eyes.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, then mentally kicked himself when Sthuza flinched. “If you’re worried that I find you repulsive, I promise that’s not the case.”
“Truly?” she asked, her voice tiny.
He smiled. “Truly.”
“Honestly, it’s a little embarrassing to admit, but I’ve always had a thing for exotic women, which probably contributed to my falling for Estrial’s trick.”
“Exotic?”
“Uh, yeah, you know, not human? I don’t know how it is for dungeon monsters, but a lot of humans despise crossbreeding. Not that they seem to be able to slow the influx of half-elves and lurid monster girl smut,” he said, letting out a dark chuckle.
Sthuza nodded. “Ah, yes, I have seen such behavior in the city above, though I have not encountered any ‘monster girl smut.’”
“Oh, you’ve been out of the dungeon? I thought the guards would prevent any monsters from escaping.”
She giggled at that. “No, silly Dungeon Master, the guards are incapable of keeping us in here, if we wish to leave. Still, you find me exotic, not offensive? Are you a fan of ‘monster girls’?” she asked, glancing down.
Gabriel blushed. “I might have looked at a few posters some of the guys had at the Academy. But yes, you’re stunning. As for repulsive, it’s more the opposite. You are, without a doubt, the most attractive woman I have ever met.”
She looked up and blinked at him several times, blushing a darker green, then glanced down to her feet again.
“Do you…” She paused and swallowed. “Do you like beastkin as well? Are they exotic beauties to you?” she asked. Her hesitant words grew dangerous near the end, her voice pitching up.
“Uh, I suppose so? I tended to avoid the few female beastkin I’ve met in the city. Humans are prone to mistreating them, and as a result, they treat most of us as threats to deal with.”
Sthuza looked up, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.
“So, if I were to agree to bond with you, would you be willing to pledge that you would not take in any of those disgusting, fur-covered feline bitches?” she asked. Her voice cracked as she practically screamed the final words.
Gabriel’s eyes snapped wide open. He flinched back and swallowed at a sudden lump in his throat.
Whoa. She went from sweet to crazy fast.
“Yeah, I-I could do that,” he said, eying the hyperventilating woman cautiously.
Both of her hands came up to cover her face, and she bent over, taking several deep breaths before she stood up again and looked him in the eyes.
“If you make that promise, I will consent to be your Prime-bonded monster, Gabriel Grimm,” Sthuza said formally.
“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned Prime-bonded, what does that mean?”
She flashed him a sincere smile, her face once again calm and composed. “A DM can only have a single Prime, obviously, and the Prime serves as their right hand. Adviser, confidant, and assistant in managing all the other monsters in the dungeon.”
“How do you become Prime-bonded? Is it just first come first serve?” he asked, wondering if there was some catch he was missing.
I want to trust her, but after Estrial, I’m not sure I should be so quick to jump in headfirst.
“No, it has nothing to do with being the first bonded. But in our case, given my far greater experience, and frankly power, I believe it only reasonable that you grant me that privilege.” Sthuza stood taller as she replied, pulling her shoulders back.
The move placed her bust front and center, momentarily distracting him.
It took Gabriel a few seconds to tear his gaze away from her pert breasts, and his face flushed when he saw the smug grin on her lips.
“I can agree to that as well, Sthuza.”
“Excellent. Would you care to perform the ritual tonight, or would you prefer to rest first and attempt it after a good night’s sleep?” she asked, concealing her preference.
“The sooner, the better,” he said, evoking a nod from the slim gorgon.
“A wise decision, Dungeon Master. It is crucial for you to be decisive in your actions.
“I understand that you must be feeling some concern after your recent trials, but I am pleased you can still step up and move forward,” she said, smiling at him.
***
It took Sthuza almost an hour to prepare the ritual. First, she drew the most elaborate spell circle he’d ever seen in the center of her room.
Then she darted about, looting the various piles of discarded treasures, wincing and glancing back at him every time one of them started to clatter and spill out.
Once she finished setting everything up, she invited Gabriel to join her. Due to the intricacy of the glyphs, he had to stand right next to her in the center of the circle. Such proximity to the gorgeous woman had him eager for the distraction when she began leading him through an intricate invocation.
The last of his lingering worries faded away as Sthuza began walking him through the spell itself. He quickly realized that every step established a binding relationship between the two of them. But with him clearly defined as the master, and her the servant.
The unfamiliar casting took more mana from him than any spell he’d ever cast. When the ritual finished, he felt an impressive tugging at his mana pool, similar to the drain of circle casting. But without a circle leader to harness it.
Then he felt a similar surge of power rush back into him. It matched the siphoned loss perfectly but carried a distinctly different flavor.
Wiser, composed, proud. And horny?
A cascade of emotions followed the transfer of energy. Gabriel shuddered as a wave of pleasurable sensations coursed through his body. Warmth and love enveloped him. The glowing presence wrapped him in an intimacy he’d never experienced, and he felt more at peace than he’d ever imagined.
Then a whirlwind of regret and soul-aching loneliness struck him. Dark emotions clawed at his mind, smothering his psyche. After a few minutes, gratitude and devotion broke through the darkness and wrapped him in a warm, tender embrace.
As quick as it started, the overwhelming presence retreated. Once it was gone, Gabriel still felt a hint of the strange happiness in the back of his mind.
“What was that?” he gasped, barely able to breathe as he collapsed to the stone floor.
Sthuza responded, eager but breathless. “Congratulations, Master, you have bound your first monster, and a portion of my power is now your own.”
“Wait, what?” he asked in shock.
“The bonding transfers some of the monster’s abilities and traits to their DM in addition to connecting them. We receive back some of your energy, which keeps us from becoming weaker. But you are the only one strengthened by the initial process.”
“Does that mean there are more processes?”
“There are many ways that you can improve both your bonded, and dungeon monsters in general, but that will need to wait. I believe we are both in dire need of sleep now,” Sthuza said, barely suppressing a yawn.
Gabriel failed to fully resist a yawn of his own and nodded wearily.
“That sounds like a good plan. But it brings back my original question, where would you like me to sleep?” he asked, keeping his voice neutral.
She blushed intensely but maintained eye contact this time.
“As I said, my nest is large enough for both of us as we are.”
When Gabriel blushed in response, she smirked. “I promise not to bite,” she said, her tone teasingly seductive.
He swallowed, but nodded and joined Sthuza next to the massive pile of covers and pillows.
“What about emotions? Can the bond trigger any weird feelings?” Gabriel asked. He hesitated to mention more of what he’d experienced.
Her eyes widened before she turned away. “It could. By bonding with a monster, you come to know them… intimately. It is a joining of souls. Sometimes, the emotions of one party might become noticeable to the other.”
Great. So, that must have been Sthuza’s emotions I felt, and she doesn’t want to talk about it.
A snap of green fingers extinguished all the magical lights at once, and he marveled again at how vivid his new darkvision was.
He quickly turned away when he noticed Sthuza stripping off her white gown. To avoid the temptation of peeking at the nude woman, he followed her lead, pulling off the ass-hair robe and wrapping himself in one of the numerous silken blankets.
They both sighed in relief as they snuggled into the luxurious bedding.
“Goodnight, Master.”
“Goodnight, Prime-bonded,” Gabriel whispered, eliciting a pleased purring from the other side of the cushions.
First time I sleep with a woman, and she’s a gorgon. I can feel her presence in my mind, and nothing is going to happen.
He chuckled and wondered how he would get to sleep, knowing the beautiful woman was naked just inches away from him.
Seconds later, darkness washed his consciousness away.




CHAPTER NINE

The aroma of bacon brought Gabriel fully awake. His eyes snapped open and he lifted his head to check on Sthuza. Her covers draped flat over the pillows, but he could hear soft singing coming from the kitchen.
He grabbed his ratty garment and pulled it back on, tying the coarse belt about his waist. It took him only seconds to form the glyphs needed to clean the hideous outfit.
Need to find some better clothes. No amount of cleaning can take away that ass-hair texture. At least it helps with the smell, a little.
Sthuza entered the room carrying the golden tray from before. “Ah, you are up. Excellent timing.”
Gabriel’s mouth watered when he saw the huge pile of bacon and several fried eggs on the platter.
She smirked. “Hungry, Master?”
“Starving apparently. But you don’t need to call me Master.”
“Of course not… Master,” she said, her smirk growing wider and revealing sharp fangs.
“Now, eat up before it gets cold.”
He was a little surprised that the two of them ate the entire pile of food, but when he finished the final piece of fried pork, he found himself pleasantly sated.
Wait, was that pork, or some crazy monster meat? Are there any porcine monsters in the dungeon?
Not sure I want to know. Dinner last night tasted like beef. That line of thinking doesn’t sound appealing.
“So, should we head back to the Core now?” Gabriel asked, wondering what her plans would be.
Sthuza smiled at him and shook her head. “Before you say anything, I am not suggesting that we avoid returning or hoping to induce conflict between you and the Core. Doing so would undermine your authority and power, which is the last thing I want.
“At the same time, you need to establish your relationship with Lady Merideva as quickly as possible. I do not wish to see you dominated by a young Core. Even more so, one who has not established herself well enough to handle losing a Domain Crystal.”
He nodded. “So, if we aren’t going back now, what do you have planned?”
She smiled proudly and stood up, crossing over to the stylish wardrobe on the far side.
“First, we get you something better to wear than that hideous robe. I simply will not go out in public with you dressed like a destitute murder hobo,” she said, snickering.
“Do you have any men’s clothing in there?”
She didn’t turn around. Instead, several of her head-snakes twisted about to watch Gabriel. One of them winked a tiny green eye at him.
Sthuza’s voice was light and filled with laughter when she replied. “I believe I might have a few things that will suffice for now.”
Gabriel swallowed at her amused tone, then nodded and stood up to join her.
It took her a few moments of digging through far more clothing than should have fit within the large wooden cabinet, but at last, she nodded her head, causing the snakes to dance.
“This is perfect,” she said, turning to present a dark-gray gambeson with vibrant green accents. “It belonged to Mistress Iylara, but I would like for you to have it.”
He took the proffered coat and tried to conceal his doubt.
This isn’t even big enough to fit her, let alone my enhanced body.
A smug grin tugged at her lips, and she watched him for a while. Unable to restrain herself any longer, Sthuza broke out chuckling and waved at him placatingly.
“My apologies, Master, it was most amusing to see the look on your face. Please attempt to wear it, the enchantments on it will alter it to fit your body.”
Nodding in understanding, he removed it from the cedar hanger and slipped one arm into a sleeve. Immediately the entire coat grew in size, and he pulled it on. He spent a moment adjusting the collar and cuffs, before accepting that it fit exactly as she had said it would.
Perfect.
“That looks much better on you,” she said excitedly. “But you still wear that nasty robe underneath, which is unacceptable.”
By the time Gabriel looked to her again, she had stuck her torso back inside the wooden closet.
His restraint lasted for a good ten seconds before he caved and allowed his eyes to focus on her tight butt as she bent over to reach something deeper within.
Sthuza wore another silken gown, though this one was a stunning gray-and-green ensemble that accented her slim figure and clung to her firm, round bottom. The dress left most of her back exposed, revealing sleek muscles, while the hem ended over her toned calves.
Gabriel couldn’t tear his gaze away as Sthuza shifted and wiggled about, her posture and the tight dress doing amazing things to her backside. At least, not until his eyes traced up her lean back, and he spotted several green-eyed snakes watching him as intently as he had been staring at her.
Embarrassment turned his face beet red, but Gabriel willed himself to meet the unblinking stare of her serpentine hair.
“There is no reason to be embarrassed,” Sthuza said, her amused voice muffled from within the wardrobe.
“I didn’t mean to stare,” he said, then paused as he realized how weak that sounded. “That dress just looks so good on you I couldn’t resist.”
That seemed to give her pause as the snakes watching him froze in place, and something thumped into the cabinet, followed by a muffled curse.
“Are you all right, Sthuza?”
“Just fine, Master,” she replied, her voice still muffled, but amused.
“Ah, here we go. I knew it was in here somewhere,” Sthuza announced a few minutes later.
She pulled back from the wardrobe and turned around to present a vibrant green silk shirt draped over a pair of dark-gray trousers. In her other hand, she had a well-worn pair of leather boots.
She offered the clothes to him as he stared at her latest gift. “These should fit just as well.”
“How much clothing do you have in there?” he asked, accepting them.
“A lady can never have too many clothes,” Sthuza said, and he glanced up to see if she was joking.
Her face looked as solemn as he’d ever seen.
He shrugged, then removed the thick quilted coat and shucked the ass-hair robe, excited to be putting on some comfortable clothes again.
I will never underestimate the value of quality clothing ever again.
“You are quite an impressive male specimen. Especially for one who started as a human.”
He froze at her words, his face flushing again. His blush deepened as he realized what she was referring to.
“I did not mean to offend, Master.”
That broke Gabriel out of his shock. He grinned, slipping the clean pants on. “None taken, I just got so excited about the clothes, I forgot I had an audience.”
Not like this is the first time someone has seen me nude. Seems to be a recurring theme since I died. I need to be careful that it doesn’t become a habit.
Silence reigned for the few minutes it took him to finish getting dressed and adjusting the clothes until everything fit, most of which he spent trying to work the odd buttons.
Fits better than anything I’ve ever worn. Are all enchanted clothes this comfortable?
“Now, you look the part of a Dungeon Master.”
He glanced over to see a beaming smile on her face. “Thank you, Sthuza.”
“It is my pleasure to assist, but now, I believe you need a better conduit than that ridiculous club you brought with you.” The gorgon pointed to his ugly conduit propped against the wall.
“I assume that you lost yours during your betrayal, and Lady Merideva gave you that distasteful implement,” she said, wrinkling her nose.
“Yeah, not that mine was anything special, but it was better than this one. Though the few spells I’ve cast with it have been far easier.”
“That is no doubt a result of your higher affinity with mana and has nothing to do with that disgraceful tool. Your Soul Essence is no longer that of a normal human now, which means your magic has received an indirect efficiency boost.”
“That’s good to know. Still, I imagine that club was the best Meri could make.”
“Ah, then it is most serendipitous that you have bonded with me, is it not, Master?” Sthuza said, a crooked smirk on her face as she waved a gleaming silver sword in front of him.
The elven-crafted weapon was almost too long for him to wield comfortably with one hand. Inside the dragon’s maw pommel, a dark emerald sparkled. It matched the eyes of the twin serpents lunging out to form the graceful weapon’s crossguard.
He started to weave a simple spell to activate Magesight, blinking when his vision blurred and then recovered into the telltale tint of the enhanced sight.
Canceling the spell he’d barely begun, Gabriel inspected the magical item she’d presented. The mithril blade was hard to study. The empowered runes embedded within the object gave off an incredible glow which all but blinded him.
“That has to be worth a fortune,” he muttered, his jaw and eyes slack as he struggled to perceive the full might of the enchantments.
Selling this one item could fund a life of luxury for decades.
I became an adventurer hoping to find such a treasure and retire back to my studies. Now that I’m bound to the dungeon, she’s waving it in front of me like it’s nothing.
Sthuza shrugged. “I suppose so. To be honest, coins and wealth hold little interest to me or most dungeon-related beings. The Core, and you, as DM, can create almost anything one could desire via DE, so what use would we have for coins?”
Gabriel nodded, more to keep her from noticing how hung up on the casual display of opulence he was than from a real understanding.
What would happen if I took that up to the city and sold it, then traveled somewhere far away to live a life of decadent luxury?
Could I do it? Or am I stuck in the dungeon for life?
“Please hold it for yourself and see if you can attune it,” she said, holding the sword out to him.
With trembling hands, he accepted the arcane conduit and immediately felt a tug at his mana pool.
Damn. I’ve heard stories about high compatibility, but I always figured it was bullshit.
He took several deep breaths to calm himself. When that didn’t work, he even ran through a quick focusing meditation before he carefully inserted a tendril of power into the eager enchantment. It soaked up every trace like a sponge, but the slight connection widened. Within seconds Gabriel felt his entire awareness seep in and claim every bit of enchanted mithril and the dragon’s blood infused within.
“This is… this is amazing,” he said, overwhelmed by the extravagant gift. “Thank you so much.”
The look of genuine satisfaction on her green face was almost too much for him to handle.
Yep, no way I can steal this and run off on her. I’d be just as bad as Estrial and those other assholes.
Or Kelith, that arrogant shit.
Despite his attempt to keep his thoughts to himself, Sthuza must have seen something in his face. Or perhaps she could feel something of his emotions like he’d sensed hers last night.
“Are you all right, Master?” she asked, peering at him. “I was certain that you would be able to command the sword without issue.”
“Sorry, my thoughts tracked back over the past few days, and I guess I let it get to me a bit.”
She nodded, her expression softening.
His short distraction had given the conduit sufficient time to finish attuning to his mana, and he felt a soothing coolness from the ornate sword. Having first focused on its arcane presence, he released his Magesight. Then spent a minute inspecting the exquisite engravings which decorated the polished blade.
Either in homage to the dragon’s blood used as a catalyst or because it belonged to Iylara, who seemed to have a thing for reptiles, intricate carvings of serpents covered the weapon.
His hands still shaky, Gabriel took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and gripped it tightly before taking a practice swing. The leather-wrapped hilt, embossed texture keeping it from slipping in his hand, shifted and morphed until a perfect match for his grip.
“I don’t know what to say, Sthuza. It’s…” His throat clamped tight.
No one has given me anything since Mother died. And with all the secrets she kept, I never felt this comfortable with her.
She laughed lightly. “You already said the perfect words.”
That caused his head to jerk up, and he stared at her.
“You said, ‘thank you,’ which is all I needed,” she explained.
“Well, that just seems so underwhelming, but thank you.”
She nodded, setting off a symphony of hisses as head-snakes shook and writhed in surprise.
“Now that you are better equipped, I thought before you return to the Core, perhaps you should check and see exactly how many bonded you can manage?” She smiled and raised an eyebrow.
He stared at her for a moment, then facepalmed.
“I can see how many via the Dungeon Interface, right?” he asked, sighing.
She nodded again.
All it took was a thought, and Gabriel was staring at the translucent green and black text again. This time, the Interface was already open to the page he wanted.
He had one of the two he could have in total. Below the simple declaration of his current count, Sthuza’s name glowed. He selected it.
Sthuza Slytheria
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Greater Gorgon)
Sex: Female
Age: ???
Soul Essence: ???
Bonded Monster to Gabriel Grimm
Upgrades: 1
Threat Rating: A (S)
As he scrolled through the display, he saw pages of stats similar to his own Attributes listing.
Except hers showed ??? instead of numerical values.
That’s odd, but it sounds like she’s more interested in my being able to bond another monster. Maybe she has someone in mind?
“I have one bonded and one free slot.”
“I expected as much. And if you will trust me again, I believe I know the perfect place for you to acquire a second bonded today. Just imagine how impressed Lady Merideva will be when you show up tomorrow with two powerful bonded,” she said, her eager voice getting him riled up as well.
“Would you care to lead the way?” He asked, sweeping his hand toward the cave entrance.
Sthuza laughed, but nodded and started toward the exit. “If you wish to study my ass, Master, you need not make up a reason for it.” Gabriel blushed at the sight of several snake eyes staring at him from the back of her head.
“Your body is very worthy of careful observation, but I was thinking more about how I have no clue where to go,” he replied. Then his mind caught up with his mouth.
What the hells has gotten into me? I’ve never been so forward with a woman before!
She turned back and winked an emerald eye at him before opening the enchanted wall and leading him back out into the grand hall beyond her little lair.




CHAPTER TEN

Gabriel followed Sthuza for over an hour, going up the hidden spiral staircase Sthuza had pointed out on their first trip. Upon returning to the dusty floor filled with feline statuary, she turned down a side hall, one where there was no dust-free path. After following her along a winding course that left Gabriel wholly lost, they entered a section that lacked the thorough coating of dust.
When he asked about the difference, wondering if they were on a new floor, she confirmed it was still the seventh. Her assigned region was half of the floor. A sizable orc tribe had controlled the rest, but she had encountered none of them in over a century.
Sthuza briefly explained that their destination was on the eighth floor, where a clan of salamanders had lived for several centuries. Their matriarch was an old friend of hers, and she felt confident they’d be able to pick up a second bonded there with ease.
“She is old for a salamander but strong, and I have no doubt she would be willing to gift you one of her granddaughters to bond.”
“But not a grandson?” he asked, wondering at her turn of phrase.
The gorgon flinched at his question but continued to lead him deeper into the dungeon.
“She would have no qualms with doing so, but I would caution against bonding a male monster early on.”
“Why is that? Not that I don’t trust you, I’m just curious.”
“Because many monster species have larger, more aggressive males. As a new DM, you do not need to deal with the extra hassle of a wannabe alpha playing domination games with you and fighting you at every turn.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t sound appealing.”
“Additionally, some practices you may find are more convenient with female bonded,” Sthuza said, her voice dropping below a whisper.
Gabriel had to strain to hear her and wasn’t sure what she meant. Before he could ask her to explain, she stopped and held up a hand.
After a brief pause, she waved him closer, and he crept to her side, peering around the corner where Sthuza hid. “Look, Master, two orcs.”
It took him a few seconds to spot them, but he nodded when he saw the pair of green-skinned monsters. Both wore thick hides and carried heavy spears. Their gear looked even crappier than what Cuix and her goblins used. While there were rumors that orcs weren’t as stupid as adventurers claimed, these two looked even more primitive than usual.
“They appear to be unaffiliated with the Core. Perhaps the tribe that used to run this area has dissolved. Either way, they should make for an excellent test of your new abilities,” she said, a feral smile on her face.
His expression quickly grew to match hers, and Gabriel marveled at the confidence swirling in his mind as he considered her suggestion.
“I would love to see what you can do with your new conduit, Master,” she said in a seductive whisper, her mouth close enough that her breath tickled his ear.
A shiver running down his spine, Gabriel nodded and considered which spells would be useful.
It’s not like I’ve tested my new abilities out yet, so maybe go all out this time?
Figuring that was wisest, he spent thirty seconds erecting a simple shield spell to block physical attacks.
No point in testing out the armor she gave me if I don’t have to.
He blinked in surprise when he released the completed spell and barely felt his mana pool ripple under the load.
Either I did that wrong, or this conduit is far better than anything I’ve ever used.
Shaking his head clear, he began forming glyphs into a basic Aetheric Missile spell. Gabriel had no desire to embarrass himself any further in front of the impressive gorgon. So, he harnessed as much mana as he could and concentrated on forming the spell construct for a barrage of energy bolts.
Create as many as I can and split them evenly between the two.
The pair of muscular orcs, both male, were too busy chatting to detect either of them, so Gabriel took his time and painstakingly formed each glyph of the spell. Barely a minute after she’d pointed them out, he was ready and stepped out into the stone tunnel, keeping his bonded behind him and out of his line of fire.
Not a hundred percent sure how this will go.
Drawing a deep breath to steady himself, he chewed his lower lip and released the spell.
Then the world exploded around him.
A massive shock wave knocked him to the ground as all the surrounding air blew away, brilliant purple contrails highlighting the path his missiles carved through the air.
The initial glare of twenty arcane explosives accelerating was almost more than his eyes could handle. Unfortunately, he’d recovered enough to glance toward his targets just in time to witness them disappear in a cloud of blindingly bright explosions.
Sthuza cried out next to him.
He reached a hand toward where he thought she was and grasped something soft and cool.
Another wave of pressure washed over them, accompanied a split second later by a thunderous series of booms. Unable to hear, and barely capable of thought, Gabriel pulled the shivering gorgon to his chest and held her tight as lights danced in his closed eyes.
“Master? I am blind, what happened?” she asked after most of the pain had subsided.
“Not sure. I cast a simple attack spell, then something exploded.”
She said nothing else, but he felt her nuzzle against him, her face pressing up against his neck, and he felt his body react to her proximity.
This is not a good time for getting aroused.
Sthuza shifted, inadvertently grinding against his growing erection. “While I appreciate your interest, I do not think now is the best moment for amorous play.”
“No argument from me. I have no idea what happened. That blast was way too much for my spell.”
“It is possible you used too much mana. How depleted is your pool presently?” Sthuza asked, her breathy voice tickling his ear.
“Not very much. Maybe a fifth to a quarter? I forgot to check how much I had to start with. Even from full, it’s not bad considering I erected a shield and powered all those missiles. Plus, I threw several spells yesterday to take down a rampaging minotaur we found.”
She chuckled. “I believe that your mana pool increased in capacity when you were reborn as a DM. Perhaps we should test your abilities with more caution in the future.”
He blinked painful eyes, more tears leaking out, but he finally saw something other than brilliant white.
“I can sort of see again, how about you?” he asked, concerned.
“Yes, Master. I can see enough to know you slew both orcs,” she replied, her sarcastic tone hinting at something.
“What do you mean?”
Snickering, she raised an arm and pointed toward his targets. The gray stone walls were now a burst of brilliant color. Bare stone remained gray, but much of the pockmarked wall was now a swirling contrast of blood red and scorched black. There were two piles of broiled meat wrapped in smoldering armor slumped against the gory mural, and Gabriel had to choke back the bile gathering in his throat.
What the hells did I do to them?
“Now that I am no longer worried about permanently losing my vision,” Sthuza began. “I must admit that it was an impressive attack. Especially given that you have just started to learn about your powers.”
Gabriel fought the urge to blush. “Uh, thanks? Sorry about that, I honestly hadn’t expected anything like that. The fight against the minotaur was much more normal.”
She nodded, dozens of snakes bobbing in sync with her as they split their gazes between his face and the smoking remains of the brutalized orcs. “Yes. Well, you have now bonded with a rather powerful monster, which no doubt has boosted your raw power. Additionally, resting last night may have allowed you to embrace your upgraded body more fully.”
“I hadn’t considered that. Still, it was sort of cool,” he said, an embarrassed smile on his face.
She flashed a fang-baring grin and nodded. “It was indeed, but perhaps try a slightly less powerful blast next time?”
“Yeah, good idea.”
“In normal circumstances, I would suggest looting the corpses, but I doubt anything remains intact after that devastation, so let us resume our journey. I am eager to introduce you to the salamanders and see who you pick,” she said, moving down the tunnel and skirting around the foul-smelling remains.
***
They reached the entrance to the seventh floor with no further incidents. It surprised Gabriel to find what looked like a natural cave descending downward, rather than the worked stairs he’d seen previously.
Sthuza noticed his reaction and smiled. “Not every floor is the same. And Cores can decorate them however they wish. Of course, the size can vary as well. Some are several square miles and consist of multiple distinct regions.”
Gabriel stared at her for a long moment before his mind started working again, and he could form a reply. “I thought there were rules about what type of floors a dungeon could develop. The Guild has a huge list of the parameters and what signs to watch out for.”
She let out a throaty chuckle, then waved a hand to ward away his concern. “The Guild based their guidelines on assumptions and more than a few outright lies propagated by Dungeon Masters and Cores.”
“I forgot to ask before, how do you know so much about the Guild?” he asked, careful to keep from sounding accusatory.
A nostalgic expression crossed her face for a few seconds before she returned to the present. “My mistress was a devout worshiper of Asmodeus, and thus I studied as much as I could.”
“What does the Prince of Lies have to do with studying?” he asked, more confused than he had been before.
She chuckled again, her laughter a soft, pleasant sound. “Clearly, you need my services to remedy your lacking education, Master. But in truth, most of my knowledge of the Adventurer’s Guild comes from being a Silver-ranked adventurer.”
Gabriel stared at her. “How could you join? Didn’t you have to use a Soulstone to pledge? Surely they wouldn’t have let a gorgon join, especially a Dungeon Bound.”
“It is a story best told in comfort where you can freely ask all of your questions. For now, I believe it is in our best interest to continue our quest.”
He sighed but nodded. “You’re right, again. Still, you keep making more questions pop up.”
“It is part of my job to keep you growing, Master,” she said, her sudden sultry tone teasing him.
Still uncertain about his feelings for the wise monster girl, Gabriel refused to rise to the bait and started down the rough stone ramp. Despite his intent to ignore her, he couldn’t resist glancing back at her briefly.
Sthuza followed him down, a pleased smirk on her face, before moving to walk beside him as they entered a much more extensive, cavernous chamber.
“This floor has many flame-attuned monsters, so please be careful. I do not wish to see you get burned.”
He nodded without turning to her, unable to tear his focus from the distinct terrain. Glossy obsidian made up most of the cavern they were in, with several veins of silvery ore glistening in the eerie orange glow of ten-foot luminescent mushrooms.
“If you enjoy it here, we could arrange a shorter path so we could return here more often,” Sthuza said, drawing him out of his dazed state.
“Are you talking about digging a tunnel straight to here? Wouldn’t that be incredibly time-consuming?”
She started toward the field of glowing mushrooms. “No, but again, it would be best to discuss such matters after we are safely back with your Core.”
He followed along just behind her. As they weaved their way across the giant cave, his eyes darted from glowing mushrooms to flickering shadows dancing across the glossy ebony stone.
“Now we should encounter a guard in the next chamber after we exit this tunnel,” she said, pointing out a cleverly concealed passage cut into the obsidian wall.
The way it was cut took advantage of the dark stone and dim lighting to fool the eyes into overlooking the entrance. Gabriel knew he would have missed it if not for his knowledgeable bonded.
Finding Sthuza has already made this whole DM thing a lot easier.
She retook the lead, and they followed the winding path for several minutes in mounting silence.
At first, she’d seemed the same as always to him; calm, confident, and composed. But as the pair continued farther and farther into the tunnel, her head-snakes became increasingly twitchy.
Finally, tired of watching her discomfort grow, he sped up and placed a hand on her shoulder. Sthuza shrieked and jumped, her head-snakes all hissing and lashing out.
“Sorry, I just wanted to know if you’re all right,” he said, keeping his hand on her cool shoulder.
She shook her head. Reaching up, she brushed several of the more agitated snakes, calming their hissing and spitting. “No, it is my fault for allowing myself to get so worked up.”
She looked at him with sad eyes. “I should have spoken up sooner, but I did not want to jinx us. Unfortunately, I no longer believe that to be a concern.”
“What’s wrong?”
“We should have encountered several scouts and guards by now. This tunnel has several hidden guard posts and choke points to ensure easy defense. Yet not a single salamander has challenged our presence,” she said, her eyes darting back and forth, looking for danger.
“Sthuza, how long has it been since you’ve visited your friend?”
She blinked, and several of her snakes turned to focus on him. “You raise an interesting point. I honestly do not recall. I know it has been many years, but the matriarch has ruled this entire floor for as long as I can remember.
“It is hard to imagine anyone could challenge her authority here.”
“Still, is it possible that things have changed?” he asked quietly. Something felt off about the whole situation, and he was beginning to worry as well.
Sthuza flinched, then glanced back the way they’d come.
“Did you hear something?” he whispered.
She nodded, held up a hand, and turned her head to one side.
“Sssomething isss following usss now.”
Gabriel wasted no time and started weaving a shield spell for each of them.
He tried to suppress the glow of the arcane glyphs, but couldn’t keep them completely invisible.
Still a lot better than I could ever do back at the Academy. Can’t believe I managed to pull off that lance attack on Gromp without giving it away.
After erecting an arcane barrier around each of them, he relaxed a bit about their situation. Still, he couldn’t shake the sense of dread eating away at his nerves.
They waited silently for several minutes but detected no more signs of others.
“Perhaps I was mistaken. If you are willing, I still think we should continue forward and see what we can find,” she suggested.
“That’s fine, Sthuza, lead the way.”
They reached the tunnel exit and found themselves in another large cavern. While slightly smaller than the enormous one at the floor entrance, this one showed far more signs of inhabitation.
Someone had carved scores of small cave entrances into the stone along both main walls. There were four floors of caves visible, with narrow staircases at each end of the long rows.
The cavern lacked the glowing fungi that illuminated the previous one. Instead, it relied on a giant glowing orb anchored into the ceiling far above them.
Seeing Sthuza’s concerned look, Gabriel focused inward and activated Magesight before scanning the length of the room.
“There’s been plenty of activity here, probably for centuries, but I don’t see any life,” he said after a moment of careful study.
She nodded without turning to look at him. “Yes, something is very wrong here, Master. There are signs of battle, and what looks like large quantities of webbing on the far side,” she said, pointing to a whitish spot that he’d overlooked.
The pair stuck to a narrow path winding between large stone structures and the many stalagmites, taking care to conceal their approach. They kept a watchful eye out for a potential ambush. For several nerve-wracking moments, they continued to sneak across. The whole time Gabriel expected something horrible to jump out and attack them.
Instead, they reached the sticky white mess without incident, and he gawked at the sheer volume of webbing.
I really don’t want to meet whatever spiders can produce that much silk.
Unable to guess at the silk’s source, he focused on watching their surroundings as the gorgon bent low and examined the still sticky mass.
“Shouldn’t it have dried up already? It looks like they abandoned this place a while ago,” he whispered when she stood up.
Shaking her head, she turned to him. “No, this is recent, which I find very concerning.”
“Because of the salamanders?”
“Yes, the matriarch would never have allowed any arachnids on her floor. So something hostile must have driven her tribe out. Or slain them.” Sthuza clenched her fists.
“Well, we should probably explore for a little while longer. See if we can discover more about what’s happened,” Gabriel said. While his sense of self-preservation was screaming to leave, he didn’t want to leave without getting the fascinating woman some measure of closure.
She smiled back weakly. “Thank you, Master. It means a lot to me that you are willing to support me in this.”
“Hey, you’re my Prime-bonded, right?”
That drew a light laugh from her, and they both smiled for a moment.
He gestured for her to take the lead. “Lead on. I’ll follow close behind.”
She smirked but did as instructed. They took a circuitous route along the desolate caves, occasionally stopping to look for clues or inspect anything suspicious.
Gabriel took the time to check on his shield spells and faltered when he noticed that both spells combined had barely even dented his mana pool after ten minutes of full defense.
I think Sthuza’s right. My pool grew substantially. If I spent a quarter of this monstrous pool on a single spell, that devastating blast makes more sense. Though, that also means I’ve improved at harnessing mana.
Sthuza jerked up, drawing him from his thoughts. He glanced around again.
“Sssomething isss watching usss, Massster!” she hissed, all of her head-snakes writhing and lashing about.
The sinister aura blanketing him made it easy to accept her declaration as truth, so he dove inward and reactivated Magesight. This time he spotted their stalker.
Hanging from the ceiling.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Surprise ruined, the figure sighed and dropped the hundred or so feet to land on the hard stone just ahead of the wary pair.
“Greetings, Dungeon Master,” the spider woman said in a sultry purr.
Her presence feels more hostile than Sthuza’s ever did. Like she wants to crush me.
Gabriel swallowed against the fear rising in response to the monster’s threatening aura. “Uh, hello.”
Nice intro there, idiot.
“It was very nice of you to drop in and join us,” she continued as her six glowing red eyes tracked up and down his body.
“To be honest, I was expecting to find salamanders living here,” he said.
She shook her head as though saddened. Coal-black hair shifted and danced about her alabaster skin, and she crossed her humanoid arms underneath the largest pair of breasts he’d ever seen. A black silken wrap bound her chest, straining to contain her ample bosom.
He let his eyes track lower and suppressed a shudder as he took in her massive arachnid lower half. Eight thick spider legs, each ending in a sharp claw, supported an abdomen larger than a draft horse. All of it covered in shiny black chitin.
“They met their demise recently.” She cast him a lust-filled glance that sent a shiver down his spine. “Fortunately for you, my sisters and I are more than happy to take care of all of your needs.”
I can’t tell if she wants to have sex with me or eat me. The vibe she’s putting off is totally different from Sthuza’s. Plus, I know I’m going to have nightmares about that hideous combination.
“Thanks, but we need to be going,” he said, drawing an agreeing nod from his bonded.
The arachne’s smile vanished. Three smaller arachne descended from the ceiling. The tips of their claws clicking against the hard obsidian ground was unnerving.
“That’s unfortunate,” the larger one spat, her voice losing any luster and now sounding more like nails on a chalkboard.
Gabriel flinched back at the sinister tone to the monstrous woman’s words.
Sthuza placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder as she stepped in closer to him. Her head so close he felt several of her head-snakes gently brush against him, she whispered, “Arachne are one of the few species where the females are far more aggressive than males.”
“You kill pack! You not get the male!” A deep, gravelly voice growled.
“You dare challenge me, mongrel? Come out here! I will skin you like the rest of your filthy kin,” the arachne screamed, her voice painful to Gabriel’s ears.
“Cindra kill you! Avenge pack. Then Cindra gets the master,” the bellowing voice growled.
This time he was able to place the voice’s origin and turned quick enough to spot a massive hound barreling straight at him. He froze up at the sight of the bulky gray-and-blue monster rushing him, barely noticing the blue lava dripping from its fanged maw.
At the last second, the muscular beast crouched low. It leapt over him and Sthuza, continuing its charge toward the screeching spider woman.
Shaking off his shock, Gabriel watched the canine monster slam into the even larger arachne.
His bonded released his shoulder and took a few steps back. “As much as I am loath to cooperate with that furry mutt, I believe we should assist this Cindra with slaying that arachne before she kills the dog and resumes her plan to make you a sex slave.”
He shot Sthuza a glance and saw that she was already retrieving an ornate shortbow from a too-small pouch on her belt. Her attention was solely on the trio of arachne, now rushing toward the brawling duo. Dozens of head-snakes writhed and hissed as they glared at the hostile monsters.
“I will delay those three. You help the flea-bearer with the big one,” Sthuza said, nocking an arrow and letting it fly at the closest of the approaching trio.
“Cindra not carry fleas!” the huge hound growled before darting in again and chomping down on one of the other monster’s chitin-covered legs.
“Why are hellhounds always simpleminded?” the gorgon grumbled.
Not wasting another second, Gabriel sprinted to back up Cindra. He rushed a shield spell to give the furry beast some protection. Uncertain of how it would fare against the wicked black blades the large arachne wielded, he hoped it would be enough.
I’m not even going to try blasting her with them in so close together. Don’t want to risk hitting the second friendly monster I’ve encountered. Friendly fire while it’s trying to protect me won’t make a good impression.
Figuring he was near enough, without being too close, Gabriel pulled at his mana pool. Heart pounding, he forced the extra power into his still activating spell circle. The ethereal disk of glyphs brightened until he had to look away from the glow, but he smiled as he felt the spell complete, latching onto Cindra’s presence within the Weave.
Releasing the spell, and feeling a noticeable chunk of his mana go with it, he immediately launched into a speed buff.
He concentrated on tracing the most efficient glyphs, afraid of burning through his pool too fast. At the same time, he reached out through the Weave and tied the spell’s effects to both Cindra and Sthuza, then anchored a tendril to himself.
Think like an adventurer, not an army mage. Speed is paramount in combat. Buff everyone but yourself, and the enemy is going to focus on you quick.
He channeled the mana needed to fuel the spell construct. Meanwhile, his worry grew as he watched the huge hellhound struggle to inflict any meaningful wounds on the durable and agile arachne.
Damn, she can move fast. Must be the eight legs.
He winced in sympathy as one of the sharp blades carved a bloody blue stripe along Cindra’s muscular flank.
The large canine staggered back and howled in pain, but shook itself and charged at its opponent again, wide jaws snapping at the elusive prey.
Gabriel’s whole body shivered when his haste enchantment activated. Still locked in close combat, the gray-and-blue hound shuddered at the same time then darted forward like a bolt of lightning.
Even with the enhanced speed, Cindra wasn’t able to land a crippling blow. Still, as he watched, glowing claws raked along the chitinous abdomen of the enormous creature.
That drew an ear-piercing shriek from the arachnid monstrosity. The insectoid woman whirled about in an instant and lashed out at the retreating hellhound.
Cindra ducked low, narrowly avoiding the backswing of the slender sword, but failed to dodge the arachne’s spear-like leg.
The hairy limb clipped the hound’s front paws, and Cindra went down hard, muzzle grinding against the scuffed obsidian floor.
“Hey, ugly, over here!” Gabriel called out, trying to distract the stalking monster. “If you want me, you’ll have to prove your strong enough!”
Her head snapped around. Six malevolent red eyes glared at him. “You will learn your place, fool!” she snarled, lethal fangs protruding several inches out of her mouth.
Yeah, Sthuza’s fangs are sort of cute, but those are terrifying. Plus, that looks like poison dripping from them. I’ve got zero interest in kissing this bitch.
He flashed the enraged monster his cockiest grin, then ignored her to channel his attention into another spell.
If I remember my classes correctly, arachne have high resistance to magic, so there’s no point wasting mana trying to blast through her defenses. And it’s not like I’ve had a lot of practice with attack spells anyway.
Reviewing and then discarding most of the glyph combinations he had more experience with, he focused on the sword that Sthuza had given him.
My charging into melee will probably piss her off, but I don’t want to risk hitting the hellhound or wasting my mana.
Nodding to himself, he reached deep inside, tapped into his mana pool. Then he began channeling his stored energy into a series of glyphs he’d never had reason to use before.
It would be really nice if I could tell how much mana—
Almost startling him into dropping the spiraling spell, a flash of green and black materialized before his eyes.
Ooh, a mana gauge? Mana bar? Whatever. That could be useful. Most mages would kill to have one.
His face burst into a crazed grin as he bumped up the mana invested in his spell. Gabriel studied the Interface for a second, watching as it decreased slightly before closing the siphon and redoubling his effort in shaping the glyphs.
Not sure what the scale is in the grand scheme of things, but it’s nice to have a means of measuring. It should at least help with understanding some of the changes to my magic.
He looked up from the stabilizing spell circle just in time to see the arachne looming over him, preparing to strike.
Exhaling, he cast the spell, his arm tingling as power raced through his body and discharged into the silvery blade, causing it to glow a sinister red.
A split second later and he’d have lost an arm. Instead, his magically enhanced speed allowed him to interpose his sword, and he staggered, his knees buckling under the weight of the blow.
Damn! She’s strong!
Gabriel shook his head, black hair whipping about and rolled to his left, trying to avoid the follow-up strike. Her other blade swished right behind him, parting the air and sending a shiver down his spine.
That was too close.
He kipped-up to his feet, surprising himself, but half-remembered training from his youth kicked in, and he brought his sword up before he got his eyes back on the spider woman.
“You should just surrender and accept this like a good male!” she spat, the baleful glow of her eyes darkening as she slowly circled around him.
Instead of replying, he lunged toward her and jabbed the tip of his sword at her humanoid torso.
She parried, then countered with a swift strike that carved straight through his spell barrier, his coat, and deep into his left arm.
Biting his lip against the burning pain, Gabriel retreated, careful to avoid tripping himself. He met her gaze again and swallowed at the hateful face staring down at him.
Might not have been the brightest idea to attack her. Could have let the canine distract her and run away instead.
He wrapped his left hand around the hilt, blood running down his arm, and raised his sword defensively.
She advanced on him, both swords weaving in an elaborate display of skill and contempt for the threat he posed.
A quick glance over his shoulder warned that he was nearing the wall, and he shifted to his right, trying to work around her, but she sidestepped and cut off his escape.
Twin swords lashed out, and he blocked them. Her incredible strength left his arms numb.
“You no take him!” the hellhound growled.
Six red eyes widened in shock, and the massive monster spun around on chitinous legs. But not in time to avoid catching the half-ton canine’s lunge with her torso instead of her armored carapace.
Blue-white flames glowed as Cindra latched onto the large woman and sank sharp claws into her tender flesh.
Twin blades slashed viciously at the exposed flanks of the fiery beast, but Cindra kept clawing at the pale skin, soaking both monsters in a blending of bright-blue and dark-red blood.
Gabriel saw the opening and seized it, swinging his sword with both hands and slashed through one of the thick rear legs with supernatural ease.
The ease with which his glowing blade carved through armored chitin left him unprepared for the deluge of ichor that sprayed out. Or the wild flailing of spider limbs that accompanied the mutilated monster’s pained wails.
Taking the powerful blow dead center, he flew backward, shield spell flaring brightly as he slammed into the dark stone wall.
He gasped, the impact blasting the air from his lungs, but quickly rolled over and rushed back to his feet. Just as he stood, a guttural roar nearly deafened him, and the room brightened.
Then the screaming began in earnest.
Looking over, he blinked at the sight of the dueling monsters. The hellhound was exhaling a gout of blue-white fire point-blank into the arachne’s face. Despite the horrific attack, the spider monster twisted its blade. The gray-furred beast howled in pain as the curved sword carved deeper.
Leaning away from the canine’s furious breath attack, the larger monster used several spider legs to shove the hound away. Despite her struggling, Cindra’s claws remained buried in the soft flesh of the screaming arachne. She kept pushing, forcing the hellhound back. The move shredded her own body, but the raven-haired spider woman finally threw the hellhound away.
“This isn’t over!” she snarled.
Gabriel blanched in horror as the arachne turned to him, revealing seared flesh peeling away from her skull on the left side of her face. Red blood ran down her pale torso to blend with the thick ichor painting chitinous plates.
In the stunned silence that followed, she screamed something he couldn’t understand and sprinted down the tunnel, disappearing around the corner.
With the closest threat fleeing, he turned back to check on Sthuza. His heart leapt into his throat when he remembered that she had intercepted three more of the terrifying monsters.
He let out a relieved sigh when he spotted the elegant gorgon slipping a curved sword into one of the small pouches belted at her waist. Apparently, she’d had to drop her bow, and he watched as she picked it up and stowed it in the same pouch.
Head-snakes thrashed, hissing furiously, as she muttered something under her breath and then went about straightening her elegant, but torn, dress. One of her snakes noticed him, then twisted and jabbed her cheek with its snout. She looked up and flashed him a smile before her eyes narrowed as she spotted his bloody arm.
“Damn, you furry mutt! You could have at leassst ssshielded him with your oversized body!” she hissed, then glanced around, not seeing the hellhound.
“He’s over there,” Gabriel said, pointing across the room to where the gray-and-blue monster had landed.
He sheathed his sword and used his newly freed hand to stem the flow of blood as he staggered over to the badly mauled monster that had rushed to his aid. “And he did save me.”
“She, Master. And she did a terrible job of it. If I had known how weak she was, I would have shifted and finished those filthy vermin before you could get involved.” Her voice trailed off, and she continued to mutter. “Those stupid bugs ruined my dress too. I held back from shifting to protect it since you liked it so much.”
He blinked at her.
Don’t think she realizes I could hear that. Let’s just… pretend we didn’t.
“He’s a she?” Gabriel parroted, glancing at the wounded monster struggling to breathe.
Sthuza nodded, kneeling to inspect the free-flowing wounds covering the hellhound’s flanks. “A male wouldn’t have been interested in saving you. Or picking a fight with that powerful of an arachne.”
“Will she be okay?”
Sthuza didn’t look up, too busy cataloging Cindra’s various injuries. But several head-snakes met his gaze and then swayed side to side.
“Is there anything we can do to heal her?”
Sthuza finally looked up. “She is dying. But if you truly wish to save her, I believe you could heal her with your magic, though I warn you it will not be easy or efficient,” the gorgon said, her face grim.
“I want to do it. Cindra didn’t have to help, and without her, that could have gone a lot worse.”
Sthuza sighed, then nodded. “If you insist, Master. I would rather you not, but I will assist. Truthfully, I knew you would insist on healing her, so let us begin.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

It didn’t take Gabriel long to locate the wounded hellhound through the Weave. But he struggled for several minutes with the concept of injecting mana directly into the dying monster.
Sthuza focused on keeping him calm and guiding him through the process. Having only theoretical knowledge, she struggled to explain it.
Cindra’s labored breathing steadied after a while, and he felt their connection grow stronger.
He dove into the heated sensation, deepening their connection. Suddenly, it was far easier to transfer mana to Cindra, healing her many wounds. Like a dam bursting, his power surged into the battered body beneath his hands. As the resistance faded, she seemed to pull him deeper.
Meanwhile, his attention fled from the Mortal Realm, and Gabriel marveled at the strange visions of glowing lines heading off in every direction. A light-blue line connected him to Cindra, and he watched as energy flowed into her. Nearby a much larger cord of ethereal energy disappeared into the distance, while a thinner bright-green strand connected him to Sthuza.
I’ve never heard of anything like this.
He fell into a blissful peace, losing track of how long he spent watching the flow of energy and the beauty of the shifting images around him. Something shaking his shoulder drew him back into the physical, and he blinked tired eyes.
They snapped closed again, and he struggled to reopen them. He succeeded, then realized just how exhausted his body was.
I wasn’t tired at all before. What happened?
“Ah, thank the gods, you are back, Master,” Sthuza said, and cool arms embraced him in a tight hug. Wrapped around him from behind, she was out of his vision, but he saw a few snakes dart in close. Several others gently brushed against his face and hair as the gorgon clung to him.
“Sorry about that. How long was I out of it?” Gabriel asked, reaching back with one hand to rub her shoulder.
“At leassst four hoursss, Massster!” she hissed, her sibilant voice thick with concern. “Please do not do something like that again. The stupid furball was not worth the risk.”
“Shh, I’m okay now. I’m sorry I worried you,” Gabriel said, still stroking her shoulder. “Is Cindra healed?”
Sthuza nodded, the movement causing her snakes to undulate. Several curled around his head, trying to steady themselves.
How much control does she have over those?
“She will live,” Sthuza whispered, her soft breath tickling his neck.
“Can she walk?” he asked, now concerned about how they could move the larger monster.
There’d be no point in all of this healing if we just abandon her out here.
“I believe she will be able to, yes. And I expect that you wish to take her as your second bonded,” Sthuza said, sounding more exasperated than angry.
He chuckled. “Am I that obvious?”
“Apparently, Master. Though I must admit I do find it refreshing,” Sthuza whispered, releasing him and moving back. “Okay, you walking rug, it is time to stop pretending and get up. My master graciously bestowed healing upon your unworthy hide. The least you can do is properly thank him.”
“Uh, Sthuza?” he said, surprised at the intensity in her voice.
“She may not be a feline, but all furries are dangerous!”
“Right…”
That doesn’t sound like it’ll end well.
“Cindra thanks the Dungeon Master,” the massive beast growled, her deep voice vibrating him as she shifted up to a sitting position.
“You’re welcome, Cindra. And thank you for saving me,” Gabriel said, smiling as he studied her massive form.
Thick gray fur covered most of her muscular, canine body. Each paw had a wide cuff of bright-blue fur that matched the thicker collar of blue around her neck. She stared back at him with surprisingly intelligent-looking eyes. Her black sclera contrasted sharply with the glowing sapphire of her irises, and she flashed vicious fangs when he smiled at her.
Letting his eyes trail along her solid form, he noticed a fluffy gray tail wagging energetically behind her as the hellhound wiggled in place.
“The master is taking Cindra?” she growled, quieter but still gravelly.
Still smiling, he nodded. “If you want me to, yes. I appreciate your help, and it sounds like you don’t have anywhere to go now, right?”
Her large eyes grew sad, and she nodded her massive head, causing furry triangular ears to flop, one winding up flipped the wrong side out.
“Mean spiders hunted Cindra’s pack. Mother told her to flee, and so Cindra lived,” she said, her head tilting toward the floor.
Without thinking, Gabriel reached out with his wounded arm and patted her fluffy head. Cindra immediately lunged forward and began rubbing against him. He started to fall over as she pressed into him, but Sthuza braced his back.
“Get off him, you filthy mongrel!” she hissed.
She has to weight five or six times more than me!
“Cindra isn’t fil… Okay, maybe Cindra a little filthy,” the chastised hound retorted. “But Cindra not mongrel! Is pureblood!”
“Yes, yes, I am sure you have quite the prestigious pedigree. For a dog. But if you are to be a part of Master’s retinue, you will have to learn to behave yourself appropriately.” A symphony of angry hissing accompanied Sthuza’s words.
Gabriel raised a hand to intervene, but before he could open his mouth, the larger monster sat in front of the gorgon and calmed her wagging tail.
“Much better,” Sthuza said. “Now, Master, I believe it past time we head back to my lair. I bound your arm as best I could, but you need to rest.”
He glanced down, chagrined to see she had cleaned and dressed his injury.
Guess she has medical supplies in one of those pouches? How many dimensional containers does she have?
“Thank you, Sthuza. It was careless of me to dive so deep into that ritual without treating my own wounds first.”
“Yes, it was. But you are still new to all of this. As long as you learn quickly, it will work out,” she said, and reached down, helping him stand.
Wow, they’re both stronger than me. I know Meri boosted my physical abilities a lot, but Sthuza feels strong enough to pick me up and throw me.
She transfixed the hellhound with a piercing stare. “Master has spent far too much of his mana on your mangy fur, so you will have to keep any threats from reaching him. Understand?”
Cindra bobbed her head eagerly, and Gabriel could only stare at the pair.
Her mouth is big enough to swallow Sthuza’s head whole, but she’s just taking every insult and order in stride. Monsters are weird.
The trip back was uneventful, and Gabriel enjoyed the comfortable silence as they made their way back to Sthuza’s luxurious cave.
I’m starting to think being a DM makes for a very strenuous life. Need to ask Sthuza about the average lifespan of DMs later.
His Prime spoke up as they turned down the hall that led to her hidden door. “Master, I hate to impose upon you, but I would appreciate it if you could use a cleaning spell on the fur-brain and yourself before entering my home.”
“Oh, right! Thanks for reminding me.”
How much mana do I have left anyway?
Mana 2.3%
That’s not good. Didn’t realize I blew through so much on healing.
Within seconds he had both of them surrounded by a nimbus of tingling suds. Half a minute later, the spell faded away, leaving them clean as only magic can get someone.
A quick peek at his mana bar confirmed what Gabriel had expected. Despite cleaning them both, the magic he’d cast didn’t create a measurable draw on his pool. He stared intently for several seconds but saw no change in the Interface.
Mana 2.3%
“Ooh! Cindra love Packmaster’s magic!” the hellhound barked.
“Packmaster?” he asked, glancing first at her, then the smirking gorgon.
Sthuza giggled. “You claimed her, Master. Marked her soul. Now you will have to live with that responsibility.”
He glanced back at Cindra, who flashed a fang-filled smile and nodded. “Well, we’re clean, so let’s head inside. I’m really starting to feel drained.”
Sthuza opened the hidden door and stepped aside. She let Gabriel go first, then followed the hellhound.
“Please try not to get fur everywhere,” she hissed.
Cindra ignored the comment, her eyes wide as she glanced at the piles of treasures, then stared at the assortment of pillows spread across one side.
“Do not even think of getting on my bed, you fluffy crotch-licker.”
Cindra whimpered, but reluctantly retreated from the cushions and moved to the large rug in the center of the room. She circled it twice, then settled down in the middle and curled up on herself.
“Cindra, happy. Sleepytime,” she growled, her steady breathing growing soft.
Gabriel laughed. “Think she has the right idea.”
“I believe there is something we should deal with first, Master.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“If you still wish to bond with this flea-infested mutt, Master, now would be the best time to do so.”
Gabriel nodded and agreed, causing the canine to jump up from the rug and yip before running in circles. While she was distracted, he stepped close to his Prime-bonded. “Are you okay with me choosing her?” he asked, studying the gorgon’s face.
Sthuza let out a long breath, then met his gaze and nodded. A quick peek revealed her head-snakes were splitting their focus between him and Cindra.
“Yes. As much as I do not look forward to the walking rug shedding all over the place, she is an impressive specimen, and still young. Barely an adult.
“With some training, and maybe a small investment on your part, she will make a reasonable bonded.”
“Thank you, Sthuza,” he said, smiling at her before turning to face the hellhound.
“So do we do this the same as before?” Gabriel asked, watching the energetic monster run in circles around them.
“Yes, Master. You keep her distracted, and I will lay out the ritual for you. Then it is up to you to perform it,” she said, already rolling up the thick wool rug to expose the bare stone.
“You can’t guide me through like you did last time?”
Is this the sort of ritual the instructors always warned against performing before you’re ready?
She shook her head, sending greenish-black snakes whipping around wildly.
“Does tossing your snakes around like that hurt?” he asked, watching as several of the serpents lolled and weaved drunkenly about her.
Sthuza turned back to him and flashed a shy smile. Her emerald eyes watched for any sign of disgust as she spoke. “No, Master. I feel anything that happens to them. But they do not negatively affect my balance or anything like that.”
“Thanks for explaining. I look forward to getting to know you better,” Gabriel said, smiling. “I need to learn more about you since it sounds like we’ll be together for a long time.”
She nodded, a wide grin spreading across her delicate face, and then she returned to preparing the ritual glyphs.
It took her several minutes to finish tracing the patterns on the smooth stone. Gabriel wound up spending most of that time struggling to keep the ecstatic canine from crushing him with her bulk.
Sthuza looked up after finishing her work and glared at the other female. “Get off of him, you ssshaggy firessstarter!” she hissed, moving over to help push her away from the overwhelmed DM.
“Cindra can’t help it. Cindra is getting a new Pack!” Making sure they understood just how thrilled she was, she slipped a foot-long tongue out of her bright-blue mouth and licked up and down both Sthuza and Gabriel as they tried to calm the relentless monster.
“Yes, yes. You are excited, but you must show proper respect if you wish to bond with Master.”
That calmed Cindra, and the pair had her move into the runic circle so they could start the bonding. His Prime reminded him of the steps to form a bond, tying the fiery monster to him. It surprised him to see how swiftly Cindra picked up her side of the ritual.
Given that she can talk, I guess it shouldn’t be so surprising that she can work through her end of the bindings.
Half an hour after they started, he felt a connection binding him to Cindra through the Weave, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Just as before, a flow of thoughts and emotions surged over their new bond. He staggered back from the overwhelming lust and passion flowing from the four-legged canine monster.
Her emotions rushed Gabriel, wrapping him in a fiery heat that threatened to burn away his very identity. Just as the flames began to consume him, searing his mind, they calmed, and he breathed easier as a steady flow of images rushed through him.
***
Gabriel watched as dozens of scenes sped past him, giving brief glimpses of the hellhound’s past. The images blurred together, their attached emotions barely discernible. They began to slow, and he recognized the fight against the arachne, from Cindra’s perspective.
Then her emotions flared again. Gabriel almost lost himself in the scorching inferno of her happiness and lust. The lust washing over him was enough to drown in.
I can freely admit that I find Sthuza highly desirable, but this is way outside of my comfort zone.
Not wanting to hurt the friendly monster’s feelings, he tried to suppress his revulsion at her emotions, but the whimper she let out warned that he’d failed.
“Packmaster, not want Cindra?” she growled softly, backing away, her belly brushing the stone floor. The pitiful sound was disturbing, coming from the muscular beast.
Sthuza sighed, shaking her head in exasperation.
“Really, Master? I keep forgetting how little you know,” she said, one hand coming up to rub at her eyes.
“And as for you, fur-brain,” she said, turning to glare at Cindra. “How long do you plan to pretend to be a semi-intelligent dog?”
Gabriel flinched at the gorgon’s harsh words and glanced down at the submissive canine. Whose massive muzzle bobbed sadly and then seemed to blur.
He blinked at the sight, his jaw dropping as Cindra shrank into herself. Within seconds there was a humanoid with dark-gray skin squatting where the enormous hellhound had been.
Short light-gray fur coated her legs and arms partway, while brilliant-blue cuffs of thicker fur accented her wrists and ankles, just like on her more monstrous form. Though the fur stopped there, leaving her hands and feet bare. Each of which ended in a set of dark claws.
Similar blue fur encircled her throat, forming a plush collar and drawing his eyes to the strong, feminine face staring up at him.
The first thing he noticed was that her eyes were slightly smaller but otherwise identical. Black sclera surrounded luminous blue irises filled with anxiety. Lowering his gaze, he took in her plump charcoal-gray lips and her powerful neck.
Then Gabriel noticed her breasts and promptly forgot everything else. As soon as he saw them, his eyes locked onto the pair of gravity-defying orbs. Capped with erect bright-blue nipples, they were by far the largest breasts he’d ever seen. Even more impressive than the arachne’s sizable rack.
I didn’t know breasts could get that big. Or hold their shape like that.
Eventually, someone cleared their throat loudly, and Gabriel shook his head. He reluctantly turned his head and found himself face to face with a sharply glaring, deep-green gorgon.
“Ssshe hasss very large breassstsss, doesssn’t ssshe, Massster,” Sthuza hissed. Her snakes stood rigid, their tiny green eyes glaring at him, poised to strike.
Gabriel swallowed hard. “Yeah, she does,” he said. “But I’m more surprised by the whole shapeshifting bit. I thought she was a hellhound.”
Sthuza nodded, causing the snakes around her head to flail wildly. “She is a hellhound, a seruuberc hellhound to be specific. And I presume that you are not aware of their breed,” Sthuza said, her voice calming as he kept his eyes focused on her.
“Never heard of any distinction between different breeds of them. Is this another part of the Guild lacking valuable knowledge?” he asked, drawing a small nod from his Prime.
“They are natural shapeshifters, though with only the two forms. Because her mass does not change, Cindra can switch between forms for only a minor energy cost, unlike me.”
He turned back to the squatting monster girl behind him and took a step back at how close she was now. Even squatting with her thick round ass near the stone floor, her fuzzy ears still came up past his waist.
She’s taller than I am.
His eyes dropped back to her chest. Damn, that must be where all her extra mass went.
He swallowed again, trying to restrain his body’s energetic response to the generous skin on display before him.
Kind of surprised she doesn’t have any scars from earlier.
“Packmaster, not hate Cindra? Not going to send me away?” she asked, her voice still deep, but far more feminine and husky now.
“No, he does not hate you, or your massive mounds of fat,” Sthuza answered for him.
Cindra’s dark-gray face lit up at Sthuza’s frosty words, and she leapt, wrapping powerfully muscled arms around Gabriel and tackling him to the hard stone.
“Ow,” he gasped as she landed heavily on his chest.
“Gah! You ridiculousss mutt, get off him!”
She ignored the hissing gorgon and began rubbing her face against his neck and whining in pleasure.
“Cindra, stop you’re crushing me,” he groaned, vainly trying to pry the large woman’s firm body from his.
“Packmaster won’t regret it. Cindra will do my best and make you happy lots,” she whispered into his ear, her hot breath driving his arousal through the roof.
Several minutes of working with Sthuza let him finally dislodge the deceptively strong hellhound girl, and he took a few deep breaths before standing back up.
“Here, put this on and cover yourself, you furry harlot,” Sthuza said, thrusting a simple brown robe at the much larger woman.
Cindra glanced over to Gabriel and flashed pitiful eyes at him. “Does Cindra have to? I don’t like clothes,”
Wow, never seen anyone pull off puppy dog eyes that well.
“Yes! You must wear clothes if you are going to be in that form,” Sthuza said.
With visible reluctance, Cindra accepted the robe, reached up over her head, and slipped it on.
While they were both distracted, he took a moment to watch in awe as the tall, gray-skinned beauty stretched her arms up and revealed every inch of her sleek, toned body.
She has an eight pack. I didn’t even notice before. No doubt because of those tremendous tits.
When Cindra finished pulling on the plain robe, Sthuza glared at him again, and he realized her head-snakes must have spotted him staring.
He blushed, meeting her gaze, and shrugged.
Can’t blame a guy for looking, hopefully.
Cindra looked between the two of them, then lunged at Gabriel again, wrapping her furry arms around him, her massive breasts squashed against his chest.
Her fur is softer than silk.
Sthuza spent the next several minutes valiantly attempting to remove her but gave up in a huff when Cindra stymied the gorgon’s every attempt without even acknowledging her efforts.
“Fine, I suppose it is inevitable at first. Please try not to hurt our master while I prepare food,” she said before heading into the kitchen. She leaned in close to him for a second and whispered a warning not to comment on Cindra’s height.
That’s an odd thing to say.
Left alone with the affectionate monster girl, Gabriel staggered over to the cushion he’d sat on last night and dropped down, dragging Cindra along with him.
She continued to nuzzle him, climbing halfway into his lap. “Thank you for taking me in, Packmaster.”
“No problem, besides you saved me first, right?”
She didn’t respond, instead pressing her huge, firm breasts against his chest, and he bit his lip to distract from his growing arousal. They sat in comfortable silence, save for the occasional sound of the gorgon busy cooking in the other room.
Something wet tickled his ear, causing Gabriel to jerk against the furry woman painted to his side. When it traced back along the edge of his ear, and then sharp teeth nibbled the sensitive flesh there, he shivered at her teasing.
Still unsure how to respond to the hellhound’s attention, he tried to shift her subtly to the side and away from his rock-hard member.
He failed.
Neither offended nor surprised, Cindra growled low in her throat and ground against him harder, squishing her breasts between them. Her warm hand grasped his pants-covered erection, squeezing and sending another pleasurable shiver coursing through his body.
Sthuza walked in, carrying a large silver tray. “Gah! Stop pawing him like a bitch in heat.”
Cindra whined in response but didn’t loosen her grip as Gabriel stared at the angry gorgon.
“What? Ssshe isss.”
Before he could respond, Cindra released him and bounded over to help her set down the overloaded serving platters.
“This all smells so good!”
That soothed the gorgon’s anger, and she flashed a small smile at the muscular hellhound. The three of them settled down around the food, and he marveled at the vast piles of roasted meats, loaves of fresh-baked bread, and crisp green vegetables.
There’s no way she was in there long enough to cook all of this. And how are we supposed to eat this much food? The two of us ate a lot yesterday, but there must be ten pounds of meat alone.
Seeing Sthuza looking his way, he raised an eyebrow, and she flashed another, happier smile at him.
“I have more than a few convenient magical items, Master,” she said cryptically. “They are now yours, of course.”
“I’d love to see how you prepared all of this so fast. But for now, I’m almost as hungry as she is,” Gabriel replied, pointing at the now drooling hellhound staring wide-eyed at the assorted food.
“Help yourself,” he said, drawing Cindra’s attention. She simply stared at him.
Sthuza leaned over to whisper in his ear, her breath sending a shiver down his spine. “As her Packmaster, she is waiting for you to eat first.”
He nodded.
Definitely need to get some explanations about the whole ‘Packmaster’ thing.
Shrugging his concerns aside for the moment, he pulled what looked like a turkey leg off a plate and started in on it.
Damn, this meat is delicious. Though I don’t think it’s poultry. Tastes like… beef? Try not to think about it.
A glance at the others revealed Sthuza preparing a plate of food for herself. Cindra was still staring at him longingly, viscous drool trailing down nearly to the floor.
Mouth full of food, he caught her gaze and nodded at the feast. Apparently, that was enough, and she dug into the pile of meat.
The sheer ferocity Cindra demonstrated in devouring everything within reach left him stupefied, mouth frozen in mid-chew as he watched her inhale pounds of meat. Much of it still steaming hot.
Well, I guess a little heat wouldn’t bother her if she can breathe fire.
“Cindra, put that down. You must leave enough for Master,” Sthuza declared a few minutes later, drawing his attention away from the furry food annihilator.
He looked between the two of them and realized that almost all the meat had vanished.
She even devoured most of the bread!
Glancing over to the hellhound, he saw her reluctantly holding out the last thick-cut steak speared on a sharp claw.
“Sorry for trying to take your steak, Packmaster,” she whined.
Chuckling at her sincerity, he smiled and held his plate out to accept her offering. “Thank you, Cindra.”
She flashed him a brilliant smile, showcasing elongated canines, her thick tail slapping the ground behind her.
He resumed eating, finishing after Sthuza, and let out a satisfied groan as he set his plate back on the large tray.
“That was easily the best meal I’ve ever had,” he said, smiling over at Sthuza.
She nodded demurely, then moved to take the tray back into the kitchen. “I am glad you enjoyed, Master.”
Cindra burped loudly, rubbing her swollen belly. “Cindra enjoyed Lady Snakes’ food too.”
I’ve never seen anyone eat even half as much food as she did.
“How can she hold that much?” he asked, still staring at the statuesque hellhound.
Sthuza shot him a wry smile, then glanced back to Cindra. “You were starving, were you not?”
Cindra nodded, her tall ears flopping with the movement as her bright eyes took on a glazed look, her mind recalling the past. “Yep, it’s been a long time since I ate anything bigger than a rat.”
“Wait, she’s that massive and powerful while starving to death?”
The gorgon smirked. “Yes, Master. Which is why I said she would be useful, even if she has the brains of a small furry pet.”
“Oh! Will there be petting? Cindra wants pets!” she cried out, leaping to her feet, despite her bulging stomach and dashed to Gabriel’s side. Rubbing up against him, she flashed a wide smile and nuzzled into his neck.
“Wait, Cindra, hold on!” he cried in shock as the much larger female manhandled him.
“You need to pet Cindra, Packmaster! Snakey said there’d be pets,” she growled, her booming voice rumbling his chest.
A glance to his Prime-bonded revealed a mix of emotions on the green-skinned woman’s face. He wasn’t sure how, but she looked both jealous and smug as the unstoppable hellhound aggressively pawed him.
With a deep sigh, he relented and started rubbing Cindra’s head, ruffling her thick gray hair. Instantly content, she let out a long, pleased whine and settled against him calmer than he’d believed her capable of.
“Scratch behind the ears, Packmaster,” she whimpered, face pressed into the crook of his neck.
Gabriel nodded helplessly and complied, causing her to shiver with pleasure and start grinding against him, her tail thumping against the cold stone. Finally, accepting that he wouldn’t be getting up until she was satisfied, he settled in. He gave her a thorough rubbing, trying not to focus on her very sensual grinding.
Or think about how stunning she’d looked earlier, completely nude.
Her body is way hotter than a human, or a gorgon, but not as uncomfortable as I’d expected. Guess it’s not a surprise given she’s a fire monster.
After several minutes of continued petting and ear rubs, Cindra escalated her grinding movements. She climbed fully onto Gabriel’s lap and started rubbing her crotch against his erection, causing them both to gasp.
“Cccindra, ssstop that at onccce!” Sthuza hissed. Just returned from the kitchen, she froze for a second after spotting the other woman dry-humping him. Then Sthuza darted over and tugged at the much larger monster girl, attempting to dislodge the horny beast.
The hellhound bolted upright as though she’d come to a sudden epiphany. “Oh, right, Cindra is wearing clothes. Boo!”
“Much better…” Sthuza said, trailing off into an incoherent sputter as the muscular beauty stood up straight and pulled the thin robe over her head.
Gabriel gulped as the hellhound put her every feminine feature and toned muscle on display right in his face.
Surprisingly little hair down there.
Raising his gaze, trying to see Cindra’s face, he found his vision blocked by her massive chest. The perfect globes of dark-gray flesh bounced proudly as they escaped her pitiful robe.
“Stop this at once, you overgrown, fat-chested fur-brain!” Sthuza screeched as she continued struggling with the far stronger monster.
When Cindra stopped resisting, the gorgon pulled too hard, and they went down in a tumble. The struggling pair landed awkwardly, with Cindra’s legs spread wide as she lay bent over the other. Her position gave Gabriel another eyeful of the exposed, toned flesh of the very nude hellhound.
She’s blue inside too?
“Sorry, Snakey, I forgot. Did you want to go first?” Cindra asked with a hint of guilt.
“Go first?” he gasped out as she stood up. Her toned legs flexed before she bent over and pulled Sthuza to her feet.
“She wants to mate, Master,” Sthuza huffed, pulling away from the other woman and straightening her dress.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mate?
“She wants to mate?” Gabriel asked slowly, not sure what to think of that statement.
“Yes.” Sthuza sighed. “Did you truly not notice how eager she has been?”
“Yeah, I noticed but wasn’t sure what she meant by it. Neither one of you is human, after all.”
“Cindra is ready for Packmaster to mount, but Snakey has to go first,” the hellhound said, drawing another sigh from Sthuza, and causing him to gape at Cindra.
“Mount you?” he asked, staring at her combination of dark skin and light-gray fur.
She nodded vigorously and rushed over to stand in front of him.
“Yes, Packmaster. Mount me!” With that, she turned around and bent over, fully exposing herself to him and blasting the air from his lungs.
Definitely blue inside!
“I told you to stop, you flea-bitten mongrel.” Sthuza shook her head and tossed the discarded robe over the nude girl, providing minimal coverage.
Cindra turned to her and smiled, robe now held in one hand. “I’m fine with waiting until he finishes with you.”
“Put that back on, and then go to sleep, we will discuss this matter further at a later date,” Sthuza said, glaring at Cindra.
She sulked at the intense command but obeyed meekly. Gabriel couldn’t resist watching as the well-proportioned woman stretched her arms over her head and pulled the robe back on. His eyes traced the contours of her toned flesh, and he marveled at the effortless athleticism she displayed.
I never knew putting on an ugly robe could be that arousing.
“Thank you,” Sthuza said. “Now please go lie down and do not even think of climbing onto my cushions.”
The chastened hellhound nodded sullenly, her large ears flopping. She dragged her feet on the slow walk back to the thick wool rug, circling it twice before settling down and curling up around herself.
Between those expressive ears and that tail, it’s too easy to read her emotions.
“Now that Cindra has gone to sleep, perhaps we can have a private chat, Master,” Sthuza said in a husky whisper, stepping in close and brushing a hand along his shoulder.
“She can’t be asleep yet.”
Sthuza smirked at that. “You have much to learn regarding monsters. For a pack creature like her, being on her own had to be exhausting. Without their protection and companionship, Cindra would have been under constant stress. Now that you have accepted her, I am sure that it has caught up to her. Not to mention the strain caused by the intensive healing you provided earlier.”
Struggling to believe her, Gabriel studied the prone hellhound, shocked to find Sthuza had been correct. Cindra’s face looked relaxed, her breathing deep and slow. Combined with the drool starting to pool beneath her chin, it was obvious that she was well asleep.
“Wow.”
“Yes. So as I was saying, perhaps we should move somewhere more comfortable and spend some time getting better acquainted with each other,” Sthuza purred.
Surprised, but grateful for his drastic improvement in luck, he wasn’t about to refuse the alluring woman. He readily followed her over to the pile of cushions and silk sheets.
Smiling up at him after settling onto the bedding, she beckoned him to join her.
Gabriel obliged her. When slender arms reached out to embrace him, he pulled Sthuza close and leaned in to press a soft kiss to her dark-green lips. Those lips were cooler than any human woman he’d kissed, and he deepened the kiss when she opened her mouth.
He explored her welcoming mouth slowly, teasing his tongue passed pronounced canines, enjoying her minty taste. Only to find himself overwhelmed as Sthuza slipped her own, much longer tongue into play, dueling with his.
Gabriel traced one hand down her slender, toned back as the other glided up her neck to cradle her head as they continued to kiss.
Several head-snakes teased and caressed his hand, while others began hissing faintly and brushing against his face with strange, tickling kisses. Sthuza moaned into his mouth, and his arousal grew as soft hands began tugging at him forcefully, trying to pull him tighter against her.
They broke apart minutes later, both gulping down air and smiling with flushed faces. Still nestled close, Gabriel drank in her stunning, aroused beauty and couldn’t help grinning like an idiot.
She smirked. “Enjoying yourself?”
He nodded. “Yes, but at the moment, I’m enjoying you far more.”
Sthuza snickered, but her blush deepened, and she pulled him close again, leaning back onto the cushions and pulling him on top of her as they resumed kissing. With most of his weight resting on one arm, he used the other to continue caressing her slim, sensual body.
Her tongue slipping into his mouth surprised him. But he accepted her dexterous appendage, sucking on it. That drew another round of lusty moans from the exquisite gorgon lying beneath him.
When Sthuza wrapped one long leg around him, pressing his rock-hard member against her sex, Gabriel gulped, instinctively grinding it against her.
Suddenly, the hissing of her snakes changed, and he blinked his eyes open at their vastly different tone. She had her angular eyes screwed shut, and what had appeared to be arousal darkening her flesh now looked more like embarrassment.
He pulled back a few more inches and studied her head-snakes. Many of them watched him fearfully, while several others seemed to be cowering. The moment he focused on Sthuza, his mind brushed against the bond between them. Overwhelming fear blended with jealousy and a deep ache, causing him to pull back farther.
Emerald eyes flashed open, and he saw a hint of fear in them before they flooded with worry and concern. “Isss sssomething wrong, Massster?” she hissed quietly, fear of rejection rapidly dominating her slender face and their bond.
Gabriel shook his head and smiled down at her, his free hand cupping her cheek. “No beautiful, nothing is wrong, but we should stop for the night and get some rest ourselves.”
“Is it because I am a gorgon?” she whispered, barely audible over the hissing of snakes.
Another shake of his head and he leaned in close to place a light kiss on her forehead. “I promise it’s not for lack of attraction. You’re amazing, and I’m seriously questioning how I got so lucky to have you with me.”
“Then why are you stopping? Do human males not desire sex?” Sthuza asked, tilting her head to one side as more snakes stared at him.
That made him chuckle. “No, we like sex, but this might be a little fast,” he replied.
“It is fine if we move fast, Master,” she mumbled, sounding more like she was trying to convince herself.
He leaned back farther and pulled her up to sitting, then drew her tight against him and held her face in both his hands. “Sthuza, I am incredibly grateful that you bonded with me. But I can tell that you’re afraid right now, so we’re going to stop.”
She froze up, her eyes widening, but he placed a finger on her lips to block her reply.
“It’s fine, my Prime, my gorgeous gorgon. You don’t need to force yourself. I’m flattered by the attention, and it felt like you were enjoying it before we started moving further. But I don’t want to pressure you into anything you don’t want to.”
Tears started to flow from those striking eyes, and Gabriel kicked himself mentally for somehow making her cry. “It’s okay, Sthuza, I promise.”
This only drove her to full-on bawling, and he pulled the sobbing gorgon tight against his chest, holding her as tears soaked his shirt. Sthuza wrapped her arms around him. She continued to cry for several minutes before her breathing calmed, and her snakes began caressing his neck.
“Feeling better, my lovely gorgon?” he asked playfully.
A slight nod was her only response beyond squeezing tighter as she rested against him.
“You’ve no doubt guessed that I’m not the most experienced with women, so I’m just going to ask, but would you mind explaining what happened?”
A single sob escaped before Sthuza nodded.
“I am sssorry, Massster,” she hissed into his ear, her breath tickling him. “I intended to allow our bond to grow at a more sedate pace, but when I saw how strongly you lusted for the canine, I feared losing my place with you before we even began.”
“And so you thought you’d seduce me? Then what?” Gabriel asked, his tone light.
She chuckled sadly, managing a weak smile as she glanced up at him. “I have not yet figured out the next step, Master. Though I promise I will let you know the moment I learn of it.”
“I’d like that.”
Damn, I’m terrible at this whole sex thing. I finally got a hot chick offering sex, and I cockblocked myself.
“I must apologize for leading you on in such a shameful fashion, Master,” she hissed, her shaky voice surprising him.
“You don’t need to apologize, I understand feeling out of your depth, trust me.” He punctuated his words with bitter laughter.
“No, it is not right that I should leave you unsatisfied like this.” Pulling back, she stared into his eyes. “I am more than willing to offer my body for your pleasure.”
“Uh-uh. We’ve already agreed you’re not up for anything more right now, and that’s the end of it,” Gabriel said, gazing into her reptilian green eyes.
Unable to hold his gaze, Sthuza looked away demurely, then snuggled tight against him. “Would you like for me to wake Cindra?” she asked in a tiny voice.
Oh gods have mercy! Can’t you see I’m trying to show restraint?
He chuckled. “While I appreciate the offer, I don’t think that would be for the best at the moment. You barely got her to agree to wait before. If either of us brings it up, she’ll definitely want to jump the line.
Besides, I’m so tired she might break me in half. Though, I have to admit she is super hot. Hmm. Would she be even hotter inside?
Sthuza’s cool lips pressing against the soft flesh of his neck drew his attention back to the delightful woman straddling his lap.
“I can tell that the idea arouses you, Master,” she whispered.
He shrugged. “I can’t deny that Cindra’s beautiful. So are you. Neither of you are human, but then I’m not one anymore either, right?”
“You truly find us both beautiful?” she asked, her hands gripping his shirt tightly. Several head-snakes stared at him with disturbing intensity.
“Yes, Sthuza. I find both of you very attractive. Whether that is all me, or the fact I’m now a DM, I can’t say. But I consider myself incredibly lucky to have you both with me here at the start of a new life.”
“Even… even if we do not have sssex?” she asked with a whispered hiss.
“Yes, even without sex. Given I made it this long, I’m pretty sure I’ve proved I can go awhile without getting laid,” Gabriel said, trailing off with a dark chuckle.
Frowning, she grabbed his face and pulled him close. “No more self-deprecating talk, Master.”
Then she kissed him roughly.
Surprised by her sudden aggression, he fell backward, pulling her down with him. The pair lay there for several moments, lost in a simple embrace.
“Are you finished mating now?” Cindra called out from where she lay on the carpet, causing the gorgon to break their kiss.
“Go back to sssleep, you relentlessss fur coat!” Sthuza hissed, leaning into him again and cuddling close.
“Fine!”
“Master, would it be acceptable for us to sleep like this tonight? I do not wish to feel alone right now. Not after so long.”
He nodded, then wrapped his arms around her, letting her settle comfortably along his right side.
“We can do this anytime my Prime-bonded desires it,” he whispered, then planted a tender kiss on her cheek before closing his eyes and drifting off to sleep.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

When Gabriel woke up, he quickly realized something was off.
What happened to my arm?
Panic jump-started his sleepy mind, and his eyes snapped open to spot the snuggling gorgon. Recognition struck just in time to prevent him from jerking his right arm out from under her sleeping form.
Ah, since I’ve never slept with anyone before, I didn’t realize that’s a thing.
A quick survey of the bandages on his left arm reminded him of their recent battle. To his relief, the wound on his arm felt more like a scratch than the deep cut when he flexed it.
Looks like my body heals faster now. Probably all that extra SE Merideva invested in it. Or DE. Whatever. Still, wish she’d let me do it.
Gabriel stretched as best he could without waking his bedmate, then closed his eyes and lay back, reliving last night’s incredible pleasure.
Sthuza didn’t say she’s not interested. She was just pushing herself too fast, but we can do more in the future.
Won’t catch me complaining if that’s my fate.
Gabriel chuckled to himself, then flinched when it felt like someone was watching him. A sudden tsunami of hunger and lust washed over him, and he focused on that part of his mind where he connected with his bonded.
Yep, that would be Cindra. “Are you awake, Cindra?” he whispered, not wanting to wake his Prime.
“Yes, Packmaster,” she growled instantly. From right above him.
He opened his eyes again and found himself staring into the grinning muzzle of an enormous hellhound.
Waking up to that vision could give me nightmares.
“Are you ready to mount Cindra?” she asked, her deep voice somehow not disturbing Sthuza.
“Uh… not yet.”
I’m not opposed to it, well at least when she’s in humanoid form. But how would it work with Sthuza? The last thing I want to do is hurt her.
“Okay,” Cindra whined and pulled back.
“Oh no! I overslept,” Sthuza cried out.
She leapt out of bed and turned to face him, dress wrinkled and hanging oddly on her slender body. “My apologies, Master. It was careless of me to—”
“Calm down, Sthuza. Everything is fine. I only woke up a few minutes ago, and Cindra was checking on me.”
Her head-snakes lashed frantically, but the gorgon herself seemed to relax at his words.
“If you are sure. I will go prepare breakfast at once,” Sthuza said, racing across the room and slipped into the kitchen.
“Yay food!” Cindra growled as she passed.
“You hungry again today?” Gabriel asked, grinning at the large canine. He laughed when she nodded excitedly.
With no more reason to resist getting up, Gabriel climbed off the cushions, and Cindra immediately leapt for him.
“Packmaster!” she growled, tackling him and rubbing her massive bulk against him.
“All right. I’ll pet you, maybe even rub your belly, but you’ve got to calm down.”
She froze up, wiggled her rump, then flopped down and rolled over, exposing her light-gray belly.
“Seems like someone really wants something,” he teased before sitting next to her and running his fingers through the thick fur.
“Yes! More, Packmaster!”
“I do not want to come in there and find you are mounting her in that form, Master,” Sthuza called out from the kitchen.
Gabriel froze for a moment, trying to decide if she was joking, or honestly concerned it might happen.
“Does Packmaster want to mount Cindra now?” the hellhound asked, and he facepalmed.
“We’re doing belly rubs at the moment, remember?” he reminded her, drawing a happy yip.
They spent several minutes with him vigorously rubbing her belly and scratching her fluffy ears before Sthuza returned with an even larger tray than last time.
“Breakfast is ready,” she said, pointing to the steaming food. On the tray were several tall stacks of warm pancakes and a huge serving platter of grilled sausages.
“Cindra has never seen that type of food!” the hellhound growled, leaping to her feet and causing Gabriel to fall back.
“Be careful when jumping around Master, you oversized washcloth. And shift back if you wish to join us for food.”
Cindra nodded, but Sthuza pointed an accusing finger at her. “Get your clothes first. No more strutting around naked!”
She glared at Cindra until the larger monster dipped her head and slunk over to her discarded robe. “And no peeking, Master.”
He chuckled and nodded, helping himself to a stack of pancakes and a sausage. “This is amazing, Sthuza. I’ve never had so much excellent food.”
Whatever she was going to say vanished into the background as the now clothed Cindra jumped between them and started shoveling enormous handfuls of pancakes and sausages into her drooling maw.
“What? Ssstop that you…” Sthuza hissed, batting at a gray hand clutching a half dozen more sausages.
Cindra whimpered pitifully, then shoved her other fistful of food into her already overstuffed mouth.
“Asmodeus bless you, your table manners are revolting,” Sthuza said, covering her eyes with one hand.
Gabriel’s eyes glanced from one monster to the other.
They are somewhat different, aren’t they?
He
smiled, realizing Sthuza wasn’t getting through to the hungry monster girl. He patted the ground, inviting her to sit by him instead of sulking next to the angry gorgon.
“Come over here, Cindra. We’re not mad at you,” he said, choosing to ignore the pointed look Sthuza shot him at that and continued. “But I would like for you to learn to eat with me properly. Don’t you want to eat at the same table as your Packmaster?”
Already larger than his, her glowing blue eyes widened uncannily, and Gabriel flinched back when she jumped the serving tray and plopped down right where he’d patted.
She all but crushed his outstretched hand, her firm ass pinning him to the floor.
Need to remember just how quick and literal she can be.
It took him several tries to extract his stuck arm, but Cindra didn’t budge. She sat there motionless, watching him. Suppressing a wince at the pain in his hand, he smiled up at the taller woman.
She’s only a few inches taller than me, how the hells does she weigh so much?
“Okay, so the way to eat when you’re in your humanoid form,” he said, pointing at her very busty, female figure. “Is to put the food on a plate, and then use a utensil, like this.”
He piled the third plate with a heaping stack of pancakes and half a hog worth of sausage, then handed it to Cindra. She took the plate with one long-fingered hand, using the other to wipe a thick trail of drool from her chin.
“Now use the fork like me to eat, got it?” he asked, demonstrating slowly.
Her ears flopped, and thick hair flailed around when she nodded too vigorously, but she seemed to get the picture.
Eyes following her movements, Gabriel was pleasantly surprised when Cindra copied him without issue.
I thought she’d have more trouble with it.
***
“At least she appears to be trainable,” Sthuza muttered.
Gabriel flinched in concern for the hellhound’s reaction. But Cindra smiled, nodded, and continued to shovel food into her mouth with the fork.
The three of them settled into a companionable silence as they systematically devoured the entire tray of food.
He glanced over at Cindra, who was licking her plate clean.
A little surprised she didn’t try eating the plate.
Sthuza rose smoothly to return their dishes to the kitchen, leaving him alone with the now stuffed hellhound.
“That was even better than last night’s food, Packmaster,” she said, one clawed hand stroking her bulging belly. “Will we get to eat like this often?”
He smiled at her while considering her question.
If we were just living here, I suppose Sthuza might keep preparing food. But I can’t imagine Meri having anything like this available.
What do her goblins eat? I really hope there’s something other than bugs.
He thought back to their talk about Cindra starving. Or rats.
Thoughts about hungry goblins brought up memories of the ravenous monsters devouring his corpse, provoking a shudder. With a shake of his head to clear his mind, he absently pushed Cindra back as she inched closer.
“I’m not sure,” he replied, going for honesty. Not like I’ve had a lot of practice lying anyway.
“Hopefully we can, Sthuza’s cooking is better than anything I ever ate while human, but the Core, Merideva, has a… simpler home.”
Cindra nodded at that, then tilted her head adorably and stared at him. “Who’s Mary diva?”
Resisting the urge to facepalm, he took a calming breath, smile fixed in place.
“Merideva is the Dungeon Core that I’m bound to. She saved my soul, and I’m grateful to her. I hope that you and Sthuza get along well with her.
“She seems to have had a hard and lonely time, just like the rest of us,” he mumbled, his thoughts returning to the events of just two days ago when she saved him and offered him the chance of a lifetime.
Honestly, given everything that’s happened since I met Sthuza, I don’t think I’d change a thing. My old life was so dull. I’d let my fear of Mother’s death scare me away from even thinking of living.
“Cindra doesn’t enjoy being alone. Life with the Pack is far better, don’t you agree, Snakey?”
Sthuza sighed. “I wish you would not call me that, but yes, life is much more enjoyable when with trusted companions. And likely far safer.”
“Sorry, I forget, Lady Snakes,” the taller woman said, overly solemn.
Gabriel chuckled at that, then broke into a full laugh when Sthuza’s head-snakes all shook their heads in exasperation.
“Well, at least she amuses you, Master.” The gorgon flashed her fangs at him as he struggled to stop laughing.
“Now that we have eaten, it is time to see about equipping your second bonded,” she said, her voice now brooking no distractions.
That got their attention, and they got up to follow Sthuza as she moved to the wardrobe. Having already discovered its spatial enchantment, Gabriel was unsurprised when she opened the door and climbed inside.
Cindra gaped as the elegant woman vanished inside the magical closet, the echo of her feet on wood moving farther away.
She turned to look at him. “Lady Snakes has magic box?”
Gabriel snorted at her phrasing, remembering a classmate going on about a courtesan’s ‘magic box’ on one of his rare trips to the Guild’s tavern.
Upon noticing the curious stare she directed at him, he cleared his throat before replying. “Yes, she does, though I was not aware quite how powerful it is.”
Cindra nodded, her wild mane of gray hair whipping about.
“Do you ever brush your hair?” he asked, taking a moment to inspect the powerfully built woman’s thick hair.
A heartbreaking sadness marred her magnificent face, and he blinked at the sudden change.
“Mother used to brush and braid our hair, Packmaster,” Cindra whispered. “But she’s not here anymore.”
Unable to stand her trembling despair, Gabriel reached out and pulled the impressive, depressed monster girl to him.
Or, he tried to.
She stood limply in front of him, but when he pulled on her shoulder, it felt like trying to drag a boulder. No matter how hard he tried, she never budged.
Just how much does she weigh?
Blinking in surprise as she remained motionless, Gabriel shrugged, then stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her waist. After several seconds Cindra flinched, her posture softening, and her toned arms encircled his chest. He pressed his face against her neck and whispered soothing words to her, just like his mother had years ago.
A polite cough brought them both back to the present, and he blushed, turning around to find Sthuza waiting with a small smile.
Draped over her arm was a suit of leather and bronze armor. “I had forgotten I collected this, Master, but I believe it will be perfect for your furry exhibitionist.”
“Cindra doesn’t rob people!” the hellhound protested, apparently recovered from her earlier melancholy.
The hells? Does she mean extortion? Where would she learn a word like that?
“Yes, yes, not important,” Sthuza said, brushing the misunderstanding aside and presenting the ornate armor.
A one-piece blue-and-black leather suit with decorative bronze reinforcements, the armor carried obvious enchantments. But it didn’t appear anywhere near large enough for the massive woman. At best, the suit might fit Sthuza.
Granted, it might be entertaining to watch her try to squeeze into it, but there’s no way she can wear that. Even the enchantment on my coat shouldn’t let it grow enough for Cindra.
“Is that going to provide her enough protection?” he asked. Leather armor, unless made from exotic monster hides, tended to be less protective than a goblin grass gambeson.
“Of course, Master. This suit is well-enchanted, providing greater protection than mail over a gambeson. It will repair most damage as well, similar to the coat you are wearing. I believe the material is drake hide.
“I have a superior piece in mind that I would prefer to see you wear, but the shape is a touch feminine,” Sthuza said, grinning.
As Cindra took the offering eagerly, he realized that its lines would draw the eyes toward the chest, placing a great emphasis on the bust.
That is looking less and less like armor the longer I look at it.
“Thank you, Lady Snakes!”
Sthuza’s face remained neutral. Green lips quirked to one side as sharp eyes watched the exuberant monster girl dance about, waving her present around.
“Watch out, Cindra!” Sthuza snapped when the hellhound swung too close to Gabriel and nearly clipped his head with a thick bronze plate.
Squatting in embarrassment, Cindra clutched the armor tight against her large breasts and looked up. “Sorry, Packmaster.”
“No worries, I’m glad you’re excited, but I’m afraid that may not fit you,” he said. “You are considerably larger than most women.”
Huge blue eyes teared up instantly, rocking him back in shock.
“Massster!” Sthuza hissed.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Cindra fell to all fours, drowning out any further words with sobbing wails as she dropped her new armor and broke down completely.
Unable to comprehend the sight before him, Gabriel looked to his Prime.
Long fingers pinched between green eyes, and several head-snakes stared at him in shock. Sthuza shook her head and beckoned him over with a free hand.
“What just happened?” he asked, having to lean in close to hear over the earsplitting crying.
Her cries are loud enough to wake the dead!
“While I have not encountered very many of her species, I know enough about them to understand her concerns. She is without a doubt the largest female hellhound I have ever heard of, and I mean that in every way,” Sthuza spat, her voice growing heated toward the end.
“I still don’t understand the problem.”
She drew in a slow breath, exhaled, and continued. “Cindra fears that you will not want to keep her in your ‘Pack’ because she is too large.”
“Why in the world would I do that?”
“Because size is one of the primary factors in determining the value of a male, hellhound wise, and she is several inches taller than you.”
He thought about that, still staring at Sthuza, hoping for more explanation.
“She is taller, stronger, and far heavier than you. She fears rejection for being too masculine. Or rather, for making you appear less masculine by comparison.” Sthuza moved to Cindra’s side after speaking and placed a hand on her shoulder.
Okay, I can see how some guys might do that, but honestly, she’s beautiful. Could do without the fur, but she really is stunning. So what if she’s strong enough to snap me in half?
Gabriel nodded to himself after a moment, having decided on his next action. Several of Sthuza’s snakes warily watched him approach, but she didn’t react as he stepped in close and knelt on Cindra’s other side.
Hope she doesn’t burn me.
He took a deep breath, then leaned in, lifted her chin with one hand, and kissed her.
Cindra surged forward, smashing her lips against his, bruising them on his teeth, and wrapped her arms around him, threatening to squeeze the life from him.
Good thing I took a deep breath first.
Several seconds of awkward lip smashing gave way when Cindra parted hers somewhat, letting his tongue slip inside the wet heat of her mouth.
She tastes like cinnamon? Way hotter than Sthuza, or any human I’ve ever kissed, but it’s not unpleasant.
A low-pitched whine rose up her throat, startling him, and he started to pull back. The affectionate hellhound followed him, pressing close and chasing his retreating tongue with a much larger one.
Oh gods! She could choke me with that thing!
Panic clawed at Gabriel’s mind. Then, faster than he could react, Cindra halted her oral invasion and began playfully teasing, long tongue dancing about. A spicy-sweet flavor spread as she continued exploring.
“Well, that isss one way to sssilence her, Massster,”
His eyes snapped open, widened more when he saw that Cindra’s were similarly open as she stared into his, and then glanced up to the gorgon glaring down at them. Swallowing, his mouth now tingling and tasting of spicy cinnamon, he worked his hands in between them to push Cindra back, but found no purchase save her firm breasts.
How big are they? I can’t find her shoulders.
She moaned as he inadvertently groped her chest. Still, after a moment, she relented and reluctantly pulled back, breaking the sloppy kiss. A viscous trail of saliva connected their mouths for a moment as he gasped for air.
Cindra similarly began to pant, her gray skin flushing darker as she stared at Gabriel with lust-filled eyes. He swallowed hard, and the tingling sensation began to spread toward his center.
“Packmaster wants to mount me now?” she asked breathlessly, one hand moving to cup an enormous breast.
“Perhaps you should try on your armor for now,” Sthuza suggested, having picked it up and now presenting it to her again.
Cindra’s bright-blue eyes finally looked away from him, and his body sagged in relief, as though her gaze had enthralled him.
“Oh, right! Thanks, Snakey,” Cindra said, jumping up and reclaiming the leather and bronze equipment. Then she grabbed the crude robe and pulled it overhead, exposing acres of smooth skin stretched tight over powerful muscles.
“No! Wait,” Sthuza hissed.
Chagrined, Cindra ducked down, still looking larger than Gabriel and then moved behind a folding screen the gorgon must have set up while they were kissing.
It didn’t feel like a long time. How did Sthuza get that out and set up so fast?
Discarding the issue as irrelevant, he focused on slowing his breathing and recovering after the most intense kiss of his life.
“Nice job distracting her. Though I fear you have doomed any chance at not having to mate with her now.”
“You’re not mad?” The last thing he wanted was to upset the amazing woman.
“No, Master, I am not angry. Last night you made excellent progress in convincing me that you are interested and care about my well being,” she said, smiling gently at him. “I am willing to risk trusting that you are sincere in your feelings.
“Please do not prove me mistaken,” she whispered so quietly he would never have heard, if not for his enhanced hearing.
Hard to believe that just last week, I was alone, and now I have two incredible women. Both of whom seem comfortable with the idea of sharing.
“Thanks, Sthuza. I already can’t imagine a life without you, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure neither of you is lonely again.”
Wetness glimmered in her green eyes, but the dressing screen flew across the room, interrupting any reply. They both traced back along its flight path and spotted the now fully clothed and armored hellhound.
Gabriel’s jaw dropped, and his breath caught in his throat as he stared at the stunning display of feminine lethality. Once confident that the suit would never fit, he couldn’t look away from the sight. The sleek suit now stretched taut over Cindra’s muscular physique.
Dark leather accentuated her figure as it hugged her thick hips and made her already impressive bust appear even more substantial. The blue-and-black leather armor fit her like a second skin, and the cinched cords paired perfectly with the thick plates protecting her arms, shoulders, and shins.
Sthuza grinned. “Yes, I thought that would look good on you. I am glad to see it in use again.” She walked around the armored figure, inspecting her from every angle. “It has been far too long since the last wearer fell,” she said, her voice sad, but a small smile still graced her alluring lips.
“Thank you so much, Lady Snakes!” Cindra roared before leaping forward and wrapping the slender gorgon in a bone-snapping embrace.
“Ack! Let me down, you mussscle-brained canine!”
Cindra ignored her protest and cheerfully spun the smaller woman around in circles.
“That looks very nice on you.”
The female behemoth froze. Blue eyes glowing, Cindra fixed him with an intense stare. All thoughts of the tiny figure pressed into her prodigious chest vanished.
“Maybe you should put Sthuza down?” he suggested, grinning up at her.
Cindra blushed, nodded, and dropped her struggling companion back to her feet.
Sthuza spent a moment fixing her ruffled dress. “After seeing how excitable you are, I am having serious second thoughts about providing you with a weapon.”
That’s a different one than she wore last night. Should compliment her on it, it looks fantastic.
“Do I have to use a weapon?” Cindra asked, glancing over at Gabriel.
“You don’t have to, but if you want to fight in that form, and wearing your new armor, you probably should.”
“Okay!”
Sthuza nodded and then moved across the room to one of the piles of haphazardly stacked weapons. “I have just the thing for her. We made it for a fire giant, but she did not use it often, preferring a stupendously oversized hammer.”
“Are you sure she’ll be able to handle something that big?” he asked, worrying. “I’m pretty sure mass plays a—”
“Massster!” she hissed, shocking him into silence.
Oh right. Guess not talking about Cindra’s size extends to her weight.
“And yes, I have no doubt that she will find this sword perfect,” Sthuza said.
She spent several minutes rummaging through the myriad weapons piled together in unstable heaps.
“Is that safe?” he asked, anxiously watching her shifting and poking at gleaming blades, several sliding down to strike the thick rug.
“Hmm? Oh, I am being quite careful, Master,” she replied without turning, casually tossing a dagger over her shoulder.
Cindra sidestepped the flying blade, which sank to the hilt in the stone wall.
“Yes!” Sthuza cheered after discarding several more bejeweled weapons.
Head-snakes thrashed chaotically as she strained against a hilt as long as her arm. Despite her efforts, the sword refused to budge from the center of the pile. She huffed, spat on her hands, and tried to draw the blade again. “Bah, come over and pull this out for me, you big-boobed meathead.”
Without a word of protest at the insult, the larger woman bounded over and wrapped one hand around the red leather grip and tugged. Most of the pile collapsed, sending Sthuza stumbling away, her snakes hissing as they writhed about her head.
With the sword freed, Cindra lifted it up, letting the magical lighting highlight its flawless black blade.
Is that adamantite? It’s got to weigh at least eighty pounds.
“Cindra loves the shiny knife,” she said, swinging the almost seven-foot blade in a lightning-fast blur.
“Pretty sure that’s a greatsword, Cindra, or at least a longsword,” he said, struggling to comprehend her display of raw strength.
“Oh? This is a sword?” She cradled the gleaming weapon in both hands, leaning in close to inspect it.
“Yes, it is, and it is for you, Cindra. Be sure to protect Master with it.”
“Snakey is scary looking but best alpha bitch ever!”
“Cindra!” Gabriel gasped.
“Do not worry yourself, Master. It is a Pack thing,” Sthuza said, her calm tone soothing his outrage.
He nodded and moved closer to inspect the priceless sword, wondering what enchantments the magic-receptive and nearly impervious metal carried.
It looks big enough for a giant, but she was able to control her swing without a hint of strain.
“Do be careful with that. The edges carry an enchantment for sharpness, among other things.”
“Is it really okay to give her all of this? Both the sword and that armor must be worth a fortune,” he whispered, leaning close to Sthuza as they watched his second bonded run through a few more practice swings.
“Of course it is fine,” she said, sounding surprised. “She is your bonded, as am I. Everything I own is now yours, so there should be no issue with equipping her well.”
His brain froze up at her casual statement.
All of this is mine now?
I could sell that sword just for the metal and get enough to live a life of luxury back home. Would she let me sell all of this and abandon the dungeon entirely?
He lost himself in thought as he considered how easy it would be to return to safety back in Lostbarrow and live like a king.
The whole reason I resorted to delving was hoping to score big, and I can’t imagine a bigger score than this. But would it mean abandoning Cindra and Sthuza? Could they live in the city?
And what about Merideva?
He shook his head when he noticed Sthuza gazing at him.
“Are you feeling okay, Master? You looked disturbed.”
“Sorry, I’m fine, it’s just been a series of big shocks over the past week. Guess I wasn’t handling it as well as I thought,” Gabriel said, turning his attention back to the acrobatic hellhound.
“Did you know she had training in swordplay?” he asked, noticing Cindra’s precise strikes and graceful parries.
“I seriously doubt she has any weapons training.”
“You’re kidding, right? Just look at the way she’s moving,” he countered, pointing toward her as she performed a backflip, landing in a perfect high guard pose.
“Despite being as simple as pie, she is a quick learner. I will admit that we were fortunate to find her.”
***
The pair watched for several minutes as the hellhound focused on her moves with a surprising intensity. At first, Cindra performed a simple series of strikes and parries. But, as she continued to practice, the maneuvers on display became more complex. Eventually, Sthuza called out, drawing the panting monster girl’s attention back to her audience.
“What do you think, Packmaster? Cindra is good enough to protect with sword?” She asked, bright eyes locked on him, her dark-skinned features looking vulnerable.
To give himself a moment to consider his answer, Gabriel looked her over, inspecting her armored form. Her figure-hugging leather and bronze armor looked as tightly stretched as when she first put it on. Despite the vigorous activity, there were no signs of damage to the stitching or seams.
Guess the suit’s enchantments do make it fit. That being the case, why is it so tight?
Continuing to study her, Gabriel couldn’t help but notice the lack of footwear and gloves, and he idly wondered if Sthuza had boots prepared as well. He struggled to ignore the way her heavy breathing forced her magnificent bust to rise and fall. Instead, he concentrated on her flushed face as the sweat made her skin glisten.
She’s way too big to be that sexy.
“I believe he found your performance to be more than adequate, Cindra,” Sthuza answered smoothly in his place, an amused smirk twitching at her lips.
“Yay!” Cindra screamed, swinging her sword overhead and nearly striking an ornate magic lamp.
She ducked her head, chagrined, and shot the glaring gorgon a meek smile. “Sorry, Lady Snakes.”
Sthuza let out a small sigh, then shook her head, snakes lashing about. “Forget about it, but please be more aware of what is around you when you swing that weapon. It is quite lethal.”
Tall, gray ears flopped when Cindra nodded.
“Perhaps it is time now to go introduce us to your Dungeon Core?” Sthuza suggested, glancing over to Gabriel. “Or would you like to ssstare at her breassstsss for a while longer?”
That snapped him back to the present. He shook his head, then focused on his bonded gorgon. “Sorry about that, I’m ready now.
“Though I was curious if you were planning on any footwear to go with her armor?” he asked, pointing at the hellhound’s gray feet and her sharp claws.
Sthuza stared at Cindra’s feet for a moment before nodding to herself and returning to the magical wardrobe.
“Yes, Master. I have the perfect pair of boots for her. Thank you for reminding me. I almost forgot to change my own clothes,” she said, already halfway inside the enchanted closet.
“If you would please step out into the hall for a few minutes, Master. Cindra and I will finish getting dressed and meet you there.”
“Okay…” Gabriel said, a little surprised.
I’ve already seen Cindra very naked, and there’s a dressing screen. But it’s not a big deal.
Sibilant whispering teased at his ears as he headed out the enchanted cave entrance.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Not sure how long his bonded would be, Gabriel decided to dive further into the details of his two new allies. A moment of concentration was enough to bring up his Dungeon Interface. A single thought was all it took to switch to a detailed Attributes page for Cindra.
What would the Guild pay to have a Soulstone that provides this much information?
He quickly forgot his initial intention to skim over the main points when he saw just how much there was to read about the busty young hellhound.
Cindra
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Seruuberc Hellhound)
Sex: Female
Age: 19
Soul Essence: 1245
Bonded Monster to Gabriel Grimm
Upgrades: 0
Threat Rating: A
The list of her attributes alone was a full ‘page’ of his display, and Gabriel marveled at the precise nature of everything presented. It had fewer total entries than Sthuza’s, but he could read these.
Focus on something, and the Interface brings up a more detailed view of it.
Reading the description of stamina and its influence on spellcasting, he made a mental note to check how his improved physical stats might affect his magic.
Mind more focused on his bonded at the moment, he switched pages to read through the social and habitat sections. Hopefully, he could find something to help avoid any more embarrassing blunders like the weight issue.
It’s still insane that she can control a sword that heavy. I need to get Sthuza to explain that better.
No sooner than he’d thought to check if the entry on hellhounds included anything about their shapeshifting, the portal spiraled open again, and the two beautiful monsters stepped through. “Hello, Master, did you miss us?” Sthuza purred seductively, drawing his attention.
Not confident in his ability to speak, he stared at the pair. Both now wore figure-hugging leathers, and he nodded slowly while drinking in their irresistible beauty, committing their perfect forms to memory. Sthuza’s was a lovely green-and-white ensemble while Cindra still wore her too-tight leather armor but now had a matching helmet strapped to her waist.
Cindra’s sole accessory was the sword strapped to her back, while Sthuza wore a belt with several pouches and had a stylish green satchel slung over her shoulder. Both women grinned at his wordless stare, shifting about and posing.
If I took them into the Guild tavern, it would drive every guy mad with envy.
“You were right, Snakey!” Cindra yelled, drawing an echoing hissing from her shorter companion.
Sthuza spun to face Cindra, sending the long, split skirts twirling about her slender legs. The gorgon glared up into bright-blue eyes. “What we talked about is secret, specifically from Master. Do you remember that?”
“Cindra…” the hellhound said, trailing off when she saw the gorgon’s glare intensify. “I remember. I’m sorry.”
“Much better,” Sthuza said, her harsh look softening before she turned to Gabriel. “Now, I believe we are ready to meet Lady Merideva.”
He swallowed at the lump in his throat, then nodded.
“Sounds good. Should I lead the way?” he asked, unsure if she would already know where to go.
“She is in the Domain Management room on the fourth floor, yes?”
“I guess so. It has a large black altar and an alcove behind it where the Crystal sat.”
“Then, yes, I know the way.”
Turning to Cindra, she gestured for the hellhound to go ahead.
“She will take the lead, while I stay in the rear and watch your back.”
With a shrug, Gabriel agreed, and the trio began retracing the route back toward the surface. Cindra occasionally stopped, turning back to the green-skinned woman, and Sthuza would instruct her which way to head.
They spent most of the trip in silence, all three alert to the potential of hostile monsters, memory of the arachne ambush still fresh in their minds. The quiet gave him ample opportunities to pay attention to the athletic hellhound’s shapely ass as she led the way.
Those boots look crazy impractical. But then so did Estrial’s. Although, the elf’s didn’t make her butt look nearly as good.
Unable to avoid staring at the gorgeous woman in front, Gabriel shot a few furtive glances at his bonded gorgon. He couldn’t help admiring the similar effect her elaborate outfit and high heels were having on her more slender body.
One is the living embodiment of female athleticism, the other a perfect image of noble grace. Maybe I really died, and this is Celestia?
Feeling far safer than on his journey down, Gabriel let his mind wander. Mostly fantasizing about how eager the two beauties acted toward being with him. So it was a jarring surprise when Sthuza grabbed his arm, her sharp claws pricking his skin.
“There are undead nearby, Massster,” she hissed quietly, her agile tongue tickling his ear as she leaned in close to warn him.
Gabriel straightened instantly, and she released her hold, pointing to their companion.
Cindra’s head swiveled side to side, her triangular ears twitching as she listened for sounds he couldn’t catch. On closer inspection, he noticed her cute button nose scrunched up, her sour expression suggesting she smelled something foul.
Afraid to make any noise given how silent his two bonded were, Gabriel held his breath and strained to detect anything advancing. So focused on trying to hear something in the imposing silence, he flinched when the hellhound let out a rumbling growl from deep in her throat.
Sthuza glanced at him, drawing her bow from the enchanted pouch at her belt. “They were tracking us. I fear we cannot avoid them.” She turned her attention back to Cindra. “How many are there?”
“I smell a dozen corpses at least. Think they’re all coming from the front.”
“Well, I would prefer not to take on such odds so early on. At least not without transforming, but we do what we must.”
“Wait, why can’t you?” he asked, surprised by her harsh expression.
“When you healed the dog, you thoroughly depleted my mana reserves. If I attempt to shift, either for the greater strength or to release the spell seal on my gaze, I could wind up too exhausted to fight,” Sthuza said, her words blameless and straightforward.
Damn. Didn’t know I could tap my bonded for power. Is that safe? Mana depletion can be lethal. Need to be more cautious next time.
“I will try to pick off as many as I can, while the walking rug cuts off their approach. I do not wish to tell you what to do, Master, but any support magic you have to help her would be beneficial here,” she said quickly. She nocked a black arrow, holding the bow ready but not fully drawn.
A few seconds later, Gabriel heard the approaching enemies, and almost immediately after, he smelled them as well.
No wonder she was wrinkling her nose. That’s the worst stench I’ve ever smelled. And her nose is way more sensitive.
“Ah, I was correct,” a wheezing, scratchy voice called out, its sinister tone clawing at his ears. Stepping around the cave bend was a squad of ten shambling zombies, followed closely by several more pale-skinned undead.
“Not good, Massster,” Sthuza hissed sharply. “Those are ghasts. Their poisonous claws are a serious threat.”
Shit.
He’d studied undead at the Academy; they were a common enough threat that the subject was essential for any magic users or adventurers. But he clearly hadn’t paid enough attention.
He’d assumed the monsters were mere ghouls.
Wish they were ghouls, but I can’t imagine Sthuza being mistaken about that. Silver weapons would be great right about now.
The ten rotting corpses upfront formed a line and plodded toward Gabriel and his bonded.
“Same plan?” he asked, keeping his voice steady, hoping to inspire confidence in his allies.
“Yes, Master,” she said, taking aim at one of the shambling zombies and releasing.
The black-feathered arrow flew true, crossing in a flash and sinking to the fletching in the Zombie’s left eye socket. That one dropped lifelessly to the hard stone, but the others took it as the signal to attack. Nine rotting corpses broke into a shuffling run toward them.
“Kill the females, we’ll take the male back to our mistress,” the rearmost ghast said, haughtily. It was the same foul voice that had spoken earlier.
“Yeah, forget that plan. How about you all leave before we make you re-dead!” Gabriel called out, then dove deep inside and began weaving magic.
Need to keep them from getting their paralytic poison into Cindra, and I’d rather not test her new armor in this dangerous of a fight.
His first spell decided, he impatiently formed the glyphs as he channeled mana through his arcane conduit and into a simple haste spell. Careful not to rush it too fast and squander his meager energy reserves, he empowered each symbol as thoroughly as possible, the spell circle coalescing in front of him.
Gabriel fought down the urge to act sooner when he saw the zombies fall on Cindra in a wave of rotting flesh, trusting his bonded to protect herself long enough for him to support her.
She waited until they seemed too close, then brought her massive sword around in a sweeping strike that cut three unsuspecting undead in half.
Their distended bellies popped, thick coils of rotting intestines tumbling out. Unfortunately, being cleaved in two at the waist didn’t destroy them, and Gabriel gasped when one of the legless monsters latched onto her leather boots.
It was a terrible mistake. Cindra growled furiously, drew her sword on the backswing to keep the other zombies at bay, and stomped down on the grasping creature’s rotten head.
It popped like an overripe melon under a wagon wheel. Foul, blackish gore splattered up Cindra’s boot and the dark-blue leather armor, eliciting another outraged roar.
“Don’t make nice clothes dirty!” she howled, kicking the offending corpse again and hurling it across the tunnel to slam against the cave wall.
The cloying stench of their gangrenous flesh washed over Gabriel then, poisoning the air he breathed.
Another black arrow flew past Cindra’s head. It took the closest ghast in the mouth, causing it to reel back, but it continued stalking the outnumbered swordswoman.
The spell finishing startled Gabriel. Worry for his bonded had distracted him, but he quickly released the magic. Confident in the casting, he threw himself into another spell.
He reached out through the Weave again and found his target. A single brush of the fiery presence within the coordinate system of reality confirmed Cindra’s location. Within seconds, he erected the beginnings of a shield spell around her robust form. It wouldn’t be as strong as one interwoven with a physical anchor. But he’d take anything he could get to protect the brave warrior from those foul claws.
Another strong presence drew his attention through the Weave, and he recoiled in horror when he brushed against it with his magical senses. Foul, life-hating, and filled with unending ambition, the presence was sickening. Gabriel steadied himself and tracked it back to its physical body.
Still in the rear of the attacking monsters, dressed in what was no doubt once luxurious black finery, was a potent ghast spellcaster.
Shit. Starting to wish I’d taken the time to spell duel when I had the chance.
Realizing that the fight was even farther from won, Gabriel bit his lip till he tasted blood, his full attention on perfecting his current spell.
“Ah, the Dungeon Master is a mage,” the horrid figure cackled. “Yes, the mistress will be very pleased with us. You may devour the others as you wish, but do not kill the male.”
The voice sent a shiver down his spine, but only hardened his resolve to win and protect his new bonded.
This might not be the life I’d planned, but I will not let these necrotic assholes steal it away from me!
He split his focus between weaving the strongest shield spell he could and monitoring the undead mage’s spellcasting. Upon casting his magic, a glowing barrier shimmered into reality around Cindra. At the same time, he recognized the undead mage’s spell.
A large area shield? Guess he figures they can overwhelm us in melee.
Not willing to waste any time, he wove the glyphs to form an Aetheric Lance, working in several layers of magic-piercing to test the ghast’s barrier. Combining spell effects on the fly was not something he’d practiced often. It took all of his concentration to make sure the spell didn’t unravel. Bit by bit, the discordant glyphs merged into a single spell circle, bright sigils emitting a harsh blue illumination on the vicious battle.
Cindra whipped her greatsword with incredible grace, but still faced eight undead, including two of the far more dangerous ghasts, and was hard-pressed to avoid harm.
One of the snarling ghasts lashed out, sharp talons causing her barrier to flicker and dim. Gabriel cursed his inability to measure the shield’s remaining strength. Cursing gave way to a startled gasped when the Interface interpreted that as an appeal for more info.
A translucent green and black pane appeared before his eyes and reported the shield was still at fifty percent strength.
That’ll be a useful feature. Assuming I survive this.
Confident that his spell would protect her, at least long enough to finish another spell or two, he redoubled his effort to defeat the ghast’s defenses.
It depleted his mana pool noticeably. Still, he’d held the spell together, and a grim smile spread across his face as he released the pulsating spell circle and watched it lash out.
A violet javelin, the size of Cindra’s sword materialized in front of him. It crackled with reddish lightning and launched forward, slamming into the ghast’s domed shield.
The missile shattered several of the hazy gray hexagons forming the formidable barrier and punched through. Just as Gabriel was preparing to cheer, one of the other ghasts jumped in front of the weakened lance.
While not the target he’d wanted, the spell construct detonated upon striking the ghast. It unleashed all of its remaining fury into the vile undead. The stench of week-old fish mixed with sauteed maggots and rotten teeth filled the air as arcane energy flash-fried putrid flesh.
“Most impressive, but ultimately futile. You will submit to the mistress,” the mage rasped, its voice growing more irritating with every word.
Gabriel gasped for breath, swaying on his feet from the massive expenditure of mana and disappointment from the near miss.
“Do not falter, Master,” Sthuza called out, her voice loud and confident, punctuated by an arrow darting through the still damaged barrier.
Her shot struck the boastful undead in the shoulder. The missile drew disgusting coughing from the monster, which returned its attention to restoring the damaged spell.
She said something else, but Gabriel couldn’t understand her, his attention drawn to a pair of ghasts that slipped past the vicious sword-swinging monster girl.
One of them took an arrow to the head and performed an impromptu backflip, landing badly, and rolled on the ground. The other exited the dome, rushing at him.
Busy fighting the urge to flee, Gabriel blindly grasped at the first spell to come into his mind. Glyphs he’d never seen before swirled around him in a rapid spiral, quickly shifting into a complex spell circle, and he stared at his now glowing hand.
How did I cast that so fast?
The sharp talons stretching toward him startled him from his stupor. He completed the spell, then watched in awe and horror as a purple-black cloud poured from his extended hand. The cloud split and thickened into tendrils of destruction that shredded the undead in a split second.
The ghast wailed in agony, its rotting corpse exploding into puffs of thick red mist as the shadowy substance embraced it.
A sharp inhale of breath from behind him switched Gabriel’s concern to Sthuza, but she shouted for him to direct his attack on the enemy mage.
Looking at the amorphous cloud of death, he reached out mentally and commanded it to move.
It flowed chaotically through the air, forming dozens of writhing purple-black tentacles that converged to strike a single shimmering gray hexagon.
The ghast began muttering, desperate to reinforce his damaged barrier. His words quickly disappeared beneath the cacophony of the oily gas cloud as it battered the shield relentlessly.
Gabriel watched unblinking until his knees struck painfully against the stone floor, and he realized he’d collapsed from exhaustion. Strong hands grasped his shoulders, and he leaned back against the comforting form of his Prime-bonded.
She clung to him, the pair of them watching in fascinated dread at the panicked ghast’s impending death.
The tile shattered, and a dozen shadowy ribbons darted through the opening, spearing into the undead monster’s body. The necrotic mage screamed, his raspy voice filled with terror and pain.
Sthuza and Gabriel both flinched when purple-black flowers exploded out of the decomposing body in a twisted parody of springtime lilies. A thick spray of vile gore shot out, coating the inside of the glowing shield.
With no host to anchor the spell, it unraveled, releasing its grotesque coating to splatter in a circle around the few remaining undead. Which Cindra promptly tore into with her adamantite sword, showing no regard for the charnel display.
The final ghast looks terrified.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Reaching behind him to pull the shivering gorgon into his arms, Gabriel watched as Cindra systematically dismantled every enemy that still moved. Then she stood motionless like a gory statue. Surrounded by over a dozen dismembered corpses, sword tip resting on the ground, she turned to face him.
“Thank you, Cindra—” he said, trailing off when the hulking monster girl collapsed in the center of the gory carnage.
“Cindra!” he screamed hoarsely, his heart leaping into his throat.
Sthuza’s firm grip held him in check when he tried to rise and go to her.
“Calm yourself, Master,” she breathed, several head-snakes caressing his face tenderly when she pulled him close.
“She is okay. It is her nature, not their poison.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“Sorry, Master. I thought you were aware that she is something of a berserker. Hellhounds make ferocious warriors, but they are quite aggressive. And will push themselves hard to protect what they have claimed.”
He stared blankly at his bonded.
“So she can’t control herself in combat?” he asked, suddenly worried that taking the powerful hellhound in might not have been the best idea.
Sthuza shook her head. “No, she is not a threat, if that is what you fear. Cindra is the type of warrior that commits every ounce of their body and will to offense.
“Combined with the exhaustion she is still experiencing after your magical healing, it was too much for even her body,” the gorgon explained.
“She will make an excellent fighter for now, but you will need to find a more skilled guardian to guard you and the rest of your bonded. I fear defense will never be her strong suit.”
Gabriel nodded at her simple explanation. “Thanks, I didn’t want to regret bonding her, but the legends about berserkers aren’t flattering.”
“Not to fear, Master. I will keep a careful watch on her training and ensure she fights with as much awareness as her small mind can manage,” Sthuza said, a grim smile on her face.
Yeah, not sure I like how she phrased that.
Still shaken after the close call and the sinister spell he’d used, Gabriel closed his eyes and lay back for a moment, letting his racing heart slow.
“About that last spell you cast, Master.”
He shivered, recalling the unsettling experience. “Yeah, it terrified me too.”
Because he’d formed the spell so quick, he hadn’t noticed at the time. But as he thought back on it, he’d sensed an alien presence guiding him.
“Please be careful before attempting to use that magic again. I did not recognize it, but there was a wrongness to it,” she said, leaning close against him.
“You won’t get any arguments from me. The glyphs that formed it were hard to see, but I’m confident I didn’t know any of them a few days ago.”
Exhaling forcefully, Gabriel stood and pulled the gorgon to her feet beside him.
“Okay, Sthuza, it’s high time we get back to Merideva. I’m sure she’s freaking out by now.”
Nodding, Sthuza followed him over to check on the slumped form of his second bonded. He knelt next to her, careful to avoid the blood-splattered greatsword, and reached out to brush gore-soaked hair from her breathtaking face.
She looks more sophisticated when asleep.
Chuckling to himself, he stroked Cindra’s cheek while calling her name. It took less than a minute for her to respond, and his shoulders loosened as the stress of the abrupt battle released his body.
“Packmaster happy with Cindra?” she asked quietly. At least compared to her normal speech.
“Yes, your performance thrilled Packmaster, my wild berserker beauty,” Gabriel said, a broad grin splitting his face as he gazed into those large, glowing blue eyes.
Her bashful smile flashed sharp canines, and he moved his hand lower, offering to pull Cindra to her feet.
Her embarrassed face sank, rapidly shifting to humiliation, and she pulled away, scooting back.
He blinked at her before it dawned on him.
Shit, she’s very self-conscious about her weight, isn’t she?
Fixing his smile more thoroughly, he stepped toward her and reached out again. “Time to get to your feet, Cindra. Don’t leave me hanging.”
Wide, tearful eyes stared up at him for long seconds before she tentatively grasped his hand.
With all of his strength focused on pulling the deceptively heavy young woman up, Gabriel surprised them both by successfully helping her stand. Continuing the motion, he pulled her close and wrapped an arm around the filthy woman and put his mouth as close as he could to her wolf-like ears.
“You’re worrying about nothing, Cindra. I like you just the way you are,” he whispered, eliciting a shocked whine from her.
“Packmaster not… doesn’t think I’m too big?” she asked, sounding more like a frightened child than a six-foot-six monster girl.
“Nope, you’re awesome,” Gabriel replied, reaching up and scratching one ear. “Now, let’s get moving. I want to show you both off to Merideva. We’ll shock the pink out of that Core.”
“Showing up with a pair of high-ranked monsters bonded to you should be quite a surprise for your young Dungeon Core, Master,” Sthuza said, joining them.
***
They encountered two roaming bands of orc warriors as they continued toward Meri’s room. The first one, twelve strong, was large enough that Gabriel worried about their chances.
Then Cindra cleaved the first two in half with a single strike.
He’d forgotten just how powerful the blows from her stupendous sword were. While fighting against those undead, she’d been struggling to keep their claws from carving into her. But against opponents that relied as heavily on brute force as she did, the hellhound was an unstoppable whirlwind of destruction. Without enchanted weapons or armor, they had no defense against her powerful strikes.
He didn’t even bother casting a spell against them. With the orcs fearlessly charging into the meat grinder that was his second bonded, they lasted almost a minute. The next band to stumble into their path served as nothing more than a minor interruption to their tranquil journey.
When they ascended to the fourth floor, it surprised Gabriel to find a lone goblin standing watch.
The diminutive male raised a sharpened wood spear toward them confidently, then froze, his yellow eyes bugging out when he noticed Sthuza.
“It dooms us! Stony death comes for all!” he screeched, throwing down his spear and fleeing toward Meri’s room, a thin trail of wetness marking his passage.
Sthuza glanced over to him, her perfect lips scrunching to one side in a cute smirk.
“That does not bode well for our new Core, Master,” she said, humor coloring her voice.
“No, it doesn’t—” he replied, cut off by a loud baying.
A huge hound raced past him, her loud barks echoing painfully in the tight confines of the cave.
“Cccindra, come back here, you ssstupid, gah,” the gorgon hissed. A glance showed head-snakes hissing and spitting, all glaring after the sprinting hellhound.
“What the hells just happened?” he asked hesitantly.
She shook her head, sighed, and started forward again.
“That boobs-for-brains furball got too excited seeing the goblin flee, and her more bestial instincts triggered.”
“So, she’s hunting him?”
“Yes.”
“We’re not going to make a great first impression, are we?” he asked, sighing and moving to walk alongside the slender gorgon.
“No, Master, we will not.”
After turning the final corner, they saw the heavy wooden door leading to the room where Gabriel’s life changed so drastically. They soon heard several more voices join the screeching guard’s.
“Perhaps I should go first and try to calm them.”
“Yes, that would probably be for the best.”
He picked up his pace, rubbed his face with both hands, and stepped into the dimly lit stone chamber.
“Hello, honey, I’m home,” he called out cheekily, drawing five sets of beady goblin eyes to him.
The comically massive hellhound had Cuix and the others pinned beneath her in a writhing pile of filthy goblin flesh.
A deep-blue glow flashed from behind the dark altar, and Gabriel looked over just in time to see the source come bolting through the air to slam into his stomach, blasting the breath from his lungs.
“Gabriel! The high-pitched voice screamed. A strange crying sound echoed oddly alongside her scream.
“Save me, please! I’m sorry for whatever I did that drove you away, just please protect me from that demon!” she rambled incoherently.
“Calm down, Meri, I’m back, and that ‘demon’ is one of my bonded,” he said, chuckling.
He reached up and clasped her smooth sphere with both hands, holding her tight against his chest as she shivered, her voice nothing more than wracking sobs.
Whispering soft assurances that she was safe, it took him several minutes to calm the distraught Dungeon Core. The whole time, he stared mercilessly at the writhing pile of goblins. He ignored their desperate beseeching for salvation, a small smirk tugging at his cheek when Cuix focused her big, tear-filled eyes on him.
“Big Boss Guy? You is alive? Please save us too!” she cried, drawing the Core’s attention back to the present.
The hellhound on top of the female goblin yipped at her, then began licking Cuix’s face with a tongue as wide as his hand.
He relaxed his hold on the glowing orb when it stopped shaking uncontrollably, then watched as it floated back a foot and turned like it was looking at him.
“You actually bonded that huge monster?” she asked, incredulous.
Gabriel’s grin widened, and he nodded. A chuckle escaped after he spotted the foul pool spreading around the pinned monsters. “Yep. That’s Cindra. She’s my second bonded. my Prime is waiting outside in the apparently vain hope that the goblins wouldn’t soil your room.”
“Two bonded?” Meri said, sounding flabbergasted. Then she wobbled side to side before floating back.
“Of course, my chosen Dungeon Master would come back with worthy monsters. I had complete faith that you’d succeed wonderfully. No less than I expected,” she boasted haughtily before letting out a strange, arrogant laugh.
He stared at the hovering orb as it shifted from deep blue to bright pink.
“It’s only to be expected that you’d bring back servants worthy of serving my amazing self,” she said after finishing her creepy laughter.
“Really? I am quite surprised at your reaction to the return of your ‘chosen Dungeon Master,’ Lady Merideva,” Sthuza called out. Her cold, cultured voice drew Gabriel’s gaze to her as the sleek gorgon entered the room, moving gracefully to his side.
The Dungeon Core froze in midair, her color shifting to the deepest blue Gabriel had ever seen.
“Th… s… a… gorgon!” Merideva screamed, her normally chipper voice filled with even more terror than before his entry.
“I thought you were waiting out there to let me calm her down first,” he said, turning his head to meet Sthuza’s smirking face.
“That was the plan, Master. But I could hardly stand back and listen to this upstart Core belittle your accomplishments,” she said calmly, her snakes swaying as they observed everyone. “And as to your comment, yes, Lady Merideva, I am a greater gorgon, Sthuza Slytheria, Prime-bonded of Gabriel Grimm.”
Seeming to snap out of her paralysis, the Core slowly moved closer to Gabriel, acting like no one could see her stuttering movements.
“You, honestly bonded with such powerful monsters?” she whispered, still edging closer.
“Yes, and while I’d have preferred a more reasonable introduction for them, I’m grateful to have found them both. With Sthuza and Cindra, I might be able to hunt down Estrial and recover the crystal, if she hasn’t already sold it.”
Sthuza shook her head and stepped closer, turning to face both her master and her new Core. “There is no point in risking ourselves for a mere Domain Crystal, Master.”
Meri made a sputtering noise but went silent at a harsh glare from the gorgon.
“If these goblins are the full extent of Lady Merideva’s defenses, save for your contributions, of course,” Sthuza said, nodding at Gabriel. “Then we put her at dire risk from any adventurers that stumble upon her. Or even hostile monsters like those arachne.”
Meri whimpered. “Arachne? Where?”
“Hmm, I hadn’t thought about that. I know the reputation of the dungeon back in the city was that it’s dying. Most advised not to bother delving beyond the third floor,” he muttered, pausing for a moment. “Do you think others might explore this hidden section like Estrial did?”
She nodded, causing her alert head-snakes to undulate. “I cannot say whether anyone would directly target the Core, but without proper defenses, I am most uncomfortable with any of us leaving her Domain.”
“But, I have to have that crystal!” the distraught Core wailed.
Sthuza’s sharp face softened as she looked down at the sniffling blue orb. “I sympathize with your fears young one, and I know it will create many hardships for us until you can create a replacement, but the safer play for all of us is to focus on defense.
“Manually replacing the monsters slain by adventurers will be taxing, but you have both Master and myself to assist you.”
Instead of calming her, that only set the glowing orb off, her sobs growing louder, causing Cindra’s large head to lift as she looked over.
“Glowing Stone Lady hurt?” she growled.
“Shh, it’s all right, Meri,” Gabriel said. “Sthuza has a great deal of experience and will help us out. We’ll be fine before you know it.”
Merideva’s wailing grew louder still, causing him to wince back in shock.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, watching as the orb sputtered and wobbled.
She sniffed a few more times, calming down. “I-I’m not the real Dungeon Core!”
Sthuza stiffened, her emerald eyes hardening as she glared at the small orb.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Gabriel turned to face his Prime. “What’s wrong?”
“You lied to him? You tricked usss?” Sthuza hissed angrily. All of her snakes rose up, poised and ready to strike.
Before he could interject, Meri darted away, the dark-blue orb leaving a line of glowing light as she soared back into the small alcove concealed behind the altar.
“Merideva, you need to explain what you mean,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm and level.
“What ssshe meansss isss we are all doomed, Massster,” the angry gorgon spat.
“I need a little more than that to go on.”
Sthuza huffed, a move echoed by her head-snakes, which brought a faint smile to his face, then took a deep breath and seemed to calm herself. She shot a sharp glance toward the cowering Core. “Lady Merideva is not the Core in charge of this dungeon, which means she is an intruder, and incapable of controlling any aspects of the dungeon at large.”
“Wait, she’s not? Then who is?”
Sthuza sighed and turned away, her green eyes glistening. “I fear my joy at the demise of that arrogant blowhard was a touch premature.”
At a momentary loss for words, he hesitated for only a second before moving to his Prime and pulling her into a tight embrace, a creeping sense of despair burgeoning in his mind.
“I’m so sorry, Sthuza,” he whispered, cradling her cool face to his neck and rubbing her back. “That’s my fault. I didn’t get her to explain things. When Merideva said she was the Core, and you mentioned that pompous one, hoping he’d died, I assumed that was what happened.”
After having witnessed her incredible strength multiple times, Gabriel’s mind froze at how fragile the slender gorgon felt in his arms. He suddenly realized the growing sense of despair was not his. It was the crushing emotional tide washing over the terrified monster girl and flowing to him through their bond.
I can’t stand seeing her so distraught. Her or Meri, but what can I do?
Still stroking her back soothingly, he held Sthuza as she sobbed, her voice muffled in the collar of his coat.
Content to let Sthuza release her sadness, and unwilling to pressure her, he glanced over to check on his other bonded. The hellhound was still aggressively licking the pinned goblins.
Sort of disgusting that she’s licking them, but magic will clean almost anything. And it’s worth the mana to see them squirm.
Gabriel was careful not to let his amusement at the unreliable minions’ suffering disturb the sobbing gorgon. Instead, he focused on comforting her until she calmed several minutes later.
“Okay, my elegant Prime, you need to explain this situation to me,” he whispered in her pointed ear.
Sthuza nodded fractionally. Dozens of green eyes watched him as several head-snakes coiled protectively about her. “As I was saying, the previous Core, whose name has no doubt changed many times since I last served him, must still rule the dungeon and has merely forsaken this branch. Which most likely allowed your savior to take over here.”
“But, didn’t you say Merideva couldn’t control any aspects of the dungeon? If she rules here, doesn’t that just mean she needs to expand?” he asked.
“No, Master,” Sthuza replied sadly. “That is why she wanted the Domain Crystal. If she had usurped it from the dungeon’s controller, she would have become the true ruler of the entire region of the dungeon bound to that crystal.
“Which would include at least two or three complete floors. More than enough for Lady Merideva to establish herself here.”
Gabriel’s heart dropped into his stomach at that revelation.
Shit. That sounds very similar to ‘we’re screwed.’
Distracted by his inner thoughts, he didn’t notice when the hellhound climbed off her pile of prostrated chew toys and stalked over to him. Sthuza tried to shoo the ten-foot-long canine away. But sensing her master’s despair, Cindra pushed up against him, rubbing her furry muzzle against his side.
He returned to the present with a start as he stumbled back, almost falling on his ass from her forceful snuggling.
“Packmaster will fix everything,” she growled, nodding her enormous head for a moment before returning to aggressively rubbing against him.
Her faith in him was staggering, and Gabriel idly cast a low-cost cleaning spell on her as he pondered her words.
Can I? Merideva wanted me to chase after Estrial. Didn’t Torrik mention it might take a few weeks to find the right buyer? Maybe we could steal it back before then.
Without her gaze, Sthuza is weaker than she could be. But between her and Cindra, plus my far more potent magic, could we overpower those traitors?
Yeah, we can do this.
“You’re right, Cindra. I’ll fix this, but I’m going to need you and Sthuza at my side.”
The gorgon, still cuddled tight to his chest, stirred at his claim. Though, her movement was barely noticeable against the far more demonstrative hellhound’s.
No longer content to rub against him, Cindra leapt up, tackling the pair and slamming him back painfully against the stone tiles. An immense, luminescent blue tongue lapped sloppily at his face, threatening to drown him in hellhound drool.
This would be far more traumatizing if her spit wasn’t so sweet and spicy.
“Cindra, stop that, you’re—” he cried before her energetic tongue lashed by at the wrong time, and the huge muscle slipped into his mouth.
I’m going to choke to death on her tongue!
Not seeming to notice his sudden panic, she kept rubbing against him, her tongue flexing and flopping as she tried to keep licking without withdrawing.
Gabriel struggled for several seconds before dislodging the muscular appendage. He spat out a mouthful of cinnamon-flavored hellhound slobber and took several deep gasping breaths.
Likely mistaking his labored panting for a reaction to her scent, the massive monster recoiled from him, whimpering pitifully and backing into a corner.
He blinked, bewildered by the sudden reversal, and flinched when a small snake nipped at his cheek.
“What was that for?” Looking down, he saw Sthuza shaking her head in exasperation.
“Massster, you truly are a natural at offending the mutt,” she hissed.
“What did I do this time? I thought she was going to choke me to death with her tongue!”
“Honestly now, you should have at least realized that how long you can hold your breath has increased, Master. You would have been fine for several more minutes. Though I confess, I would not wish to ‘make out’ with her in that form either.”
Sthuza calmed as she spoke, and the gorgon was now gazing up at him from where she sat, still curled in his protective embrace.
“Okay, good point, but still, what did I do?”
She snickered. “You were sniffing her quite aggressively. I imagine she is now worried you think she smells foul. In most cases, I would agree with that assessment, if not for your thorough cleansing of that despicable fur.”
“I wasn’t sniffing her, just trying to get fresh air back into my lungs!”
“Packmaster doesn’t hate scent?” Cindra growled, her rumbling voice hopeful.
“No, you smell wonderful. Like the incense used at the Temple of Justice,” he said without considering his words.
Sthuza and all of her snakes glared up at him again.
“What?”
“You sssound a bit too eager to talk about a lady’sss ssscent, Massster.”
Gabriel blinked down at the glaring green eyes. “I’m not sure what to say to that. More importantly, we can make this work if you and Meri can explain what exactly we are dealing with.”
Sthuza took a steadying breath, then sinuously shifted and climbed to her feet before pulling him up to join her. She shot him a fang-baring smile, her reptilian eyes studying him.
“What’s with that look?”
She chuckled. “Nothing, Master. Just thinking I rather like this more confident version of you.”
Gabriel smiled at her and nodded. “Good, I intend to step up and be the best DM I can.”




CHAPTER TWENTY

Sthuza’s dark-green lips formed a teasing smirk. “So, Master, do you have a plan to save us from this disaster?”
“Yes,” Gabriel said.
Sthuza snickered, but her vertical pupils flashed at his words. She raised one curved eyebrow. “Would you care to share this plan with your bonded?”
“Yeah, but first, Cindra needs to calm down, and you need to step away so I can check on Meri.”
That drew a pitiful whine from one bonded, and a soft sigh from the other, but both monster girls did as he asked. He smiled at them, then moved around the black altar to look at the Core’s hidey-hole.
Gabriel squatted down to spot the shivering orb. “I’m not going to yell at you, Merideva. But you need to come out here and explain what is going on so we can decide how to solve our problems.”
Sniffling sounds echoed from the small alcove, and to his surprise, Gabriel found that what he thought was a shelf or storage space was ten times deeper than its foot wide entrance.
“Your bonded hate me,” she muttered, her voice weak as she floated out of hiding.
“That’s not true,” he assured her. “They don’t know you yet, and we are all having to deal with some significant changes recently.
“I’m sure you’ll get along great with them once you all get to know each other.”
The dim deep-blue crystal brightened slightly at that, its shivering becoming less noticeable.
“You still… want to be my DM?” she asked, a hiccuping sob interrupting her quiet words.
“Of course.”
I have a choice?
He smiled, knowing he’d said the right thing when she shifted from a soft blue to a warm yellow. Glowing brighter, though still dimmer than he was used to, the Core cut through the air. It slammed into his chest, rubbing against him as desperately as Cindra moments before.
Not exactly the response I expected, but I can work with this.
Chuckling, he cradled the still sniffling orb and spent several quiet moments gently rubbing her flawless surface.
“Feeling better?” he asked after her sobbing subsided.
“Yes, I’m sorry about that, Gabriel Grimm.”
“It’s okay. We’re both learning to work together, right?”
“Yeah, we’re the best team ever!” she said, drastically more enthusiastic than seconds before.
She… she’s like a child, isn’t she?
Still carrying the polished stone that served as her body, which now glowed pink, Gabriel walked back around the blood-stained altar and faced his two bonded.
Sthuza stood with her refined grace on full display, and while Cindra still looked barely tamed, she lined up in humanoid form next to the shorter gorgon.
“Wait… how are you still wearing your armor?” he asked, eyes wide as he gawked at the armored hellhound.
Sthuza chuckled throatily while Cindra twirled from side to side, obviously thrilled at having her Packmaster’s gaze focused on her.
“As I said before, that suit belonged to a similar warrior. The woman who wore it before the hound was not furred, but she was a capable shapeshifter and thus required armor which could shift with her.”
He blinked at that revelation, then smiled at the pair before him. “Awesome. Thanks again, Sthuza. That’ll make it much easier for her to fight, won’t it?”
“Yep, Packmaster! Cindra can fight back and forth, except she can’t carry the big knife when she doesn’t have hands,” the beaming hellhound said in her rich contralto.
“It isss a sssword, you… boob monssster.”
Cindra and Gabriel both dropped their gazes to the breasts in question, one looking on in confusion, the other swallowing as he stared.
He cleared his throat. “Anyway, we need to find out what is going on with the dungeon, and then we’ll go after the stolen crystal just as Meri wanted.”
Still held tight against his chest, the Dungeon Core emitted a muffled sound. When she didn’t repeat it, he continued, directing his attention to his bonded.
“When she first told me to hunt down Estrial and steal it back, I thought she was crazy. Not sure if I explained it, but Estrial’s a renowned elven sorceress with a veteran party.
“I refused to consider the idea. I knew I’d never stand a chance hunting her with only goblins for support, even with my new dungeon-boosted abilities.”
Sthuza nodded her snake-topped head in understanding. “But you were unaware of the ability to bond monsters to you and never imagined that you could increase your effective power in so short a time.”
“Exactly. With both of you helping me, maybe we can catch Estrial’s party in an ambush if we plan well. After all, they won’t be expecting me to chase them down, now will they?” he said, chuckling darkly.
The Core shifted in his arms again, and he loosened his grip, allowing her to hover free.
“You should have told him the truth about Core and Master relations,” Sthuza hissed, glaring at the yellow orb.
“I-I know, I’m sorry,” she said, her words shaky. “It’s just that I’m new to the whole, independent Core life, and I panicked. I didn’t even think he would survive the process to bind him to me anyway, so it kinda surprised me.”
Gabriel blinked at that.
She didn’t know it would work? Wait, wasn’t she worried that the process broke me like the others? How many others broke? Guess it doesn’t really matter, she saved my life. And my soul.
“Lady Merideva,” Sthuza said, her cultured voice back in full control now. “What happened to the rest of your retainers? Surely you did not arrive here from the Eternal Dungeon alone.”
The floating Core flushed a dark swirl of blue and orange at the gorgon’s question. Everyone stared at her guilty reaction, but they waited patiently for her response. After a long silent moment, she replied in a sad voice.
“The moment we came through the portal, horrific bug monsters attacked us. The-they slaughtered my guards in seconds,” she cried before choking up and shuddering.
“Asssmodeusss perssserve usss!”
Gabriel hesitated for a bit, then reached out and stroked the Core’s top, which soothed her, restoring her swirling colors to a single softer blue.
“The portal snapped shut before we could retreat, so all my remaining minions started a running battle as they tried to get me past the hostile monsters.”
Sthuza’s elfin face darkened as Meri continued.
“They kept chasing us, but my porters turned and slowed them down, delaying the worst enemies on the twenty-fourth floor. At least long enough for my handmaidens to carry me to safety,” she whispered.
“Wait, there are twenty-four floors in the dungeon?” Gabriel asked, staring down at the Core.
“No, Master. Last I heard there were thirty-seven floors. Though many of them were never intended to be visited by adventurers from this world,” Sthuza said distractedly.
He switched his attention to the bonded gorgon and stared without breathing at the sight of her conflicted face. “What’s wrong, Sthuza?”
“I will explain after the Core finishes her story,” she said, her gaze still locked onto the darkened orb.
Not understanding her reaction, he nodded numbly, then glanced at Cindra. The muscular canine woman remained motionless, squatting at his side and watching him with big blue eyes.
“Sorry for interrupting, please continue.”
Meri sniffled, then resumed her story. “All of my servants and guards were dead, except a trio of handmaidens, who kept rushing me toward the surface. They hoped to get me clear of the dungeon so we could set up a new Domain, somewhere safe.
“That didn’t work so well though,” she said, sniffling, her voice filled with pain. “Two of them fell to free-roaming monsters between the tenth and fifteenth floors, but Sylia carried me to this floor, where we detected the Domain Crystal.”
“What happened to her?” Sthuza asked, her voice gentle.
“She wanted to scout ahead and see if the exit was safe, but… she never returned, and I had to start harvesting Aether, or I’d have perished.”
Sthuza stepped closer and placed one slender hand on Meri’s dimly glowing orb as she spoke. “So you slipped in here, realized the golems guarded the crystal, but decided to usurp it from whoever controls it?”
“Yes. I didn’t mean to deceive Gabriel Grimm, but he was my only hope, and I was afraid he’d abandon me if he knew how weak I am,” Meri sobbed, her color dimming further.
“You have had a very rough time, Lady Merideva,” Sthuza whispered, caressing the Core. She glanced up, her green eyes meeting his. “I am still very concerned about our current situation and displeased at her deception. But we have more serious issues to address now, Master.”
***
Letting out a breath he hadn’t consciously been holding, Gabriel nodded, then slipped past the gorgon to take a seat next to Cindra, who leaned into him. Careful not to drop Meri while settling himself, he patted the hard stone next to him.
A small smile flashed across Sthuza’s concerned face, lightening her dark expression, and she complied, dropping gracefully to sit next to him, opposite the hellhound.
“That’s better. I figure we should get as comfortable as we can at the moment,” Gabriel said while stalling the conversation in the hope he could help calm their mounting fear. “So we’ve covered Meri’s story, but what part of it freaked you out so much?” he asked, glancing over to the gorgon.
She couldn’t hold his gaze, instead staring down at her feet as she leaned in closer.
“I will need to get more details about ‘the bugsss’ that ssshe sssaw, but I fear Ssswarm have infesssted the dungeon,” she whispered.
“Swarm? I’m not familiar with that term.”
“I am not terribly surprised, Master, they have no presence on this world,” she said darkly. “Or had none.”
“Then, where do they come from?”
“Another Realm entirely. Swarm are a devouring plague of death and destruction. They are to Soul Essence, what locusts are to a farmer’s crops.
“I feared having bonded to a doomed Core, but if they are Swarm, the entire planet is at risk of annihilation.”
About to ask another question, Gabriel paused when the crystalline Core shivered against his chest.
“Merideva?” he asked, looking down at the darkened orb.
“I didn’t even think about it, but they totally could have been Swarm. If they were…” she said, trailing off with a wail.
“What are you talking about?” he asked, the spillover of their terror ramping up his concern.
“Master,” Sthuza said, her voice calmer now, though filled with an undertone of despair. “If the Eternal Dungeon believes that there is a Swarm infestation here, it will send a force through the portals to purge any potential infested.”
“Infested? Purged?”
She sighed, her dark-green snakes coiling about her head fearfully.
“They are capable of corrupting and dominating almost all life forms larger than a rat.”
“But I thought you were worried about creatures that looked like bugs, shouldn’t they be easy to spot?”
Sthuza smiled acerbically. “It is easy to identify their warrior caste, yes. Those they ‘infest’ can pass for whatever the host was for months, even years.”
“Could they take over an adventurer or guard and fool the Guild?” he asked, his stomach dropping at the thought of such a threat.
She nodded.
“Yes, though the Soulstones used by such organizations might spot them. I cannot guarantee it.”
“And you’re worried the Eternal Dungeon will send an army through and kill us all?”
“More or less. As a human, you have no basis of understanding. But consider that for all intents and purposes, the Eternal Dungeon is a god. One that still interacts with the Mortal Realm. It creates new Dungeon Cores, and seeds them across all the worlds within every Realm it can reach. It even erects dungeons within the various Realms of Hell, with Asmodeus’ blessing.”
Jaw dropping, Gabriel stared mutely at her unfathomable revelation.
“So, we’re screwed even if we get the crystal back?” he asked in a whisper.
Her pert lips twisted in a frown of uncertainty, and she shrugged. “There are too many variables, but the possibility is real.”
Letting go of the orb, he brought both hands up and covered his face, taking a moment to let the news sink in.
This sounds far worse than I ever imagined. And right when I was starting to believe we could succeed.
The gorgon’s frown deepened upon seeing his distress, and she reached up to cup his cheek. “Master, it is not certain that they are Swarm, and even if they are, we do not know that the Eternal Dungeon spotted them before closing the portal.”
Gabriel uncovered his face and took a deep breath. Exhaling loudly, he nodded and smiled back at his supportive bonded.
“You’re right. We don’t know enough about that to bother focusing on it. Right now, we need to recover that crystal so that Merideva can control this area of the dungeon. Then we can investigate the lower floors.
“Maybe it’s Swarm. Hopefully, some lesser threat. Either way, we’ll deal with it once we know more,” Gabriel said, sounding more confident than he felt. He didn’t like their options, or that he knew so little about the issue, but he thought it was their best chance to push ahead.
Worrying about doomsday events while we don’t even have a safe place to live is putting the cart far before the horse.
A glance at the three dungeon-related creatures revealed all of them cheering up after his decision.
“That makes sense, Master. I will, of course, support your plan wholeheartedly.”
“Cindra always has Packmaster’s back.”
“Do you mean it? Gabriel Grimm?” the Core’s soft, hesitant voice called out from where she huddled against his padded coat.
Glancing down, he nodded. “Yes, Meri, I mean it. I intend to protect all three of you. And the best way I see to do that is getting the crystal back.”
Her glow brightened, but then shifted to a yellowish hue. “Why do you call me Meri?”
Startled, he blinked a couple of times before responding. “Honestly? Merideva is a little long and somewhat hard to say, especially if we need to talk fast. Does it bother you?”
“No,” she drawled. “No, it doesn’t ‘bother’ me, but it seems odd.”
“Bright Lady, he uses nickname as a term of endearment,” Cindra stage whispered, her rich voice far too loud to avoid drawing attention.
Merideva’s glow brightened again, shifting pink, and she wobbled side to side.
“Then it’s fine!” she chirped before darting up and zooming back to her small alcove.
“Where are you going?” he called out as the glowing orb vanished behind the altar.
“I need to rest,” she said in a rush.
Okay, that was weird.
“You should keep your furry muzzle shut,” Sthuza said, glaring at the oblivious hellhound.
Cindra alternated between looking at Gabriel and the gorgon several times before shrugging and giving up.
“So, now that we have a plan, what is our first step, Master?” Sthuza asked, pointedly ignoring her fellow bonded.
“Meri gave me a very abbreviated introduction to commanding dungeon monsters, but I need to learn more to prepare.”
“That is a good goal. However, we will be working on a time limit.”
“Because of those Swarm monsters?” he asked, doubts crowding out his earlier confidence.
“No. Because Lady Merideva has most certainly already started attuning with the crystal. Even if she had not, it would still lose the connection to the local Domain if the thieves keep it away from here for too long.”
Damn, that’s another concern to deal with.
“How long do we have?”
“I am uncertain how far she progressed with it. But regardless of attunement, if we do not restore the Domain Crystal within a month, it will become useless for controlling the dungeon.”
“I spent two weeks attuning to the Crystal,” Meri called out from the far side of the room.
The gorgon nodded, her piercing eyes closed as she considered the Core’s words. “That reduces our time frame even further, Master.”
“Reduces it how much?”
Crestfallen, Sthuza sighed and reluctantly met his gaze. “Less than two weeks, I would suggest we not let it stay gone for more than ten days to be safe.”
Gabriel sighed. “Yeah, that’s a bit shorter than I was hoping for.”
Straightening his back, he nodded. “But we can still make this work. I’ll rush through all the teaching you and Meri can give me, and we can be on their tail within a couple of days. It shouldn’t take us too long to catch up.”
Still looking dispirited, Sthuza shook her head slowly, head-snakes rubbing against her high-boned cheeks consolingly. “I now somewhat regret my advice that you stay away from the Core for a few days to strengthen your position, Master. Since those days count against the short period I quoted.”
That’s bad.
“You were trying to manipulate my DM!” Merideva shouted.
The bright-red Core raced around the altar to hover in front of Sthuza’s face. “You’re trying to turn him against me, aren’t you!”
“Wait, calm down, Meri,” Gabriel said, reaching out to interpose an arm between the enraged Dungeon Core and his Prime-bonded. “We can’t afford to be fighting amongst ourselves now.”
“I meant no harm, Lady Merideva, and in my defense, you were deceiving him quite significantly. At the time, I believed my advice to be sound.”
The small crystal ball vibrated menacingly, producing an earsplitting hum as she screeched at the gorgon.
“Cut out that horrible noise this instant!” Gabriel commanded, shooting a worried glance at his second bonded as Cindra curled up on the stone floor piteously, clawed hands clamped tight over her sensitive ears.
Meri’s screaming cut off instantly, allowing them to hear the hellhound’s wounded whimpering.
Orb turning from red to blue, Meri moved to retreat. Determined not to let this continue, he reached out and snatched her in mid-flight.
“No running away. You need to apologize for behaving like that,” Gabriel said firmly, striving to keep his voice from sounding harsh.
“Aww! Do I have to?”
Without saying a word, he continued to stare down at her, holding her gaze.
Wait, does she have a front, or does she see all around her?
“Okay,” she whined. “I’m sowwy I yelled.”
“It is fine, Lady Merideva, I understand your concern. I assure you I have no intention of inciting discord between you and my master. Though I must confess that my primary loyalty will always be to him.”
Meri sniffled. “Really?”
“Yes. I have seen the horrors that can arise from conflict within the command structure of the dungeon. I would never risk causing such catastrophes,” Sthuza said, her voice thick with sadness.
The gorgon bolted upright, her face tense as she stared at Gabriel.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“What’s wrong now?” Gabriel asked, brow furrowing.
Sthuza’s bright-green eyes stared through him, her face slack.
Cindra crawled over and pressed in close. “Snakey lose her marbles?”
Do monsters play marbles?
“I don’t know,” he replied without glancing away from the unblinking gorgon.
Head-snakes twitched, and she blinked rapidly, a fearful expression marring her regal face.
“Master, we have other concerns to worry about,” she hissed softly.
He looked at her, but she cut him off before he could reply.
“We have focused on the threat posed by the Swarm, which is a long term concern. And on the need to recover the stolen Domain Crystal, a far more pressing issue.”
“Yeah, I get the feeling this ‘Swarm’ issue is a big deal, but recovering that crystal so Merideva can control the dungeon is definitely more important.”
Sthuza nodded, her angular eyes darting down to the Core still held in Gabriel’s hand.
“Yes, unfortunately, we also have to worry about greedy adventurers,” she said, spitting the title like a curse.
“What about them? Don’t they delve the dungeon, kill monsters, and then leave?” he asked.
Might be a good idea to have her explain why they challenge dungeons. And why the Dungeon Cores encourage the behavior for that matter.
“That is yet another topic I will add to your Dungeon Master curriculum. The more important issue at the moment is how did this Estrial learn of the vulnerable crystal? Where did she discover the ritual needed to break its shielding?”
He blinked.
How did she?
Thinking back to the night when he first met Estrial, he couldn’t recall the seductive sorceress explaining the source of her knowledge.
“I am not expecting you to know, Master,” Sthuza clarified, a small smile on her lips.
“I fear that she must have had help to discover it. Unless Lady Merideva has seen that party exploring the floor before?” she asked, glancing down at the subdued Dungeon Core.
Still glowing a dim blue, the small orb wobbled back and forth. “No, none of my goblins had ever seen any adventurers like those since I got here.”
The slender gorgon sighed and leaned against her bonded master. “That is what I suspected. Estrial likely discovered the secret to stealing the crystal from a Diviner.”
“I’m not certain, but I didn’t see her practice Divination. None of the others had any specialized magical skills either,” Gabriel said, frowning as he thought back.
Cool snakes pressed against his face, gently stroking at his skin, providing a surprisingly soothing comfort. Eyes closed, he luxuriated in their tender caresses, his frown slowly melting away.
“Do not fret too much, Master, while this is another serious threat, I believe we can triumph. But to do so, we must remain calm and focused.”
Nodding, he took a deep breath to relax, then glanced down to the dense orb locked tight in his clenched hand. “Sorry, Meri, I didn’t hurt you did I?”
Her color brightened. “No, it didn’t hurt at all.”
He let go of the polished gemstone, but to his surprise, she didn’t attempt to move away.
Perhaps noticing his gaze resting on her, soft pink splotches began to swirl amid the darker colors. “I-is it all right if I stay here for now?”
“Sure. Make yourself comfortable. I expect we still have a lot to discuss.”
“Yes, Master, we do indeed have much to go over, though the first thing is what it means if someone else directed Estrial to the exposed crystal.”
“Even if others know about it, why does it matter at this point? They already stole the crystal,” Gabriel said, mildly distracted by the Dungeon Core trying to burrow into his stomach.
“It may be nothing, but if they learned of the crystal, they might have also discovered Lady Merideva’s location. As well as the fact that current circumstances leave her hideously exposed,” Sthuza said, her tone grim.
His mind raced with thoughts of the domineering organization summoning Adamantite-ranked parties to slaughter their way to Meri. “Do you think the Guild might try to destroy her?”
That drew an angry growl from the hellhound.
“No one hurts the Bright Lady!” Cindra barked, her deep voice echoing off the bare stone walls.
He reached down, laughing, and rubbed the rumbling monster girl’s head, ruffling her thick mane. “That’s right, Cindra. Merideva is part of our Pack now, isn’t she?”
She nodded vigorously but kept her head pressed against his hand.
“Indeed, Master. However, the Guild would never seek to destroy a Core, as that would reduce the source of their wealth and power,” Sthuza said. “The threat is if some third party has discovered the presence of a second Core and desires it for himself.”
“Why would anyone want to steal a Dungeon Core? The crystal I sort of understand. I vaguely remember something about a crystal that can be used to manipulate the surrounding lands.”
Sthuza nodded, head-snakes mimicking her and almost making him laugh. Her lips twisted into an unamused smirk, and he laughed when she turned and stared at one of the offending snakes.
“Snakey is funny!”
“I am pleased to know that I could have a career as a jester if being your Prime-bonded does not work out,” she muttered darkly.
Suppressing his amusement, he shook his head and pulled the pouting gorgon close. “I didn’t mean to laugh. It was a surprising sight.”
She let out a sigh, but her slit-pupilled gaze softened. “Back to your question, Master. Dungeon Cores can be a source of incredible power. While a Domain Crystal can be used to enhance and modify a region, a Core can affect Aether directly. I do not know of any actual examples of a captive Core. Still, enslaving one should be possible.
“If a wealthy noble or powerful mage managed it, they could tap into the Core’s ability to create from pure Aether. It would give them the advantage needed to conquer a kingdom with ease. Maybe even an entire continent.”
Gabriel looked down at Meri’s Core, a wide grin spreading across his face.
The orb darkened in a heartbeat.
“Don’t you dare sell me!” she shrieked, darting into the air and hovering well out of reach of the sitting DM.
His teasing face switched to concerned in a heartbeat. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Meri. I was just teasing. Wait, how did you know what I was thinking?”
“She cannot read your mind, Master, if that is your concern. But she no doubt received an unpleasant emotional impression of your intentions just then. Combined with that grin on your face, it would not be hard to imagine your thoughts,” Sthuza said, her melodious voice rich with mirth as she snuggled against him.
“Sorry, I just figured it’d be funny to tease you about it, I promise I’m not going to sell you.”
“Y-you better not!” she said, but floated away from the rough stone ceiling and hovered near eye level.
“I won’t. You saved my soul. Plus, I never would have met these two amazing ladies if not for you,” he said, hugging the comfortable gorgon while giving Cindra another affectionate rub.
Seeing them grow calmer, he smiled to himself and concentrated on solving their problems.
We have to protect Meri’s Core, but the dungeon isn’t ours yet, so the rest doesn’t matter right now. If we want to survive long-term, we’ve got to recover the stolen crystal. That’s definitely our most pressing issue.
The whole ‘Swarm’ threat sounds like it could be our most significant problem in the long run. But a hostile Core and a bunch of insect monsters dozens of floors below us won’t matter in the slightest if we get killed or driven out by adventurers.
He took a deep breath, then blew it out in a rush.
“Thanks for bringing up the possibility of someone targeting the Core. We’ll need to work on defenses to protect Meri. But right now, our focus has to be tracking down Estrial and recovering the crystal,” he said at last, drawing his companions’ attention.
Sthuza nodded, sighing. “I agree, though I am gravely worried about Lady Merideva’s safety without us here. Frankly, it is amazing that she has survived this long without a Domain or any real defenders to speak of.”
An indignant squawk alerted them they had spectators.
Gabriel and Sthuza both blushed, the gorgon hastily pulling back from him and making a show of straightening her dress.
The hellhound’s gray face lit up with a feral grin, her head snapping up to stare at the offended goblins cowering near the ajar door.
“Don’t go chasing down Meri’s minions right now,” Gabriel said firmly.
“Aww,” she whined, rolling onto her stomach and wiggling her thick round ass alluringly.
He swallowed, his embarrassment growing as he tried to ignore Cindra’s unintentionally erotic movements.
At least, I don’t think she’s doing it on purpose. Gods preserve me if she ever learns about seduction.
Throwing him a lifeline, Sthuza stood up and glared at the provocative fire monster.
“Master told you no, and he is quite correct. We must focus our full attention on planning and preparing for our quest. You can terrorize the green beasts later,” she said, her tone brooking no arguments.
The sight of the slender, refined gorgon dictating instructions to the well-muscled hellhound twice her size brought a sincere smile to Gabriel’s face. He let out a sigh of contentment and turned his full attention to his two beautiful bonded.
I’d never have imagined I would wind up with two such amazing women. Of course, the whole not dying of old age sounds pretty damn sweet too.
Sthuza shot him a glance as he fantasized about the future, surprising him. But instead of speaking, she merely flashed a happy smile.
They sat in comfortable silence for several minutes before Sthuza spoke up. “After the battle with those ghasts, I believe we should spend the remainder of today resting, then start with your training tomorrow morning.”
Gabriel smiled at her words but shook his head. “I’d love to, but I’m not sure we have any time to spare. Like you said before, if we’d known the current situation, we’d have done more the past two days.
“We can’t change the past,” he said, then paused and threw an inquisitive look at his Prime.
She let out a refined laugh. “No, Dungeon Cores cannot reverse time.”
He chuckled. “It was a thought. Anyway, I need to learn about being a DM as quickly as possible, so if you’re up to teaching today, I’d love to get started.”
“Of course, Master. We can begin at once,” Sthuza replied, pausing to look at the disheveled goblins cowering just outside of the room. “Perhaps we should start with how to control the various monsters spawned by the Core?”
“Meri showed me how to do that,” he said confidently, thinking back to the brief lesson she’d put him through.
Sthuza glanced back at him and raised a dark-green eyebrow.
He flushed, then chuckled at his embarrassment. “You’re right, perhaps starting with the basics would be for the best.”
She smiled, her face brightening, and Gabriel stared in wonder for a second.
I love her smile. That look of despair earlier was heartbreaking. If I want to keep her smiling, I’ve got to become strong enough to protect them.
***
Reacting to how eager Gabriel was, Sthuza led him through the mechanics of controlling and directing monsters via his bond with Merideva.
They made quick progress, spending a few hours covering the basics. With only minor interruptions whenever Cindra grew bored, forgetting she wasn’t supposed to stalk the terrified goblins. The gorgon got onto her each time, but he just laughed as the furry monster chased the wretched creatures.
“Before we continue, Lady Merideva, how high has your Domain Power rating grown?” Sthuza asked, turning to face the glowing Core.
“It’s over five now.”
“That is excellent. We should look into expanding your Domain to encompass this room soon. After that, it will not be long before you can summon drones and more powerful monsters.”
“Wait, I thought we needed the Domain Crystal for that?” Gabriel said after she finished.
“To cement her role as the Core of this dungeon in a reasonable time, yes, we do,” Sthuza replied, a bitter smile on her lips. “But we can increase the power available to her, and to you, by extending her control and dominion over a larger area.”
He opened his mouth to reply, but she held up a slender hand to prevent his question.
“Before you ask why we do not just expand in that manner, without the Domain Crystal, her grasp on any territory will be tenuous. Any adventurers delving through it would likely cause a substantial loss of power and influence.
“Without an anchoring point, such as the crystal, her connection to the dungeon will be far too weak to maintain beyond a few dozen yards. And that does not even include the threat posed by the presence of an infected Core,” Sthuza said. A frustrated shake of her head drove her snakes to hissing and writhing.
“Okay, I somewhat understand. What about the Domain Power rating, what does that measure?”
Sthuza nodded at his question, but Meri vibrated as she fluttered in between them.
“Ooo, I know, I can answer that! The Domain Power rating, which some call the Dungeon Power rating or just DP for short. It’s kind of similar to the ranking structure for adventurers from that silly Guild you joined.”
“Unlike that stupid method of naming based on metals, dungeons track rank with a number system. Plus, it has way more levels,” Merideva said. She ended with a trilling “Thhhhhhpppppt” that drew a snort from the prim gorgon and a yapping howl of amusement from the otherwise quiet hellhound.
“How high does it go?” Gabriel asked, hoping to distract the Core as she seemed to glare at the pair of snickering monsters.
“Oh, um, I-I’m not sure if it has a cap. The Eternal Dungeon’s total DP is over nine thousand.”
“Wow, that’s impressive,” he said before the Core’s color shifted to burnt orange, and he fumbled over his tongue at the unusual hue for her.
“Oh, wait, do thousands come before or after millions?” she asked with a child-like innocence that left him wanting to facepalm.
“Before, Lady Merideva.”
“Oh, then it’s over nine billion,” Meri said in such a casual tone that he struggled to believe her.
“That’s… that’s a lot,” he muttered after a long silence in which the Core rotated what he took to be her face to view each of them as they stared at her.
“Is something wrong?”
“No, nothing is wrong, Lady Merideva. I believe you surprised Master with the scale of the Eternal Dungeon’s power. It is a concept that must be challenging to comprehend for one who grew up human.”
“Oh well, it’s nothing to worry about. ED’s not an enemy, so it doesn’t matter to us.”
Her words carried astounding wisdom for someone with a tendency to act so childish. Meri’s ability to flip from child-like ignorance to wise beyond her age, kept Gabriel from deciding just how to view what would be his partner for as long as he lived.
Which, if Sthuza was telling the truth about the power she’ll have, assuming I can stay alive long enough, might be a very long time.
***
After a brief explanation of Dungeon Power, Gabriel asked his Prime to continue his lessons. He had less success when Sthuza moved on to teaching him to see through a minion’s eyes.
“Perhaps you are tired, Master?” she asked hesitantly, something clearly concerning her.
“No. I mean, sure I’m tired. But it seems like there’s a wall or block that’s preventing me from accessing any of the goblins’ minds,” Gabriel said, his voice filled with frustration.
The gorgon kept silent, nodding, causing her head-snakes to wobble as they stared at him with concern in their small green eyes.
“Maybe it would be easier if he tried scrying through you or Cindra?” Meri said, hovering near the stone altar. “As beautiful as you both are, I’m sure you’re well attuned by now. If your bonds are strong enough, it should be easy.”
Gabriel cheered up at the oddly worded suggestion, smiling as he turned to face his bonded, only to have that smile vanish at the sight of Sthuza’s face.
She looked scared, embarrassed, and angry all at once.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, shocked by her sudden shift in mood.
Instead of responding, she looked down at her feet, as if they were the most exciting feature in the room.
She does have cute feet. Wait, focus.
“Oh my Eternal Dungeon, you didn’t do any attuning with him, did you?” Meri gasped, her soft pink glow brightening and shifting to a harsh red.
“Didn’t what? I bonded with both of them, though I made Sthuza my Prime,” Gabriel said, growing increasingly uncomfortable with how silent his first bonded was.
“You! You come in here, acting all high and mighty, and you didn’t even attune enough to let him scry through your eyes? And you want to pretend you’re Prime-bonded?” Meri spat. She darted over to hover in the suddenly meek gorgon’s face.
“I should—” Merideva said, but her words cut off when Gabriel reached up and wrapped his hands around the small globe.
“That’s enough now. I told you earlier that there’d be no fighting amongst ourselves, remember?”
“Sowwy,” Merideva replied, her bright glow dimming.
“Now, would you care to explain what she is talking about, Sthuza?” he asked firmly, staring at the abnormally submissive monster girl.
I’ve never seen her so unwilling to meet my eyes. Not even a single snake will look at me.
Sthuza mumbled something, and he strained to hear it. Even with his radically enhanced hearing, he couldn’t make out any words. Frustration mounting, he blew out a sigh, then grasped her chin tenderly and lifted her face until she couldn’t see anything but his.
Her vertical pupils still refused to meet his gaze, so he cleared his throat and stepped closer. Sthuza stepped back, but he followed, and she wound up pressed against the smooth stone wall, her modest breasts pressed against his chest.
“I’m waiting,” he said, letting a fraction of his frustration bleed into his voice.
“I am not your Prime,” she whispered, head-snakes curling around her face, trying to comfort the distraught woman.
“What? Of course, you are.”
Sthuza shook her head slightly. “No, I am not. I have not been entirely forthright about the nature of bonding.”
It felt like his heart froze when she confessed. He staggered back from the shocking declaration, trying to wrestle his thoughts into order.
No! Not again! I can’t handle another betrayal.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sensing Gabriel’s sudden rush of fear and revulsion, Sthuza flinched back, stumbled against the wall, and collapsed to her knees.
“I am sssorry, Massster, I did not mean to deccceive you,” she wailed, her snakes hissing in sorrow as she reached one slim arm toward him.
“Why would you lie to me? You knew I was struggling with what Estrial did! I trusted you!” Gabriel screamed, panting as he struggled to draw breath.
This can’t be happening.
A sudden flood of sorrow and self-loathing washed over him, drowning out his own fear and terror.
What the hells was that?
Shocked out of his grief, Gabriel closed his eyes to focus on the foreign emotions.
It only took a moment for him to notice the soft green tint to all the painful feelings. His eyes snapped open when he realized their source. He looked on in awe at the devastated beauty staring up at him with tear-filled eyes.
“I did not lie to you, Massster!” she hissed. “Pleassse, believe me.”
Still studying her, Gabriel nodded, buying time with a deep breath.
“Then what did you neglect to tell me,” he said with forced calm, his pulse hammering in his ears.
Sthuza hiccuped, several of her head-snakes weaving sadly.
“The bond between a Dungeon Master and his monsters can grow or shrink. As long as the bonded monster does not overwhelm the ritual and dominate the DM at the start, they can never turn on their master. Nor choose to break the bond,” she whispered.
Unspoken words caught in his throat, a chill sending shivers down his spine.
She could have dominated me?
“What happens if the monster dominates the bond?” he asked, his overactive mind throwing up lurid horror after horror.
If possible, the distraught woman grew even sadder at his question. She looked back down at the ground, all of her snakes curling about her face protectively.
“They can take over the mind of the DM, effectively turning them into a puppet,” she said, her voice a brittle monotone. Even without seeing them, Gabriel knew her red-rimmed eyes were viewing a scene from the past.
Oh shit. Is that what happened to Iylara?
“Could you have done that to me, if you wanted to?”
Sobbing softly, she didn’t speak, bobbing her head limply instead.
You got damn lucky you bonded with her instead of someone like that arachne. “Okay, so you honestly wanted to bond with me, but what did you not tell me?”
“The Prime-bonded is the one with the strongest connection.”
“That much makes sense, but I’m still not seeing what is going on. You were the first one I bonded, so wouldn’t that make your bond stronger than Cindra’s?” he asked, shooting a concerned glance at the quiet hellhound.
Cindra met his gaze with her large blue eyes and smiled sadly.
Looks like she’s more aware than I’ve been giving her credit for.
“You can strengthen a bond in many ways. Time bonded, of course, is the most obvious, but there is also actively serving the DM. Such as in battles,” Sthuza said.
“And then there is…” she said, trailing off too quiet for him to hear.
“Meri boosted my hearing, but not that much,” he replied, trying to lighten the mood, but Sthuza only sobbed.
“Sex!” the Core shouted, shocking Gabriel.
He glanced at the glowing orb. “What?”
“The fastest way to strengthen a bond is with lots of sex!” Meri boasted authoritatively.
He stared at her for several seconds before blinking.
“That’s ridiculous,” he growled. “This is no time to be making jokes.”
“Please do not be angry at Lady Merideva, Master. She is correct. Physical intimacy is the quickest way to increase affinity and strengthen the bond. Though it does not provide any direct power boosts.
Spinning around at the outrageous statement, Gabriel flinched back when he saw the raw sadness marring the gorgon’s stunning face.
“I was too embarrassed to explain it to you earlier, Master. And you seemed so sincere last night that I did not want to rush things,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.
It took Gabriel a moment to process her statement, but the second it struck him, he dropped to his knees and pulled her to him. Shocked at his action, she froze up, allowing him to crush her in a tight embrace.
“It’s okay, Sthuza. I’m not mad,” he whispered into her elfin ear.
***
For several minutes Gabriel and Sthuza sat there in silence. He held the sobbing gorgon as she shuddered, gently stroking her back.
“Is it mating time now, Packmaster?”
He froze at the startling question, his face reddening.
Then Sthuza let out a giggling hiccup. She shook her head, slowly pulling back from the tight embrace. “You are the most tactless person I have ever met.”
“How many tacks am I supposed to have?” the naive hellhound asked, tilting her head, one ear flopping over.
He tried to suppress the urge to snicker, but Sthuza soon joined him. Before long, the pair were laughing wildly. All the previous tension vanished like a half-remembered dream.
Is she a genius and manipulating us, or as simple as she acts and just incredibly lucky?
It took them several minutes to calm down, Cindra staring at him the entire time.
“No, Cindra, it is not ‘mating time,’” Sthuza said, her melodic voice once again strong and cultured. “I believe it best to shelve that discussion and refocus on Master’s scrying ability.”
Eager to keep the topic off of sex for the moment, Gabriel nodded in agreement. “We can talk about that later. Perhaps some time would help me think it through. In the meantime, Sthuza’s right. I need to learn how to scry.”
Both seeking distraction, the pair resumed his training, after having asked Meri to watch over Cindra. They spent three more hours working on developing his Dungeon Sense before attempting to look through a goblin’s eyes again.
He caught on much quicker to shifting his attention from his own body to the dungeon’s. Though they soon discovered that the only attuned space was the small cubbyhole carved into the stone wall behind the altar. Technically, Meri’s entire dungeon comprised a narrow, ten-cubic-foot hole in the wall.
Gabriel collapsed back, dropping to the ground as his Dungeon Sense rebelled at how tiny her Domain was.
“Well, at least she has already begun establishing her Domain, Master,” Sthuza said, struggling to support his fragile focus after he explained what happened.
“Yeah, it’s a great deal to take in. Seems like it’s just now beginning to hit me.”
She nodded in understanding, white teeth worrying at her lower lip as she watched him refocus.
Gabriel continued practicing the fundamental clairvoyance exercise she’d taught him. Even though they sat on the cold stone floor, sweat drenched his whole body. Physical evidence of his efforts as he burned through more of his diminished mana pool to power the most basic dungeon abilities.
After another hour of observing him struggle with scrying, Sthuza let out a shocked hiss and almost fell over when he burst into motion.
He’d sat still as a statue for the past hour, then raised a fist and yelled. “I did it!”
It took a moment before she replied, her words hard to hear over the angry hissing of her head-snakes. “You saw through the goblin’s eyes?”
He blinked several times, then poked himself in the face.
“Master?”
More rapid blinking before he shook his head, his blue eyes refocused on her face.
“That was weird,” he said cryptically.
“What exactly was weird? Are you all right, Master?” Not giving him time to answer, she scooted over, leaned in close, and placed a hand on his forehead.
“Oh, sorry,” Gabriel said, pausing when several of the small snakes brushed his face. “It was really crazy to see myself through your eyes.”
Now it was her turn to blink at him. “You sssaw through my eyesss?”
That drew a nod from him, his dark hair flinging sweat around him.
“Oops,” he said, blushing when one of the dark-green snakes flinched back after being struck in the face with sweat. Embarrassed about splashing sweat on the gorgon, he was blushing by the time his vision cleared enough to see her.
Why is she embarrassed?
Sthuza’s light-green skin was flushed dark across her high cheekbones. Once again, she wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get you dirty.”
That caused Sthuza to look up and match his gaze, her emerald eyes wide, vertical pupils flaring as she blinked rapidly.
“No, Massster, I am… it isss not about,” she hissed, her eyes tracking back to the floor as she trailed off.
“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice filled with concern.
“Yes, Master, I am well. Though I believe it is time that we stop for the night. You have put in a lot of effort and should not overdo it,” Sthuza said, turning away and heading back to the altar room.
Is she upset that I saw through her eyes? Should I have asked permission first?
He sighed, paused long enough to run through a quick centering routine, and then followed his bonded back to the Core.
At least they’re all willing to work together. That’s something, right?
***
In the room, Gabriel found both of his bonded seated near the altar where he died. Floating above the foreboding stone block, Merideva glowed a soft pink, engaged in a quiet discussion with his Prime.
Cindra noticed his entry and leapt to her feet before dashing across the large room and nearly tackling him to the floor.
“Packmaster returns!” she cheered, squeezing him tight against her firm breasts and rubbing her face against his.
“Yes, Cindra, I’m back, but I wasn’t gone for very long,” he gasped, struggling to break her hold.
She’s crazy strong!
“It felt like forever. You shouldn’t go anywhere without me,” she said, pausing her vigorous grinding long enough to speak. Then she resumed with forceful intensity.
If she keeps that up, I’ll turn into one giant bruise.
“Cindra, loosen your grip, let Master breathe,” Sthuza called out from where she sat.
The hellhound responded instantly, relaxing her rib-cracking embrace enough for him to draw a full breath.
“Glowy Lady told us about how the ‘slutty elf bitch’ wronged you. Snakey and me want to help hunt her down and kill them all. No one gets to hurt Pack,” she growled, baring her fangs and scrunching her nose in a lethal yet cute fashion.
Not sure if I should be aroused or terrified.
“Thanks,” he said, wrapping his arms around her well-muscled body, causing the tall monster girl’s chest to rumble.
“Then maybe Packmaster hunts Spider Bitch and her sisters, avenge old Pack?” she asked, her deep voice carrying traces of hesitation and fear.
Gabriel leaned back, looked into her luminescent blue eyes until she matched his gaze, then nodded. “Yes, Cindra. Once we recover the Domain Crystal and have Meri installed safely, I promise we’ll hunt that arachne down and kill her.”
“Oh, thank you!” Cindra howled, forgetting Sthuza’s instructions and clutching him tight against her. She buried his head in her cleavage and spun about ecstatically.
He tried to get her attention as the exuberant hellhound continued to dance and whirl. After much desperate flailing, he gave up, saving what little breath he had in the hope she’d finish soon.
At least it’s a better way to go than sacrificed on an altar.
Just as Gabriel was blacking out, Cindra’s vice-like grip loosened. He drew in a deep breath as she dragged him across the room. After reaching their other companions, she plopped down, pulling him with her, and he laughed when she settled down with him in her lap.
“You should laugh more. Being happy is good.”
Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t resist smiling at her infectious cheer, and he reached up to pat her defined shoulder. “Yes, it is. Thanks for reminding me.”
“If you two are done now,” Sthuza said, her voice sharp and cold. “Lady Merideva and I were just discussing sleeping arrangements.”
Gabriel swallowed hard, the playful mood vanishing as quickly as Cindra had created it.
“Yep, she told me her lair is way down on the thirteenth floor and only accessible via a secret passage. You should all stay up here with me, where it’s safe,” Meri declared, her glow brightening as she spoke.
“I didn’t realize we were that deep in the dungeon. Thought it was only seven or eight at most.”
A dark look passed over the gorgon’s face for a moment. “The path I led you through was intended for monsters. It is a shortcut to the region they assigned me to defend,” Sthuza said, not looking at him.
“So, is that what you meant about making direct routes?”
Sthuza nodded, her eyes focusing somewhere over his head. “We decided it would be best overall if we remain here for the foreseeable future. Perhaps we can erect some defenses tomorrow.”
Guess she is mad. It’d be a good idea to figure out why soon. Don’t want her staying angry.
“Okay, that sounds like a good plan. I’ve got to admit I’m exhausted now,” Gabriel said. He glanced over to the hovering Core. “Can you make us bedrolls or something?”
“There is no need, Master,” Sthuza said before Meri could reply. “I brought a few supplies along when you mentioned Lady Merideva was a new Core.”
“Really? Thanks, great thinking.” He paused and looked over her slender form. “Um, where are you hiding them?”
A wry smile spread across her face, and she finally looked at him, her green eyes twinkling with amusement.
“In my handbag, of course,” she purred, her voice rich with mirth. She lifted a slender arm, holding up a stylish green leather satchel that he’d noticed her carrying before.
“I remember you storing a bow in your belt pouch. Does that one carry a spatial enchantment as well?”
With his goal of becoming a bureaucratic mage for the Guild, Gabriel was well acquainted with the nature of dimensional storage containers. Still, the few he’d seen before were at least three times larger than the gorgon’s.
A delicate green eyebrow rising was Sthuza’s only response, until her grin widened, and she opened the green bag.
He watched on in amazement as she withdrew three plush bedrolls and enough cushions and blankets for the three of them. Before he got up to retrieve one, she surprised him by reaching back into the satchel and began withdrawing dozens of other items.
Within minutes teetering piles of kitchen goods, clothes, and several assorted items that tickled at his arcane senses surrounded her.
“Snakey brought camping supplies! She’s the best Alpha Bitch ever!”
“What is wrong with you, Cindra? Don’t call her a bitch!” Gabriel yelled, startling the large hellhound and causing her to whimper.
“Master!”
Gabriel stared incredulously at the fuming gorgon. “What? She was way out of line, and that was the second time.”
“She was actually being respectful, for a hellhound,” Sthuza said, shaking her head as several snakes lashed angrily. Seeing his lack of understanding, the elegant monster girl chuckled before moving to comfort the cowering beastkin.
“It is all right, Cindra. Master simply does not understand the hierarchal relationships of a proper Pack,” she said soothingly. She reached out a hand to brush tangled gray hair from Cindra’s face.
Cindra looked up, her large glowing eyes filled with tears. “Packmaster isn’t getting rid of me?”
He rocked back, eyes widening. “What? Why would you even think that?”
“She is used to a rigid and brutal life. I do not pretend to be an expert on the social mores of furry creatures. What I do know is that hellhound Packs are structured and domineering. If the male gets angry, it would not surprise me if a Pack quickly discards the source of his aggravation.”
“That’s stupid,” Gabriel said, then winced when he saw Cindra’s frown deepen. “Look, Cindra, I’m sorry I yelled at you. I get the impression you didn’t mean that the way I thought, so please forgive me.”
He’d intended to say more, but a nine-hundred-pound furry missile tackled him to the unyielding floor, blasting the breath from his lungs.
“Cindra forgives Packmaster,” she growled happily before extending her ludicrously long blue tongue and bathing his face in hot saliva.
Still not sure if I should find this sexy or revolting.
It took several minutes to calm the overexcited monster girl. Eventually, peace resumed, and Sthuza came over to sit beside him.
She smirked. “Hellhound Packs are led by a Packmaster, as you have no doubt inferred from our enthusiastic rug.”
He grinned back at her. “Yeah, kinda figured that one out.”
“Yes, well as best I understand it, the females, specifically the ‘Alpha Bitch,’ do most of the work and leading. The problem comes up when Cindra speaks the common tongue of Man, rather than her native language. If you can call that yipping noise a language,” Sthuza said, shuddering at the mention of yipping.
“So, it’s a respectful title?”
“Yes, I believe that to be the case. Though, if you are still uncomfortable with it, perhaps you would prefer for the dog to use a different one for the role?” Sthuza suggested, arching an eyebrow.
“That sounds like a good idea, but I might need a little time to think of one,” he said, half lost to thought.
“No worries, Master, please take your time with it. In the meantime, we should set a watch and prepare for sleep.”
“Oh, right. I forgot about the need for guards,” he admitted.
Real good job proving yourself the responsible leader there, Gabriel.
“There is no reason to be embarrassed. You have had an unsettling few days.” Sthuza’s words drew a vigorous head bobbing from Cindra, who was still cuddled against his left side.
“That said, I believe you should take the first shift, Master. This way, once you lie down, you will be able to sleep uninterrupted.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, glancing between the green gorgon and the dark-gray hellhound. They both nodded, the latter far more energetically.
“It is the role that will allow for the best sleep. Which you will need if you wish to continue studying your new powers, Master.”
“Yep, Packmaster gets to sleep without being woken up, except maybe for mating.”
He bit his lip to keep from laughing at the look of shock on Sthuza’s face in reaction to the hellhound’s innocent declaration.
“Then I’ll take the first shift, and wake you in a few hours,” he said, drawing approval from them both.
It took the pair only a few minutes to spread out three bedrolls. Most of which comprised the frustrated gorgon repeatedly dragging Cindra’s roll farther away from the middle one they’d assigned to him unasked.
“Jussst go to sssleep there, you filthy fleabag,” Sthuza hissed, finally getting through to his second bonded before they both lay down. Cindra took a moment to shift before lying down.
The first few minutes of relative silence, the only sounds the soft snores emitting from Cindra’s muzzle, left Gabriel’s nerves frazzled.
Initially, it had surprised, then thrilled him to see how much his vision had improved in the darkness. But once he’d gotten used to it, he started to regret the ability to see far past the soft glow of Meri’s orb.
Apparently, the vision enhancement doesn’t completely eliminate the darkness. It just lets me see shadows farther out. Hope the flickering shadows don’t drive me insane.
After an hour passed with Gabriel checking his Dungeon Interface every five minutes for the time, he’d grown accustomed to the endless shadows. Enough so that he relaxed again.
Next thing Gabriel knew, he was falling. Both arms flailed wildly in a desperate attempt to catch himself. One hand slapped against the nearby altar, saving him from falling face-first on the stone. After a moment spent looking to see if anyone noticed, he shook his head.
Shit, first watch shift ever, and I almost fall asleep.
Gabriel shook his head again and rubbed at his tired eyes. Suppressing a yawn, he stood and walked out of the large room in which they were all staying.
In the hall beyond the door, he found a lumpy pile of goblins huddled together. Their irregular snoring varied from the merely loud to the quieter but bestial sawing erupting from a half-naked Cuix, buried at the bottom of the smelly pile.
That’s just lovely. Guess Sthuza knew what she was doing when she didn’t suggest assigning any watch shifts to these guys.
Already feeling more awake, he shrugged and continued to follow the sole path back to the central part of the fourth floor.
There were only a few monsters around here both when I came down with the others and when Cuix was showing me around. Need to remember to ask Sthuza or Meri about that.
I know the Guild believed the dungeon was decaying, but why would there be such a noticeable lack of monsters on an entire floor?
Lost in thought about one of the many oddities he’d noticed in the dungeon, Gabriel looked around in surprise when he spotted the stairs up to the third floor.
Probably shouldn’t wander off so far on my own.
The moment Gabriel thought about it, the realization struck that this was the first time he’d been alone since waking up in a new body. Awareness of the solitude dredged up horrific memories of his recent past.
The vivid details of Estrial butchering him on the altar made his stomach roil. His lungs sucked air in with rapid, shallow gasps, and he braced one hand against the wall, struggling to stay upright as the world blurred around him.
Gabriel swallowed hard, fighting down the bile rising in his throat. Losing the battle, he leaned against the cool stone wall as he convulsed twice before throwing up.
When his insides ceased trying to escape several minutes later, Gabriel spat, wiping at his mouth with a trembling hand as he struggled to rein in his racing mind.
All he could see was the cold glare of those elven eyes. Goosebumps spread across clammy skin, and he glared at his shaking hand.
I’m not weak anymore. I’m not alone anymore.
He growled, focusing his mind on his bonds and clenched his fist until the tremors ended.
Still staring at his now steady hand, Gabriel wrinkled his nose at the stench of vomit and started back to his bonded.
“I’m not alone.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

When Sthuza shook him awake, it felt like only minutes after he’d laid down, but Gabriel yawned and dragged himself out of the bedroll.
As he came more fully awake, a flicker of a half-remembered nightmare teased at his mind before vanishing like smoke. It was over before he could recognize the strange feeling, and he shook his head clear.
Sthuza flashed a smile and began rolling up his bedding. “Good morning, Master.”
“Morning, Sthuza. I can pack that up.”
“Of course you could, but there is no need for you to bother with every minor chore. You need to concentrate on your role as Dungeon Master. Your bonded will take care of the more mundane tasks for you.”
“Heh, okay. Other than training my new abilities, I’m not sure what else my job entails.”
“Normally, a DM would start by cataloging the minions and dungeon rooms, checking to make sure that nothing has been disturbed while they slept. Back in its prime, this dungeon would have had adventurers delving it at all hours. Given its current depleted state, I imagine that most of them only enter during the day.
Sthuza’s smile tightened, her eyes darkening. “Since we can account for all of Lady Merideva’s minions on one hand, and we have no Domain to speak of, there is no need to run through the list.”
Meri darted across the spacious room. “Hey, are you saying I don’t have enough minions? Because I had more, but someone helped that elf kill them.”
“I intended no offense with my words,” Sthuza replied. “I meant that he should focus on expanding your Domain, instead of reviewing our current situation.”
“Oh, well yeah. That’s right! You should go out and expand my Domain, Gabriel Grimm.” The pink orb bobbed decisively.
He strained against his desire to laugh at the Core’s silly antics but kept a straight face. “That’s definitely on the agenda.”
“Good, then I’ll leave you to it. Feel free to take some of Cuix’s super-elite shock troopers with you if you need the extra muscle.”
That cracked his resolve, and he burst out laughing.
At his side, Sthuza snorted, drawing his attention. Still, when he glanced over, she had an innocent expression on her face. Although several of her head-snakes rocked back and forth, hissing.
“You dare laugh at your beloved, most awesome Dungeon Core?” Meri gasped, diverting his focus away from the gorgon studiously ignoring him.
“Sorry, it wasn’t you,” he said, forcing his voice to remain level.
Her glow dimmed slightly. “Hmm, I’ve got my eye on you, mister.”
You don’t have eyes!
Gabriel stepped away from the excitable Core. “Anyway, it’s time to see about food, then we need to do some exploring.”
“Of course, Master. I took the liberty of preparing a simple breakfast for everyone. Cindra has your plate ready whenever you wish.”
“Great. We’ll catch you later, Merideva,” he said, waving as he turned away.
On the far side of the room, he found the massive hellhound glaring at a pack of drooling goblins.
“Hey, Cindra,” he called out, startling the silent standoff and drawing the large woman to him.
“Packmaster, the greenies were trying to steal your food!” she growled, turning back to face the ravenous gluttons and baring her teeth.
“Thanks for protecting it for me.”
“Mmhmm, no problem,” she said, handing over the plate and pressing up against him.
She’s going to insist on smothering me while I eat, isn’t she?
“Cuix, take your tribe and set up a patrol outside, please,” Sthuza said.
Given how poorly the goblins had responded to commands so far, Gabriel didn’t expect them to cooperate with her polite request.
To his mild surprise, Cuix leapt into action, threatening and cajoling the other goblins and had them bolting out the door in seconds. Mouth full of crispy bacon, he arched an eyebrow at the relaxed gorgon.
She grinned at him mischievously. “You are curious about the goblins? I had a short talk with the female one this morning. I made certain she understands the hierarchy of the dungeon. Nothing that you need to worry about, Master.”
He took a moment to ponder that, decided it didn’t matter at the moment, and stuffed another strip of perfectly cooked bacon in his mouth.
“Now that we have gotten rid of the vermin, it might be best we plan out our next course of action,” Sthuza said.
Gabriel swallowed. “Part of me wants to stay here and focus on training my abilities or even just replenish more of my mana pool. But we need to either work on expanding the Domain as you suggested or head after Estrial and recover the crystal.”
“I very much agree with your plan, Master, though I remain quite concerned about the risk to Lady Merideva.”
“Why are you so worried about her? She’s been here for a while. Other than the group that was after the crystal, what threat does she face?”
Sthuza shot a sad glance toward the blissfully ignorant Core across the room. “Now that the Domain Crystal is missing, it will no longer respawn the fallen or reset disabled traps.”
“Wait, that crystal can spawn monsters?” he asked, shocked at the idea of the stolen artifact being able to create life.
“Of course it can. Any Dungeon Core or Master can conjure new creatures to serve the needs of the dungeon. But in a busy one, it would soon grow wearisome to replace each one every time adventurers kill them. Instead, you empower a Domain Crystal to maintain the region in your place.
“At the moment, Lady Merideva is far too young and weak to risk creating such a powerful item. Honestly, I am quite impressed with her ability to successfully bind your soul as her DM,” the gorgon said. She reached out to slap Cindra’s clawed hand away from his plate.
The action drawing his attention, he glanced down to spot the repentant hellhound rubbing her gray hand. Setting his plate down, Gabriel picked up the last strip of bacon, and after breaking it in two, offered half to his second bonded.
“Thanks, Packmaster!” she said, speaking around the hand already stuffing her mouth.
He blinked at the sight, having missed her accepting the proffered morsel.
Sthuza snickered. “Yes, she is physically impressive. If we are lucky, she will be as swift when protecting you.”
Gabriel chuckled at the snide commentary and Cindra’s complete disregard of Sthuza’s annoyed tone. Finished with the last of his food, he shook his head as something she’d mentioned early finally clicked.
He leaned forward and peered at his now startled Prime. “Wait, you said Dungeon Masters could create new monsters. I can do that?”
“Well, yes, you could. Though I must caution against it.”
“Why?” He tried to keep the disappointment from his voice as he deflated at the quick dismissal of his idea.
“There are two main reasons. First, with the Core’s current power and Domain, the same restrictions which limit Lady Merideva to goblins would apply to your efforts as well. Second, without a Soul Forge to shape raw Essence into new souls, it is far more expensive to conjure a monster yourself. Until we acquire one, it is best to rely on her to produce any monsters the dungeon needs.”
“Ah, well, that’s a letdown, but thanks for explaining it all.”
“Please do not despair, Master. I have faith that we will make rapid progress. You are already far beyond the power level expected of a novice DM. It will not be long before you unlock the ability to create Minions to serve your needs,” she said, her tone gentle as she consoled him.
“Minions?”
“Yes. I am uncertain what level unlocks it, but I am confident it is one of the earlier ones. Then you can acquire a wide assortment of proper Minions.”
“You need more than Snakey and Cindra?” the larger monster girl asked.
“Don’t worry, Cindra, I’m not replacing either of you. I just imagined what it would be like if we could get something stronger than the goblins to protect Meri. Then we could hunt for the crystal without worrying about her.”
“Oh, that makes lots of sense,” she said, then paused for a moment. “Maybe we find more packless like me, and they could guard Glowy Lady?”
He and Sthuza both smiled at the cheerful hellhound.
“That’s not a bad idea, but we are on a bit of a time limit. So we may not find any others before we have to leave.” He reached out and brushed Cindra’s unruly gray hair. She nodded, then leaned into his hand, pressing closer and demanding more grooming.
“Anyway,” Sthuza said, drawing his focus back to her. “We could attempt to extend her Domain to cover this room now that they have removed the crystal.
“I am uncertain if that will make it any easier for her to attune with it, if we recover it in time. But at the very least, it should not be any worse.”
“Well, it sounds like as good a plan as any,” Gabriel said, getting up. “How about you walk me through the process, and we see how it goes?”
Sthuza rose to her feet with sinuous ease. “Of course, Master. Please follow me.”
“I go too, yes?” Cindra growled, already racing across the large room to grab her massive sword.
“Yes, you are coming as well. Do try to protect our master if any threats should arise.”
“No problem, I will keep him super safe!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Cindra might be keeping me safe if there were any threats around. But I still don’t see why she needs to wear me like a second skin to do it.
“For the lassst time you fur-brained mutt, get away from Massster and keep on the lookout,” Sthuza hissed, frustration bleeding into her words.
“Forget about her for the moment,” Gabriel said, hoping to keep the pair from devolving into another pointless argument. “How do I claim this space for Merideva’s ‘Domain’?”
The riled gorgon took a moment to calm herself, taking several deep breaths as her snakes coiled about her head. “Truthfully, I am uncertain how this will work, given that the dungeon technically has a Core, perhaps even a DM still ruling it.
“That being said, the ritual to bind a region to your Core is relatively simple.”
“Okay, so assuming it works, I what? Do the ritual here in the middle of the tunnel?” He gestured to the smooth stone walls around them.
She nodded, then glared at the hellhound who was edging closer to him again. “The first step is to draw out the arcane symbols for the casting circle. Then you will need to step inside and focus your Dungeon Sense into the surrounding area.
“Once you do that, you try to coat or wrap up as much of the location as you can and connect it back to the tiny alcove she already claimed.”
He blew out a heavy sigh. “And I suppose I need to avoid getting drawn in too deep and losing myself when my consciousness leaves my body?”
“That would be preferable, Master.” Sthuza grinned wryly. “I have faith that you can manage this. It should be far easier than healing that mammary-centric canine,” she said, trailing off into a mutter.
Gabriel chewed on his lip for a moment as he considered his Prime’s words. Still undecided, he ran through his favorite centering routine, taking several deep breaths before staring up and nodding. “Yeah, okay. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sthuza, I’ll be careful not to dive as deep as I did that time.”
“Excellent. Then I will draw the sigils. Perhaps you would like to spend the time focusing and harnessing your mana pool? I know you have not fully recovered, but you should not require too much power for this small space.”
Shit, I’d forgotten about how much mana I spent healing Cindra. I know it used to take me two weeks to replenish from an empty pool. How does the increased capacity affect my recovery rate?
He nervously concentrated on his Interface and brought up his arcane statistics pane.
Mana 30%
Damn, that’s not bad for two nights of recovery, especially sleeping on the stone floor last night.
“I’m not nearly as empty as I feared.”
Sthuza paused in her chalk drawing and turned to flash him a smile, her green eyes lighting up. “Oh? That is wonderful news.”
“Yeah, already back to thirty percent.”
Her smile grew brittle.
“What’s wrong? Is that not good for a DM?” Gabriel asked, worry gnawing at his gut.
She shook her head sharply, setting off a flurry of hissing snakes.
“No, it is not bad,” she said, pausing for a moment, the tip of her dark-green tongue peeking out between her teeth. “But it is rather typical, given the higher density of Aether in the dungeon.”
He deflated, mentally kicked himself for overlooking that factor, and nodded. “Right, I forgot about the difference being in here makes. The Guild recommends against resting inside the dungeon. Too easy for monsters to set up ambushes.”
A small smile lit up her face. “Yes, Mistress Iylara was quite fond of preparing elaborate traps for anyone arrogant enough to pitch camp within her Domain.”
Just as quick as the smile crossed her face, her expression darkened, and she shook her head again.
“My apologies, Master, I let myself become distracted. It will only be another moment before I finish this,” she said in a rush, already diving back into her work.
He stared at her for a moment, shocked by her drastic shift.
Maybe she’ll feel more comfortable talking about her past once we’ve been together longer.
Gabriel shrugged away that line of thought, spending the rest of his wait smoothing his mana pool and preparing his internal leylines for the spellwork to come.
Even if I have way more power than I used to, there’s no reason to waste any of it on inefficiencies if I can help it. I’ve already burned through it all in a single day once. Not interested in doing that again.
“It is finished,” Sthuza called out, her soprano voice calm as she stepped back and gestured for him to go ahead.
He nodded after glancing over the prepared ritual circle. “Thank you.”
Her skill is incredible. Not sure I’ve ever seen a more perfectly prepared circle.
Careful not to step on any of the markings and risk damaging the ritual, he moved to the center and exhaled.
“I would recommend kneeling, Master, just in case it takes more effort than expected. That way, you do not risk falling onto the empowered sigils.”
He nodded, implementing her suggestion, but remained silent. With no reason to wait, he regulated his breathing and tapped his pool for a trickle of mana.
Keep it slow and steady.
Matching the flow of mana to his even breathing, he luxuriated in the wondrous caress of arcane energy coursing through his body. Power concentrated along his internal leylines, following them out to merge with the ritual, empowering it.
Eyes closed, Gabriel recited every arcane syllable the moment Sthuza intoned them for him. As the spell formed around him, raw power spiraling around him faster and faster, he gradually increased his pace. It took him less than two minutes to reach the casting’s climax, and its intensity shocked him.
This is so different from healing Cindra. It feels… right. Natural.
He let out a sigh of satisfaction when the mana effortlessly sank into the completed spell construct. With the casting complete, he took a moment to let his heart settle, his breathing returning to its previously placid pace.
Now to spread my focus without diving too deep.
Not wanting to risk losing his nerve, Gabriel released the held spell. He shuddered as it activated. His senses shifted, taste and smell vanishing, while sight and sound grew to unfathomable proportions.
Assaulted by a cacophony of unexpected sounds and bedazzling images, his breathing grew rapid and shallow, accelerating and strengthening the feeling of pressure building around him.
“Calm yourself, Master. You are strong. You can do this. Do not allow the dungeon to overwhelm you. Remember, you are the Dungeon Master,” Sthuza called out. Her voice sounded at once, both in his head and far away. A wellspring of warm confidence and determination matched the unexpected words. Plus, a touch of deep-seated fear and desire.
Okay, now that’s weird.
Accepting the strange, but comforting emotions, he anchored himself within the swirling morass of details. He recognized several images, and his mind began to make sense of the riotous sounds. Within the visions threatening to overwhelm him, he spotted every room and hall on the entire floor.
No wonder it was so hard to handle. Being able to see dozens of locations at once is crazy. Is that what’s normal for Meri? Keep it simple. Just concentrate on a single room for now. This isn’t the time to try skipping ahead.
Intentionally narrowing his focus, Gabriel smiled when the fractious kaleidoscope of views faded away. In their place was the long hall he was kneeling in and the large altar room. It looked much like when he’d started, except the view was from above.
Okay, a room and a hallway aren’t too much, right? Right. You can do this. Just take your time and bind each one to the Core.
It seemed like hours of delicate work as Gabriel transferred a steady trickle of power into each room. The moment he started, he sensed an instinctive connection with Merideva and knew that he was binding the spaces to her.
Halfway through, a pulling sensation began to draw him deeper into the dungeon, and he dug his metaphysical will in and fought to resist its siren call.
A vague sense of pain flared near his mouth. He ignored it. Instead, he redoubled his effort in the two rooms.
Almost there, just hold on for a few more…
And done!
Gabriel severed his connection with the dungeon and collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.
“Master!” Sthuza cried, catching him before his face could hit the stone floor.
“He is okay?” Cindra growled from behind him.
Strong, slender hands caressed his face, turning his head one way and then another for several long seconds.
“Yes, he is fine. He bit his lip badly, but it should not take long to heal with his enhanced body.”
Gabriel smiled, then flinched as the action made him aware of the vicious gash in his lower lip. He tried to speak but hesitated when his voice came out garbled and rough.
“Shh, calm yourself, Master, You were at it for several hours,” Sthuza cooed.
“Here, drink this,” she said after taking a hand away from his face and pulling something from her belt.
Cool, soothing water filled his mouth, and he gulped the refreshing liquid.
“Cindra, please come here and help me carry him back to the bedrolls. He needs to rest.”
“No problem,” Cindra growled cheerfully.
Seconds later, her powerful arms slipped under him and lifted him effortlessly to rest against her massive breasts.
Is she carrying me like a princess?
He cracked his eyelids open, shocked at how heavy they were, then blinked when he found himself staring into the hellhound’s glowing blue eyes.
“Hello, Packmaster,” she yipped.
“Cindra has you, just relax.” She nodded decisively, then dashed down the hall quick as a hare.
“Be careful with him, you boob-brained fur coat!” Sthuza screeched from behind them.
Cindra shot him an embarrassed grin, her large fluffy ears drooping down. “Sorry.”
That made him chuckle, reigniting the burning pain of his lip, but he reached up to pat Cindra on one muscular shoulder.
“It’s all right. No harm done,” Gabriel said as she lowered him carefully to the bedroll.
“Kind of early to get the beds out, isn’t it?” he asked as the gorgon, glaring at Cindra, stalked into the room.
“Snakey knew the ritual would tire you, so she came and got yours ready for you,” the hellhound said, completely ignoring the death stare aimed her way.
“Cccindra, get away from him,” Sthuza hissed, then straightened up when he turned her way.
“Go guard the hallway,” she said, her tone less threatening.
“Sure thing, Snakey!” Cindra replied before skipping out of the room, grabbing her sword near the door.
“Are you feeling well, Master?”
He gently felt along his split lip, careful not to exacerbate the wound. “I think so. I’m crazy tired, but it’s more like the ritual drained me than physical exhaustion. It’s not an experience I’m used to, but I should be good to go after a short rest.”
She nodded, her emerald eyes watching him. “As long as you are sure. Please do not push yourself too fast. We have much to do and little time, but it will only grow worse if you strain yourself.”
“Is it always that taxing to expand the Core’s Domain?” he asked, a little worried at the idea of having to do that on a regular basis. A second of concentration brought up the Interface, and he checked his mana.
Mana 25%
“I do not believe so. No doubt, the other Core’s ownership made it more challenging, which is why Lady Merideva needs that crystal.”
He opened his mouth to respond, then paused when a filthy goblin sprinted into the room. Soaked in sweat, the panting goblin staggered toward him but collapsed halfway across the room.
Merideva burst out of her hidden cubbyhole and flew straight at Gabriel.
“We’re doomed!” she wailed, her dark-blue orb slamming into his chest and knocking the wind out of him.
“Lady Merideva, what is wrong?”
“A huge band of adventurers just entered the dungeon and are rushing through the first floor.”
Gabriel coughed, sucked in a fresh lungful of air, and turned to look at his Prime.
“This could be rather terrible,” the distracted gorgon said as she stared off into space.
“Isn’t it normal for adventurers to delve the dungeon?” he asked, confused.
“Yes, but given her fear, and the ‘huge band,’ I now recall an aspect of the missing Domain Crystal that I had not previously considered.”
“What aspect?” he replied impatiently, drawing her attention back to him.
“Adventurers tend to keep their parties small, yes?” she asked, arching a flawless green eyebrow.
“Yeah, the larger the party, the more dangerous the dungeon becomes…” he said, trailing off as her concern dawned on him. “Oh shit. The crystal would be responsible for spawning more monsters to counter a larger party?”
She nodded, her agitated head-snakes hissing angrily as they coiled behind her. “That would not be a problem for us unless someone up there knows about the issue with the Core.
“If they informed this Estrial about the crystal, but not the vulnerability of Lady Merideva’s Core,” she said, her long tongue slipping out to wet her full lips.
He watched raptly as she lost herself in thought. Her tongue slithered back and forth in time with her swaying snakes. All at once, she froze, then blushed and turned away.
“Ah, what was I saying?” she muttered. “Oh, yes. I strongly suspect that the adventurers who stole the Domain Crystal are not a part of this new group. Instead, I imagine these are employed by whoever informed your erstwhile companions in the first place.”
“Which means?” he asked, trying to keep her focused.
“Sorry, Master, I must admit I may be a touch unsettled,” Sthuza whispered.
“What? Why?”
“Because we will probably die soon.”
That caused Meri to wail, her voice shrill as she vibrated against his chest, reminding him of the cowering Core.
Careful not to drop her, he stood up and moved to embrace his Prime.
“Well, they will take Lady Merideva as a prize, but they will aim to kill the rest of us,” Sthuza said, her voice filled with despair. Curling in on herself, she began muttering. “Why did this have to happen now? I finally found a new Dungeon Master who is not a total deviant. And now we are going to die.”
“If Meri and I are doomed, can’t you and Cindra just run away and survive?”
Her head snapped up, tossing her snakes about, and she stared at him uncomprehendingly.
Gabriel flinched when he spotted unshed tears threatening to spill from her glistening eyes.
“No, Master. Our bond with you will eventually result in death if you fall. If you were bonded with a stronger Core, we might transfer over to them, but as it stands, if you die, we will follow within weeks.”
Her certainty, both of what would happen to his bonded, and his impending death, rocked him.
Shit. This isn’t fucking fair. Some asshole set all of this up? Set me up as a sacrifice, and now they want to kill my bonded?
No! Screw that! She survived Iylara’s death. Maybe there’s something she’s overlooking?
“Sthuza, if my death would kill you, how did you survive your previous mistress?”
She blinked at him, her vertical pupils flaring wide as she shrank back in fear.
“I… ssshe… pleassse, Massster, I cannot deal with thisss right now,” she begged him, tears streaming down her high-boned cheeks.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“I’m sorry, forget I asked,” Gabriel said. His shock at the usually collected gorgon’s unsteadiness left him stumbling for a response. A simple glance at his Prime’s face made it clear that something terrible had happened with Iylara.
Sthuza choked back a sob. “It does not matter right now. We need to figure out how many adventurers are coming.”
He glanced down at the gasping goblin and quickly wrote off getting anything coherent from the filthy little monster.
Maybe it’s time to try scrying again?
He took a deep breath, then focused before he could lose his nerve and reached out through the Dungeon Sense to locate the rest of the goblins.
Less than a minute later, he’d located the other four, and from the vague sense of direction he detected, at least one of them was still on the first floor. Attention narrowed to the single scout, Gabriel furrowed his brow in concentration and dove into the sneaking creature’s senses.
Sight and sound assaulted him as before. He was ready for that this time and found it much more manageable. He was less prepared for the horrific taste and smell that flooded through the goblin’s acute senses. A supreme effort of willpower kept him from vomiting. And, more importantly, from breaking the connection.
It took only seconds to block out the unwanted feedback, and a smile spread across his face when he instinctively filtered out the offending senses.
Damn, that’s much better. Now if I can just locate the invading—
“Fucking shit!”
“Are you all right, Master?” Sthuza asked, her voice echoing from far away.
“Gabriel?” Meri’s scared voice called out from much closer.
“No, there’s no gods-damned way!” he screamed, his eyes wide open but unseeing.
“Massster, what isss wrong?” Sthuza hissed, her fearful tone recalling him to his own presence.
“That asshole Kelith is up there leading a dozen or more of the baron’s guards,” he spat angrily, retracting his awareness to his body.
“Kelith, the one that recommended you to Estrial?” Sthuza asked, sounding perplexed.
He turned to look at her, her head-snakes cowering behind her lovely face. With them pulled back so thoroughly, she looked very much like when he’d first laid eyes on her.
After a second, he shook away the distracting thought and nodded. “Yeah, I’d recognize him and those ridiculous red and gold robes anywhere.”
“How many of these guards did he have with him?” the gorgon asked, gazing at him, face pale and her angular eyes open wide.
“I didn’t get an exact count,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. It felt like he had water in his ear, but he couldn’t quite clear it up.
“Yes, scrying through goblins is a rather alien experience. Still, it is impressive that you managed that so well,” Sthuza replied, her voice regaining a touch of her usual elegance.
“They were splitting up into a few groups. But that’s still a bunch of heavily armed and armored soldiers. Without the dungeon spawning more monsters to counter them, we’re in a lot of trouble if they find the path Estrial’s group carved,” he said, shaking his head as he sank back to the cold stone.
Sthuza moved close and wrapped her slender arms around his chest. “Do not give in to despair, Master,” she cooed, her snakes uncoiling enough to embrace the sides of his head. “We need to hit them at once. If we wipe out a few groups fast enough, they may believe that the Core is still functioning properly and flee.”
Gabriel focused on her words, reminding himself of his powerful bonded and his pledge to protect them and Merideva.
I can do this. It’s not fair, but life obviously doesn’t care, or a prick like Kelith wouldn’t be so damn lucky.
He nodded. “Yeah, I like the sound of that.”
After turning back toward the hall where Cindra was, he called out. “Get ready for a fight, Cindra.”
Before he could stand up, the well-muscled monster girl bolted into the room; her massive black sword held ready in one clawed fist. He met the hellhound’s bright eyes and grinned at the enthusiastic look on her gray face.
“Meri, can you tell Cuix to keep her squad watching the different groups as they advance?” he asked, glancing at the still shivering Core.
“Um, yeah, but you aren’t going to le-leave me, are you?” she whimpered.
Flinching like he’d been slapped, he looked over to his Prime before answering.
“Her concern is understandable,” Sthuza said after a long pause.
“Why would she doubt my loyalty now?”
“Because you are able to flee the dungeon and likely survive,” she hissed.
That revelation nearly knocked him off his feet.
Could I run away and live? Go back to living in the city and have a normal life?
He tried to freeze his face before they could read his expression, but it was immediately clear that he’d failed.
“I would not blame you if you do, Massster,” Sthuza whispered.
“Packmaster will abandon Pack?” Cindra whimpered, her terror written on her expressive face.
“You will have to leave us here though. While the ritual bound us to you, it likewise binds us through you to Lady Merideva. If we flee, we would both gradually waste away,” Sthuza confessed.
Gabriel wanted to comfort them, to tell them he’d never abandon them. But he was so low on mana. He wasn’t sure what he had left would have filled his pool back when he was an average human. They were likely facing eighteen or more elite soldiers, and at least one skilled mage. Did they even have a chance? Why shouldn’t he try to escape rather than die pointlessly?
But it wouldn’t be pointless, now would it? They’ve all saved my life. Each of them has given me hope of a far more enjoyable existence than mindlessly slaving away to pay for another day of mediocrity.
They’re my family. We’re Pack.
Unaware of his nervous tick, he gnawed at his split lip, causing it to resume bleeding, then nodded. Cindra and Sthuza both collapsed limply to the floor while Merideva let out a pitiful wail.
He tilted his head and stared at their unexpected behavior. “Why are you three acting like it’s the end of the world?”
“You are going to abandon usss.”
“What? No, I was just thinking through everything.”
Both bonded monsters stared up at him with crazed intensity.
“Truly? You will not cassst usss away?”
“Truly. You’re both bonded to me, and I’m not leaving you to die.”
He glanced over to the dim Core and smiled. “I’m not going to leave you either.”
Merideva brightened slightly, but her hue remained a deep blue.
“What if we just grab Meri’s Core and then slip away to your lair.” Gabriel smiled at the shocked look on Sthuza’s face. That smile melted when her surprise turned to sadness.
She shook her head, most of her snakes drooping. “They will be able to track her presence, allowing them to follow and trap us. Without something like the stolen crystal to conceal her, she cannot hide.
“And before you ask, we cannot take her outside of the dungeon. Without ready access to her Domain, no matter how tiny it may be, she would wither and perish even quicker than Cindra and I.”
“Wait, if she can’t leave the dungeon, why would they even want her?” he asked, his stressed mind racing with questions about the nature of Cores.
“This is not the most apt time to go into detail,” Sthuza said, a wan smile on her face. “But I expect they intend to perform a ritual tying her to a sizable power source. A decently sized mana vault or even a collection of magic stones would suffice. It would only have to last until they reestablish a Domain for her.”
“Then, can’t we do the same thing?”
She shook her head, snakes swaying limply with the movement. “No, it would cause irreparable harm to her. She could never function as a proper Dungeon Core again. It would leave her little more than a puppet.”
“Hmm. What if the three of us escape and then return later?” Gabriel hated to say it, but if he could save his bonded, that would at least be better than losing them and Meri.
I don’t want to abandon her after she did so much for me.
Sthuza tried to flash a smile, but her eyes started to tear up, and she looked away.
“As I mentioned earlier, we are both now bound to Lady Merideva. If they destroy her, which is what they will do to her as far as we are concerned, we will die with her. Only you have a chance of surviving the feedback.”
Gabriel’s heart plummeted, and icy talons of dread clawed at his stomach. He felt like throwing up but fought down the urge. After taking a deep breath, he clenched trembling hands and forced his way past the terror.
“That just means we have to kill Kelith and his dad’s lackeys, right?” he said, injecting all the confidence he could muster.
His Prime hiccuped a laugh, but Cindra leapt at him and wrapped herself tight against him.
“We kill Packmaster’s old rival and protect Pack!”
Sthuza let out a crazed chuckle. “Sure, why not?”
Gabriel peaked around the feminine muscles of the hellhound and laughed when he spotted the gorgon. Sthuza was furiously glaring at a trio of shocked snakes staring at her. She glanced up and blushed when she caught him watching.
Guess she genuinely doesn’t have conscious control over them.
“Now that we have that decided, we should head out and ambush one of the squads. Sound good to you?” Gabriel asked. A quick look around got him two confident nods.
It took another few minutes to convince Merideva that he wouldn’t, in fact, leave her. But she finally accepted a soul oath, and they set out to prepare an ambush.
After two more equally unpleasant glimpses through goblin eyes, each quicker than the last, they settled in to wait near the northernmost descent from the second floor. It wasn’t the best route down, but it was the easiest to find.
When he’d first come through here with Estrial, they’d used a partially concealed spiral staircase. Kelith’s teams had walked right past it, spreading out and were wandering about with no clear direction. Almost like they didn’t have a map of the dungeon’s upper floors.
Of course, they wouldn’t have a map. Not if their delve is unsanctioned by the Guild. And if the baron is hoping to steal Meri for his own use, he wouldn’t want to risk anyone else knowing about it.
Just before Gabriel could mention his sudden insight to his bonded, Cindra’s triangular ears perked up, and Sthuza raised a hand for silence. Unable to hear anything himself, he had to trust his companions.
Thirty seconds later, his enhanced hearing picked up the sound of boots slapping the hard stone stairs leading down from the second floor, and he clenched his fist around his sword’s hilt.
The grip molded perfectly to his hand, and he risked a peek at the gleaming weapon. Charcoal-gray leather wrapped the hilt, and faint green runes glowed along the length of its silver blade. The large emerald set as its pommel doubled as a potent mana battery. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had time yet to charge the weapon.
Still, it’s a far better weapon and arcane conduit than I ever dreamed of before meeting Sthuza. Hopefully, it’ll be enough to best whatever trinkets Kelith has with him.
Worried about his budding anxiety, Gabriel closed his eyes and focused his mind. He snapped them open the moment six ‘adventurers’ stepped into the large cavern that served as the landing for this entry point.
The stairs they’d taken were on the far side of the spacious chamber, with dozens of stalagmites casting dancing shadows in the lanterns’ glow. Wet stone and tiny crystals caused the light to flicker and strobe in odd ways, causing several of the intruders to flinch.
Gabriel studied the approaching band, momentarily surprised at their visible fear. All humans, he counted five men and a single woman. Two men wore heavier armor and carried sturdy shields, while the other three had lighter armor and carried rugged lanterns. Shorter than the men in front, the woman was harder to inspect. She wore simple gray robes common to low-ranked adventurer mages.
They can’t see without the lights, and they’re not trained for delving. Guess it makes sense they’d be scared of what could be hiding in the dark.
He grinned.
They should be.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sthuza glanced back at Gabriel, waiting for his signal.
After taking one more calming breath, he exhaled slowly and nodded. He watched as both bonded monsters leapt into action as one. Not that the intruders could see either of them as they burst from cover. But they definitely heard Cindra’s ferocious roar.
She made my ears ring with that one!
They displayed proper training by reacting to the ambush without panic. All six closed ranks, raising shields and readying their weapons. The two with shields stepped in front. At the same time, the other three men arrayed themselves to protect the mage, who began casting a light spell.
By then, the hellhound’s mad rush brought her into their weak illumination, and Gabriel laughed when two of the warriors flinched back and almost tripped at the sight of her.
Well, Cindra can be pretty intense.
The two largest men moved to intercept her, and she slammed her black greatsword down against their shields. Bright sparks flared, and a deafening boom echoed in the broad cavern. Cindra forced both men back, staggering them as she pounced again.
She brought her sword down repeatedly, launching a relentless barrage of devastating strikes. It took both fighters working together to block her savage attacks.
Even from his position, Gabriel could see the fear in their eyes. He shook away the distractions of Cindra’s battle, spared a quick peek at Sthuza readying her bow, and then focused on his magic.
Between healing Cindra and then attuning those rooms earlier, I’m way too tapped for mana. Need to be stingy if I want to have enough left for dealing with that asshole later.
One calming breath after another, he turned inward and tapped his woefully depleted mana pool. He harnessed a tiny dollop of power and wove it into the beginnings of a spell. Not willing to waste even a single drop of mana, Gabriel tracked the flow of energy from his pool, through his internal leylines, and out through his still new arcane conduit.
Channeling spells through a sword was never something he’d trained for in school. Fortunately, it wasn’t too dissimilar, and he relaxed somewhat when the mana flowed smoothly.
It was his first time casting a spell with such efficiency, but he turned his focus to drawing more mana for his spell before he got distracted. He fed one tiny sliver of his pool at a time into the slowly forming spell construct.
Cindra’s howls and the maddened cries of the men struggling to fight his bonded faded into the background along with the sounds of ringing metal. He tuned everything out to ensure his spellwork was perfect.
Given that Cindra was already ridiculously strong, Gabriel skipped buffing her attack power. Instead, his first spell focused on enhancing the statuesque hellhound’s speed. He’d located her within the Weave before starting and after connecting the spell to her, he opened his eyes and grinned.
One of the frontline fighters was already down. The man’s shield was a twisted ruin of warped wood and steel, which mirrored the horrendous gash carved through his thick breastplate.
Looks like his armor wasn’t enchanted, I hope that applies to the rest of them.
The other three fighters had stepped up to help the one facing Cindra. Between them, they’d landed a few serious scratches on the armored monster girl. Unfortunately for her attackers, Gabriel’s spell was complete, and it homed in on his bonded as soon as he released it.
One second Cindra’s powerful slashes were only slightly faster than her opponents’. A moment later, the blue glow shone around her muscular body, and she morphed into a blur. The woman in the rear cried out something, then dove into casting a spell of her own.
This might be interesting. I’ve only ever faced off against that ghast.
It took the slightest thought to shift his vision into his improved Magesight. When he did, Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh. Before being bound to Merideva, he’d needed to cast a minor divination spell to get even a quarter of the insight he now gained with a single glance.
Is she trying to boost their speed to match Cindra’s instead of dispelling my spell? Am I that much stronger, or is she just lacking confidence?
He shrugged at the irrelevant thought, shaping the glyphs for a counterspell. Still careful to conserve his limited mana, he had no trouble outpacing the plodding woman’s hesitant spellwork.
Gabriel was feeling slightly vindictive. They were trying to murder his bonded after all. So, he waited until the enemy caster was finishing her spell.
At the last second, he released his countermagic and laughed at the startled woman’s panic. The shocked spellcaster collapsed as his laughter echoed through the poorly lit cavern.
“Packmaster enjoying the fight?” Cindra asked, drawing his focus back to the heated battle.
“Yeah, I guess I am,” he replied, chuckling. He moved closer to the battle, stepping within the soft lighting from the discarded lanterns.
In the half-minute or so he’d spent watching the woman try to cast her spell, his bonded had dropped three of the remaining men. Two lay dead with multiple black-feathered arrows sticking out of the joints of their armor. The other was still recognizable as a human, albeit missing a head.
Gabriel turned in time to witness Cindra cleave the last one in twain with a vicious overhead chop. The devastating blow sent two gory pieces tumbling away to sprawl across the rough cavern floor, and he choked back the instinct to vomit at the horrific sight, turning to the last intruder.
When the female caster locked gazes with Gabriel, she shivered and backed away, wide-eyed. She kept retreating until she tripped and fell on her ass. The sour stench of her fear was pungent enough for him to detect it over the smell of blood and death that pervaded the area.
“Please, don’t kill me,” she sobbed, crawling on her knees.
“Hmph, you shouldn’t have signed on with that arrogant little shit and come barging into my home,” he growled.
“I didn’t know there was a powerful mage living here. None of us did. Please, have mercy,” she gasped, tears streaming down her face.
Gabriel paused for a second and pondered her request.
At his introspective look, she flashed a tentative smile, freezing in place.
I didn’t really consider the consequences of being a Dungeon Master, of being on Meri’s side. I’m going to have to kill adventurers, aren’t I?
Fighting down the urge to spare her, he blew out a breath and shook his head.
“No, I don’t think that letting you leave here and warning everyone about me would be a good thing,” he said after a long pause.
The woman’s fragile smile shattered, and she began ranting, pledging secrecy. When she begged Gabriel to accept a soul oath, his resolve weakened, but he forced it down, reminding himself about why the woman was there.
“Relax, it will all be over soon,” Sthuza said tenderly, her soft, cultured voice drawing the crying woman’s attention.
She turned toward Sthuza just before a black blade sliced through her neck. Gabriel watched as the now-dead mage continued to kneel there for a moment before toppling. Her severed head tumbled off just before the lifeless torso struck the stone floor.
“That went well.” Sthuza moved to inspect the dead.
“Ye-yeah, that was shockingly easy. If we hurry and ambush each party separately, we might survive this.” Unable to resist the urge, he spent a moment surveying the battle scene.
They got what they deserved for working with Kelith. Worry about your bonded, not the assholes trying to murder them.
With a force of will, he switched his focus to the Interface. An infuriating number of unreadable entries still filled Sthuza’s pane. Fortunately, Cindra’s provided almost all the information that his own page did. The detailed display provided more feedback than even the most powerful Soulstones.
Would be nice if I could figure out how these HP and BP relate to actual injuries. Still, it doesn’t look like she took too much damage.
After inspecting his bonded via the Dungeon Interface, he moved to check the hellhound over in the flesh.
“No worries, Packmaster, Cindra is strong. I didn’t even lose self this time,” she said, thumping her impressively strained chest armor with her free hand.
“I noticed. Still, you took more than a few hits in that melee,” Gabriel commented, pointing out several scuffs and two dark wet spots on her armor.
She blushed at his action, seeming to shrink into herself, and nodded pitifully.
“Do not act so pathetic, Furball. Master is merely worried about your safety, no matter how little use you may be.”
“Sthuza, can’t you be a little nicer to her?” he asked, surprised by his Prime’s vehemence.
She sighed, held his gaze for a second, then turned back to face her fellow bonded. “You did a good job of eliminating most of the threats to our master, Cindra. But we still must work on your tendency to fixate on the foe in front of you.”
The hellhound nodded her armored head, then flashed a dazzling white smile at Gabriel. “Cindra will get stronger and keep Packmaster safe!”
“Yes, I am sure you will,” Sthuza muttered darkly.
“Anyway, we better hurry if we’re going to catch another party before they leave this floor,” Gabriel said, pausing to activate Dungeon Sense. It still made his head ache dully when he attempted to peek at the scouting goblins’ visions. After repeated use, he’d found that keeping the scrying brief and light on details helped reduce the disorientation.
Still doesn’t help with the smell though. Does that mean I could use Cindra’s nose while scrying her?
Two minutes later, he’d cycled through all the goblins still tracking the invading soldiers. Kelith was leading a group near the staircase to the fourth floor he’d used when traveling with Estrial. The other three groups were still on the third floor, but he didn’t recognize the locations.
Need to make a more thorough inspection of the surrounding floors if we make it through this. We took a straight path when I came here on that fateful delve.
“Kelith’s group is near the hidden staircase down. Not sure if they’ve discovered it or are just resting there. The other three spread out more, and I don’t recognize the rooms they’re in.”
“Perhaps the talking fur coat could check and see if any of those other parties are closer than the mage’s?” Sthuza suggested, shooting a glance toward Cindra.
Not even waiting for his agreement, the tall monster girl growled and tossed her heavy blade at the slender gorgon.
Before Gabriel could shout a warning, Sthuza reached out and caught the flying weapon by the hilt. She spun with it twice, coming to a stop with the massive sword braced against the ground, the pommel above her head. Upon seeing his shock, she winked, an amused grin splitting her face.
“Really, Master. Were you not aware that most powerful monsters have greater strength than a human of equal size? If not for SE-enhanced bodies, giants and dragons would barely be able to stand up.”
“Sorry, it’s one thing to know it, but I keep forgetting that you aren’t just an exotic-looking woman. I may need a little time to get used to how amazing you two are.”
Sthuza blushed at Gabriel’s words and turned to face his second bonded. By the time he glanced back to Cindra, an enormous fiery hound with shoulders only inches shorter than his own had replaced the statuesque beauty.
Damn, I’ve gotten so used to her humanoid form I forgot just how impressive her canine one is.
She wasted no time, lowering her muzzle to the hard stone and sniffing audibly. Gabriel watched in silence for several breaths as she moved around the large cave, sniffing at the air.
A howl shattered the silence, and he blinked as the furry monster darted through one of the openings in the far wall, a blur of gray and blue.
“We should follow her,” Sthuza said, sounding amused.
Not wanting to see his Prime’s delight at his continued shock, he nodded without turning and started after the baying hellhound.
Gabriel smiled to himself. Never been hunting with a hound before.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Sthuza and Gabriel caught up to Cindra three rooms later. She padded back and forth, snuffling at the smooth stone.
While the theme of the floor matched the areas he’d previously explored, winding tunnels and natural caves, the section Cindra had led them to seemed abandoned. Most of the other rooms looked like someone actively cleaned and maintained them, while dust and cobwebs filled this entire branch.
Thankfully it looks like regular spider webs and not more of those horrifying arachne. I’d prefer to see no more of those, though I can’t help thinking that bitch might come back for seconds.
He shook away the distracting thoughts, returning his attention to their hunt.
Cindra maintained a pace he could match for several minutes before she suddenly froze. She tilted her large furry head to one side, then the other. Then she bolted along the winding tunnel, her paws throwing up thick clouds of dust.
“I believe she has located the intruders, Master,” Sthuza said, grinning.
He chuckled at the gorgon’s light tone. “Looks that way.”
They raced after the barking hellhound and rushed into an uneven, low-ceilinged tunnel filled with wooden supports. Gabriel glanced around wide-eyed.
Did someone try mining in the dungeon?
In the middle of the strange room, he spotted their target. Six more intruders seeking to kill his bonded and steal away Merideva. Another six allies of Kelith.
Not going to let them do it! I don’t even care why that vainglorious prick wants the Core.
“Oh shit, there’s more—” one man yelled just as a thousand pounds of berserk hellhound slammed into him. He crashed to the ground, his agonized screams almost drowning out the tortured sound of his plate armor crumpling.
The other five intruders stepped back and split into two groups, none of them moving to aid their wounded ally.
That’s pretty damn co… well, shit.
He swallowed hard against the urge to vomit when Cindra chomped her white fangs onto the man’s steel helm and belched a thick gout of blue fire.
Mercifully, her flames quickly burned out the screaming man’s throat and lungs, silencing his earsplitting shrieks. Inhaling the blue flames had silenced the dying man, but he still thrashed about in his heavy armor.
How is he still alive?
Gabriel wasn’t the only one staring at the horrifying sight. But no one moved to intervene.
Everyone talks about how rewarding it is to strengthen the body with Essence. Doubt many have ever considered that kind of downside.
With a complete lack of interest in the dying man, Cindra crouched low, coiling powerful leg muscles and threw herself at the closest standing warrior.
This one was better prepared, and he got his large shield up in time to blunt the worst of her lunge. He staggered back, swinging a gleaming shortsword wildly to discourage a second strike.
The renewed violence broke the distraction, and everyone burst into action as one.
Sthuza drew back her bowstring, nocked a black arrow, and loosed at Cindra’s target. He blocked the projectile, but it sank halfway through his battered shield, unnerving the besieged fighter.
Gabriel snickered. No doubt they’re regretting the decision to try dungeon diving without Guild training right about now.
The rest of the man’s group moved to support him, showing good discipline and teamwork.
Two of them had fallen back and were now swirling their hands in esoteric gestures and spouting the harsh syllables of arcane casting. Bright glyphs shimmered and danced between the two casters, weaving a single spell.
Even as Sthuza loosed a third arrow, they finished their tandem cast. A brilliant blue shield of hexagons formed out of the Aether, quickly spreading around the group.
Shit.
“Thisss could be a problem, Massster,” Sthuza hissed in frustration. Her fourth and fifth arrows splintered against the enchanted barrier, just like the earlier one.
Cindra was still inside the defensive shield the pair of mages had erected, but without her magical sword. And without the ranged support they’d grown accustomed to.
The moment Gabriel saw their shield spell, he knew what they’d cast next.
They were already casting for that projectile barrier before Sthuza attacked. Did the first group get off a warning? Or are these two better mages?
He tapped into his diminished mana pool and began forcing power into his own spell. The arcane words flowed from his lips as naturally as breathing. He barely noticed, his focus fully consumed with tracing precise glyphs at a reckless pace.
It’s going to be too damn close.
Fighting the nagging worry that he wasn’t quick enough, good enough to save his bonded, Gabriel drew more mana from his pool. He staggered, dropping to a knee without missing a glyph.
The spell circle forming around him was completely undisguised, letting any mage attempt to counter it. Not that anyone would. The enemy casters would have to pause their current efforts to attempt it, or risk using Area Suppression. Neither would ensure success.
Risky to use even against a regular mage, even more so now that Meri boosted my SE so much. But getting that spell shield up will give them plenty of time to kill Cindra.
His right hand tingled as he pushed too much mana too fast through it and into his sword. The arcane conduit greedily absorbed the power, sucking it in and amplifying it to dizzying levels.
He struggled to ignore the gnawing sensation in his gut, casting the most potent haste spell he’d ever attempted. Unable to ignore the growing fear, he split his attention between forming the spell and watching the opposing mages complete their next magic.
Get this done, or she’s doomed!
With another hard push, forcing both mind and hand to trace the last several glyphs at a suicidal pace, he gasped when the spell completed.
On the other side of the barrier, finished spell circles surrounded the dual casters. Gabriel released his hold, praying to any gods listening that his enchantment would reach her in time.
Cindra fought for her life, trapped within the glowing blue dome. Three fighters jabbed at her, just enough to keep her from landing any crippling blows.
Gabriel felt the rush of power race through the Weave, but he moaned in despair when he saw the pinkish glow spiraling out and fusing with the blue barrier.
No, please!
Whether or not a divine was listening, his spell activated just before the enhanced barrier began blocking spells and physical objects. He sagged in relief as the spell anchored to Cindra.
Apparently, neither mage had thought he was fast enough. They stared in disbelief as a powerful glow suffused the rampaging hellhound. The dark-blue arcane light blended into Cindra’s gray-and-blue fur. If anyone doubted the potency of his snap-cast spell, her blurring image was proof enough to change their minds.
In the short seconds she’d spent battling one versus three, she’d taken several superficial wounds. Blue blood matted thick fur where she’d been too slow to evade all three attackers. Now their roles were reversed, and the three warriors struggled to weather her lightning-fast strikes.
One overextended in his rush to dodge aside, leaving his partner exposed. The hasted monster dashed forward and snapped her powerful jaws around the surprised man’s knee.
Sharp fangs shredding cloth and flesh announced the start of the poor bastard’s screaming death. He collapsed heavily, dropping his spear and grabbing his mangled leg in dismay.
Showing the only mercy to be found in a dungeon, Cindra darted around the third soldier’s measured swing and pounced on the wounded man’s back.
She sank her bloody fangs into his exposed neck. A loud crack silenced his screams as she bit down, shattering his spine.
The first fighter, whose ill-timed dodge had given her the chance, screamed in a fury and brought his bastard sword down two-handed. Aiming for Cindra’s neck, he overextended when she vanished, his sword slamming into the hard stone floor instead.
The force of his strike sent unexpected agony radiating up the man’s arms, numbing his grip. As his sword fell from nerveless fingers, his head tracked her dash.
No one moved as the large monster stood motionless, staring at the unarmed human.
Then she smiled. Gouts of blood and chunks of flesh dripped from her toothy maw.
The third soldier vomited in her helmet while the weaponless one raised his hands as if to ward off the unstoppable monster.
Barking a terrifying laugh, Cindra leapt at the man, batting aside his upraised arms and knocking him onto his armored back. The snap of cracking bones rang out over the rasping of metal against stone as she slammed her half-ton bulk on his chest.
He coughed blood, then went slack, exposing his neck. In the blink of an eye, Cindra struck again, ripping his throat out before turning on the two casters.
Taken aback by her whirlwind assault, their focus broke. The momentary lapse caused the complex shield to flicker as they backed away.
Before Cindra could deal with the mages, she howled when the forgotten warrior stabbed her short sword into the hellhound’s flank.
Gabriel winced in sympathy, furious at the human woman for wounding his bonded. Unwilling to leave Cindra to handle the last three intruders alone, he rushed to the barrier’s edge.
“Keep shooting, it’ll fail,” he called out on the run.
Just hope it fails before I reach it.
As if she’d been waiting for his order, the gorgon unleashed a veritable flurry of black arrows at the still flickering dome. She didn’t bother aiming. The shield made for far too easy of a target.
Once, then twice, the arrows struck the shield and shattered. But the third arrow pierced through a few steps before Gabriel reached the defensive spell. While the missile got through, the barrier started to solidify again.
Until one mage collapsed, screaming, a black-feathered arrow in her gut. Between the distraction of being locked in with a bloodthirsty hellhound and a gut-shot caster, the shield flashed once more before vanishing entirely.
It dropped half a step before Gabriel would have slammed into the magical barrier. Instead, he charged through and followed up by taking a swing at the incredulous mage. The male caster stared wide-eyed at Gabriel as he rushed forward, arcane conduit raised.
He brought the gleaming blade down hard, slicing through the man’s unarmored arms with ease before carving deep into his torso.
The mortally wounded mage gaped at Gabriel for what felt like a lifetime before slumping to the ground, the only sound a weak exhale of breath.
I… I killed him. Was he evil?
Concern about the morality of his actions threatened to distract him from the present, so he forced his mind to focus on the remaining warrior.
It was an unnecessary precaution.
Savage growling drew his attention even before he turned around. His mad charge had distracted the last armored soldier.
Fatally, in this case, as the powerful hellhound pounced on the woman’s back. Sinking her claws through the lighter armor, Cindra proceeded to rip off all four limbs, leaving a gory mess of steel-sheathed people pieces.
Gabriel shuddered at the scene before him as his second bonded continued gnawing on a dismembered leg.
That’s a lovely sight. Surprised I’m not vomiting after that.
Sthuza chuckled. “I believe that one is quite dead, Cindra.”
“She tastes good,” the giant monster said, her voice muffled by a mouthful of raw fighter.
“Still, I believe Master would be more comfortable if you did not devour humans.”
Cindra spat out the bloody mess at once, her blue tongue glowing eerily through the gore as she licked her muzzle clean.
It should bother me she was eating a person, shouldn’t it?
The thought held his attention for a while before he shrugged.
Hmm, can think about that later.
“Don’t worry about the mess, we need to move to intercept the next party,” Gabriel said, not wanting to dwell on the intimate slaughter he’d just taken part in.
“Very true, Master,” Sthuza replied, smiling. “We need to get the next one before they descend.”
Not bothering to even consider looting the dead, he focused inward to locate the goblin scouts.
Meri’s voice screeched in his mind the moment he did, driving a spike of burning agony through his head with its extreme volume. “Gabriel! You’ve got to save me!”
He fell to his knees, the sharp pain as he hit the stone dulling that in his head.
“Massster, are you all right?” Sthuza gasped, her voice pitching up an octave.
Strong arms wrapped around him, pulling him against Cindra’s armored chest. He went with the motion, his focus on the rapidly diminishing pain.
He shook his head. “I-I don’t know. I was trying to scry, but I heard Meri’s voice screaming in my head.”
Sthuza’s light-green face turned even paler. “This is not good. We must get back at once.”
“No arguments from me,” Gabriel said. He patted Cindra’s leather-clad arm affectionately and got up as soon as she released her grip.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

It took the trio a quarter-hour to race back to the floor where Meri’s minuscule Domain was. From there, it was only another minute of sprinting before Gabriel saw the closed door sealing off the altar room.
He pushed the door open, almost smashing his face against it as he continued forward when the door stopped after only two inches.
“They here, Boss Lady! We is doomed!” Cuix cried out from the other side of the barricaded door.
“Meri, are you okay?” Gabriel yelled. He put both hands on the door and gave it a shove. To his surprise, the door swung open. Wood and stone tumbled to the ground behind it. The startled cries of a pair of goblins accompanied the crashing sounds.
“Gabriel!” Merideva screeched, announcing the dark-blue orb’s presence.
Larger than his fist, the glowing Core slammed into his chest at max speed, blasting the breath from him. He instinctively wrapped his hands around the shivering DC as he staggered back from the heavy blow. Two hands caught his shoulders, helping him keep his feet.
“What’s going on?” he asked, rubbing the smooth orb. A quick glance at his Prime revealed she was just as surprised as he was.
Quiet sniffling sounds emanated from the terrified Dungeon Core. He waited patiently until her sobs diminished, and her glow brightened.
That’s the darkest I’ve ever seen her. She’s almost black.
“They’re coming to kill you and enslave me!” Meri wailed, her voice muffled against his coat.
How can she sound muffled? She’s a magic crystal!
“We’ll stop them, don’t worry. We’ve already taken out two groups of them,” Gabriel said. Mentioning the dead intruders brought back vivid memories of the one he’d gutted, so he swept the thoughts aside unsettled. He could deal with that later.
Like if I live to see tomorrow.
“That’s great, but the other three groups seem to have figured out where we are,” Meri said, pressing harder against him.
“We’ll just have to hit them before they can get here,” he replied, trying to spread a cheerful mood.
Sthuza sighed. “I believe she means that the remaining three groups have formed into one oversized party and are headed in our direction.”
Shit. How many would that be, eighteen? Twenty?
He tilted his head back, staring unseeing toward the stone ceiling. Overwhelmed by their latest setback, he stood there motionless.
“Ar-are you going to ab-abandon me now, Gabriel Grimm?” Meri asked, her quiet, child-like voice blasting through his worries.
“No. Nothing’s changed on that front. You saved my soul. I won’t back out now. But right now, we need to come up with a plan. Because I’m not sure we can fight that many at once. Especially with Kelith there,” he said, anger darkening his voice.
“How skilled a mage is this Kelith?” Sthuza asked.
Gabriel glanced over and smiled sadly at the sight of her eerily calm expression. And the stark contrast with the noticeable shivering of her head-snakes. After a single thought toward their bond, he felt her roiling emotions.
She’s trying to put on a brave face, but she’s as terrified as I am.
“He was second in our class at the Academy,” Gabriel said after taking a moment to compose his voice. Thoughts of the arrogant noble still threatened to whip him into a fury.
“And you were the one who outperformed him at every turn, infuriating the spoiled brat of a local noble?” she asked.
He stared at her. “How did you—?”
“You mentioned before that he was a pompous ass, and your tone was ever so slightly smug as you pointed out his ranking,” she said, a small grin on her face. It wasn’t much against the fear still visible in her emerald eyes, but it was something.
Damn, that’s impressive. Though, the amused expression’s far better.
Sthuza turned to face Cuix. “Did you leave any of your goblins spying on the invaders?”
The small female squeaked, bowed obsequiously, then nodded. “Yep, Scary Snake Death, I’s put Gorte to sneaky sneaks.”
Sthuza looked back to Gabriel, her snakes looking somewhat calmer now. “You need to—,”
Gabriel nodded and dove into his connection with the dungeon again, not waiting for her to finish.
Apparently, putting a name to the goblin scout made the connection quicker, and he jolted at the realization he got better a vision from Gorte than he had from the others.
Is it because I know his name? Does he have better eyes? Or am I still growing stronger?
Whatever the cause of the improved scrying, he rushed across the mental bridge between them. His breath caught as he focused on the danger unfolding before his borrowed eyes.
***
“I’m telling you, we’re in deep shit,” a heavily armored man said, his voice gruff.
“Relax, Trevor,” the equally armored woman next to him replied, snickering. “So there are a few monsters left down here, and a few fools got themselves dead.
“What, did ya expect we’d stroll over to this fancy treasure, nick it, and be on our merry way? Come on, man. Show some fucking spine.”
Several others laughed at her words. When Trevor glared, most of them went silent and glanced away.
“I understand your concerns,” a cultured voice called out, calming the large group. “It is regrettable that we lost two groups earlier. I assure you my father will pay out the death benefits we discussed before the delve.”
Tall, slender, and blond, Kelith sauntered into the center of the armed soldiers. “And perhaps we should pay out a bonus to everyone here. After all, we must now push ahead with fewer people than intended,” he said, shooting a disarming wink at the woman who’d spoken.
That earned him a loud cheer. Among the yelling and whistling, several women shot the wealthy scion lustful glances. He smiled and waited until the din quieted again. “Our diviner has discovered the Core’s location, so once we finish resting, we’ll head straight there.”
After hearing conclusive proof about their plans, Gabriel pulled his senses back to his own body. He’d had more than enough of that prick back in school.
Never thought he’d follow me into the damn dungeon. At least we know for sure now.
He shook his head, his vision clearing, and he stared into the bashful face of Cindra.
“Packmaster is back,” she barked happily, her blue tongue lolling from her mouth. Then he realized his face was disturbingly moist.
She was licking me, wasn’t she?
A moment spent recalling precisely how gory her mouth was a short while ago had him shuddering.
Nah, Sthuza made her clean up first, right? Yeah, definitely. Still, I’m not asking. Just in case.
He paused a second to calm himself. “I saw Kelith and at least three other casters. And if that’s not enough to terrify you, they had sixteen others with them. All were wearing at least decent armor.
“Better than the ratty GG gambeson I wore when I went delving anyway,” he muttered darkly.
“GG gamby, what?” Cindra asked, leaning in closer and tilting her head.
Seeing that he was distracted trying to hold Cindra at bay, Sthuza answered for him. “A relatively inexpensive type of armor crafted from properly treated goblin grass.
“And before you ask, it is a very tough fibrous weed that many races use for rope and other utility items.”
“Thanks, Snakey, you always know the answers,” Cindra said happily, still leaning side to side in an attempt to invade Gabriel’s personal space.
He pressed a hand against her flawless gray-skinned face and paused. “Hey, she’s right.”
His sudden claim startled both bonded.
“Cindra is?”
“I dread to ask, Master, but how is she right?”
He flashed her a teasing grin. “You do always seem to have all the answers.”
The elegant gorgon blushed a darker shade of green and looked away momentarily before meeting his gaze.
“That is kind of you to say, thank you,” she said, then took a deep breath. “I am aware you are asking about my past, without asking. It is not pleasant to recall, but I am willing to tell you more about myself. Just not right now. We do not have enough time.”
He nodded, pushed Cindra back once more, then stood again. “Good point. We know they’re coming, so we’ve got to prepare the best defense we can.”
Both bonded matched his nod, and Merideva floated back into view. She’d apparently retreated to her cubbyhole while he’d been scrying.
“D-do you really think you can beat them?” she asked, her soft voice barely audible.
Gabriel stared at the dim blue Core for a moment, weighing his response.
Still not sure how much of my thoughts or feelings Meri can read, but she deserves the truth regardless. I don’t want to keep secrets. Had enough trouble with that between Mother, that shithead Kelith, and Estrial.
“I honestly don’t know, Meri. All I can promise you is that I will do everything in my power to fight them.”
She bobbed up and down, her dim glow brightening slightly at his words. “If you want, I’ve saved up a few points of DE from earlier.”
He smiled when Sthuza perked up and moved closer.
“That’s great news!”
“You acquired a fraction of their value through your bond with…?” Sthuza asked, trailing off.
A glance at his Prime revealed her looking almost as dispirited as she had earlier. “What’s wrong? I thought you were excited.”
She tried to flash a smile. “Yesss, I wasss. I let my imagination run away on me. Then I recalled that we were not fighting within Lady Merideva’sss dungeon,” she hissed, her snakes coiling tightly behind her head.
“I don’t understand.”
“She means that I didn’t get any Essence from the ones you killed. Or the minotaur you helped Cuix slay,” Meri said, causing him to shoot a harsh glare at the embarrassed goblin.
“Then, where did you get any Dungeon Essence?” Gabriel asked.
“It’s all I have left from the stockpile ED gave me,” she whispered. The sadness in her tone reminded him that the Core had been through a lot before they met.
Not going to pretend I have any idea what her life was like before she came here. But being attacked by terrifying bug monsters the moment she exited the portal must’ve had a significant effect on her. Plus, she lost all of her followers.
Did she have a DM when she arrived?
Realization of how little he knew about the Dungeon Core bonded to him rocked his mind. Still, this was hardly the time to let himself get distracted by history or relationships.
There’ll be plenty of time for learning more about all three of them after we kill that insufferable prick.
He laughed to himself.
Well, maybe after we kill him, Estrial, and recover the crystal.
“Sorry, I just realized something we’ll have to work on later,” he said, answering the curious look Sthuza shot him.
Reaching out, he carefully cradled the depressed Core in his hands. “I can’t imagine how hard it is for you after losing everyone who came with you. Right now, we need to make the best use of whatever DE you have left.”
Softly caressing the top of the warm orb, he smiled. “But I promise I’ll do whatever I can to help you get back everything you’ve lost.”
Still dim, Merideva shifted color to a lighter blue as he spoke.
Sthuza’s eyes locked onto Gabriel. “How much DE remains?”
He shrugged, drawing an exasperated sigh from the gorgon. “You can check via the Dungeon Interface, Master.”
His face flushing in embarrassment, he nodded and brought up the Interface. Even with his attention on searching through the detailed panes of information, he continued to stroke Meri’s Core.
“Looks like one hundred points even.”
I need to find the time to study this better. It feels like there are a bunch of stats and sections that don’t show up until I think to look for them.
Sthuza’s gaze slackened as her snakes began undulating rhythmically. He watched with concern for several minutes as she slowly swayed to a melody only she heard.
“Unfortunate, but I believe our best bet will be to…” Sthuza said, trailing off. She swallowed, looking unhappy as she continued. “Summon five more goblins to help distract them.”
“Are you sure?” Meri asked, her voice fragile and muffled.
His Prime nodded then flashed a small smile. “There is not enough time to set up any good traps using the limited supply of DE available at present. Of course, that means there is also no possibility of creating additional rooms.”
“If you think that’s the best course, I trust you,” Gabriel said. Looking at the Core, he smiled. “But only if you agree.”
Merideva brightened at that, though her hue remained blue. She floated off his hands and bobbed in that way he’d come to think of as nodding. “Sure, I can do it right now if you want.”
He shot a glance at Sthuza for confirmation and then gave Meri the go-ahead.
I’m curious how conjuring a new monster works. The only Conjurations I’ve seen before were attack spells.
***
To Gabriel’s surprise, he didn’t have long to contemplate the thought. Within ten seconds of telling Meri to start, five sets of arcane glyphs began to form on the smooth stone floor.
He stared in wonder at the intricate and perfectly formed symbols as they multiplied, brightened, and then began to rotate.
I’ve never heard of anyone being able to weave five spells at once.
Apparently, his surprise was written on his face as Sthuza turned to him and explained. “Dungeon Cores have an incredible natural talent at spellcasting. If they did not have their own set of rules to live by, they could conquer the world.”
His eyes widened at that.
Just how much of what the Guild knows about dungeons is wrong? Perhaps the better question is, are any of their beliefs accurate?
After shaking aside the disturbing revelation, he looked toward the glowing crystal ball. Meri gave off no noticeable indicators that she was crafting five intricate spell circles at the same time. In fact, as far as Gabriel could tell, she wasn’t doing anything.
That judgment felt wrong, so he focused inward, reaching out for the bond between them. Copious evidence of her masterful spellweaving was clear the moment he touched their connection.
That’s amazing. Her control and pacing are both perfect.
So thrilled by the spectacle of flawless spellwork, he watched in rapt fascination as she worked.
All too soon, Meri finished. Gabriel struggled against the sense of loss, his soul begging for her to continue when she cut her arcane constructs free. Not wanting to miss out on the unfathomably complicated spells creating life, Gabriel shook his head and returned his sight to the physical.
Sthuza smirked at him, amusement dancing in her green eyes as she nodded toward the brilliant glow emanating from across the large room.
His jaw dropped as the spell circles continued to spiral. Faster and faster they spun, their arcane glyphs becoming indecipherable as they began to spread vertically.
Within the glowing magical cyclones, dark shapes began to materialize. Motionless at first, they soon began to shift, and soft sounds burst forth. After several minutes, the glowing blue light show dimmed. As the spell circles faded from existence, five clean goblins stood across from him.
Never seen a goblin look that fresh. Or naked.
His excitement to see the miracle of life so proudly demonstrated withered when he unintentionally set his eyes on five sets of goblin genitals.
I hope Cuix isn’t planning an orgy.
A glance back to the original goblins made him shudder. Cuix, the undisputed leader of Merideva’s goblins, was positively vibrating in her eagerness.
Maybe she’s just looking forward to leading more troops?
Another peek dispelled that hope when he saw the look of burning lust clouding the green-skinned girl’s wide face. With ample motivation, he drove any lingering thoughts of goblin sex from his mind. He turned back to his bonded and drew them over to a corner.
“Will they be enough to help us survive this?” he whispered, eyes locked on Sthuza’s brilliant green ones.
Slender shoulders rose in a noncommittal shrug. Doubt, fear, and hope warred across her aristocratic face.
“It is impossible to say, Master. At the very least, I am confident they were the best we could do with the limited time and Essence available.” She let out a heavy sigh. “We will learn nothing more until we face the invaders.”
“Cindra… I will keep you safe, Pack—Gabriel Grimm,” Cindra said solemnly. Her face held unnaturally rigid as she corrected herself.
Gabriel and Sthuza both blinked at the sudden shift in the hellhound’s speech.
Oh gods! If she’s using my name, trying to be so formal… Even she thinks we’re doomed.
Touched by her sincere effort, he fought back his terror and rewarded her with the biggest smile he could manage.
“Thank you, Cindra, I know I can trust you by my side,” he said, matching her serious tone. He turned to his other bonded. “Thank you, Sthuza. For everything you’ve done for me and for standing with me now.”
At most expecting a regal nod or a polite smile from the cultured monster girl, he froze in shock when she lunged forward.
Dressed in form-fitting leather armor and partial skirt, her body was soft and cool against him, but her tears were hot as they dripped on his neck.
“Massster, pleassse do not die! I cannot bear to lossse you ssso sssoon after finding you,” she said between hiccuping sobs.
He wrapped his arms around her slim body that suddenly seemed far smaller than he remembered.
“Then I guess we’ll just have to kill Kelith and those mercenary assholes with him, won’t we?” he said with ridiculous bravado, a dopey grin on his face.
Her sobs shifted gradually into soft laughter. “That doesss sssound like a good plan,” she hissed, her voice muffled as she wiped at her runny nose.
She stepped back from their embrace and rubbed angrily at her eyes. “Yesss.” She coughed twice, clearing her throat. “Yes, Master, we must slay any who would dare attempt to steal Lady Merideva.”
He nodded at her, grateful for her effort in keeping their morale up. But before he could reply, powerful arms snaked around him and the gorgon, cinching them tight against each other. And against the largest pair of breasts he’d ever seen.
“Cindra, you are crushing me, I mean Master. Let us go at once!”
The statuesque monster girl shook her head vigorously, her thick mane whipping across his face. While Gabriel just laughed at her enthusiasm, Sthuza sputtered, spitting in desperation to get the hellhound’s light-gray hair out of her mouth.
He worked his arms free from the tight embrace and did his best to hug both of his bonded.
Finally, after several long minutes, Cindra relaxed her grip and freed her captives. Sthuza, head-snakes hissing in outrage, pulled back the moment she let go.
Gabriel reached up and affectionately ruffled the taller woman’s unruly hair, a wistful smile on his face. “We need to get a brush or comb for you.”
That’s another thing that’ll have to wait until we survive this mess.
He sighed and ran his hands through his tousled hair. Not bothering to ask the goblins for an update, he closed his eyes and reached out to scry through the scout’s again.
But all he found was darkness. He pulled back, then sought out Cuix’s goblins. Nine subservient nodes appeared in his mind’s eye.
They must have spotted the scout. Shit.
“I think they killed the scout. We need to get ready in case they’re right outside,” Gabriel said. He made his voice as hard and commanding as he could, hoping it would be enough to keep Meri and the unreliable goblins calm. “You nine are going to work together and keep each other alive. But no running away from the battle.”
Gabriel stared intensely at each of the short monsters for several seconds. “We’re going to fight in here, within Merideva’s Domain. There will be no retreating.”
He hardened his glare, demanding each small monster pay attention. Two of the newer goblins pissed themselves at that, but it pleased him to see that none of them backed away.
It’s good that she spawned them with weapons, but why didn’t they get clothes?
“Meri, I want you to go back and hide in your cubbyhole until it’s over,” he said, then paused, thinking back. “Didn’t you have a way to conceal it before?”
“There is room for where we’s putting the block back in front,” Cuix said, thumping her chest with one hand.
“That’s great. I want you to get in there and let Cuix close it up again.”
“A-are you sure?” Meri asked.
Gabriel smiled and nodded before she floated over to her cramped hiding space and vanished from sight. Turning back toward his bonded, he spotted Sthuza handing a dark-green potion to Cindra.
“Are you two ready?” he asked, walking over.
Cindra tucked the small vial into her ornate belt and nodded before she reached up to adjust the bronze and leather helm, drawing his eyes to the raised bumps where her ears tucked in.
“Cindra is ready, Packmaster,” she growled. To emphasize her point, she casually reached back and unsheathed the massive black greatsword.
Sthuza flashed a predatory smile, holding up her black and silver recurve bow. “I am prepared as well, Master.”
Satisfied that both dungeon bound were prepared for battle, Gabriel took a moment to center his mind, then drew his treasured arcane conduit.
Discount that stick Meri equipped me with, and this is the first non-clothing gift a girl has ever given me.
His thoughts about how lucky he’d been to meet Sthuza, as well as Cindra and Meri, kept his worry away until a goblin’s cry broke the silence.
Framed by the wide doorway were two heavily armored soldiers.
Their armor looks thick enough for knights or real adventurers. The baron must have spent a lot on equipping these assholes.
He shook his head.
Doesn’t matter. They’re here to kill us all the same, so they have to die.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Without waiting for a command, Cindra rushed forward. Her fearless charge caused the pair to pause in the narrow confines of the heavy door frame. Their hesitation meant they’d only stepped into the room when Cindra reached them.
She brought her enormous sword down overhead. Faced with the simplistic attack, the rightmost man had no trouble interposing his shield.
Which promptly warped beneath the supernatural weight and power of Cindra’s enraged assault. The man barely groaned in pain and held his ground, showing great courage. When he didn’t fall back, he prevented the aggressive hellhound from overwhelming his partner. Despite his injury, he stood with his ally as the pair struggled to withstand her furious attacks.
A half dozen goblins stepped up to support her, jabbing their crude spears at the pair of human invaders. The armored men worked together to fend off the goblins as Cindra focused on the one she’d attacked first.
Gabriel heard the twang of a loosed bowstring and the screech of metal on metal. He tuned it out as he dove into his most ambitious spell attempt yet. As he started casting, he concentrated on the Interface and highlighted the mana bar.
Mana 17%
Just my luck to get a huge mana pool and have damn near drained it before a life-and-death battle. Definitely going to be more careful with it if we live through this. Maybe even set up a Mana Vault.
With time of the essence, but aware of just how low his remaining mana was, he forced himself to harness the energy stored within his pool. He guided it swiftly, but carefully, as it coursed along his inner leylines.
Raw magical power flowing through him, he began casting his most used spell of late. The arcane energy leapt from him, amplified as it passed through his conduit, and into the nascent spell he wove.
More and more, Gabriel tapped his pool, frowning as he drained off half of what remained. Finally, he cut the flow as it approached the limit of what he could manage. His eyes snapped open once he was confident he’d spiraled the energy into the glyphs properly.
A glowing double spell circle surrounded him. The powerful construct was the first he’d ever created with more than one layer, even for a single spell. Still, every symbol looked right. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and glanced back to the fight.
In the twenty-plus seconds he’d spent lost in spellweaving, Kelith’s people had forced the defenders back enough for six armored warriors to enter. They’d formed a semicircle in front of the entry, allowing a pair of casters to step in and join the attack.
As Gabriel watched, the taller mage unleashed a spray of sizzling magic missiles, the green bolts darting between the front line to hammer into a pair of goblins.
They screamed, staggering back. At which point, two of the armored men lashed out. One brought a massive war hammer down hard on his wounded target. The diminutive monster’s green head shattered under the heavy strike. Headless, it dropped lifelessly to the ground.
The other goblin fared better, in so much as he didn’t die instantly. His attacker thrust a short-hafted spear through his belly, the barbed tip ripping out of his back. Terribly wounded, he twisted and fell back, yanking the weapon with him and leaving its wielder overextended.
And standing directly in front of an angry hellhound with a greatsword. Given a chance to land a solid blow, Cindra wasted no time reversing her heavy weapon away from her previous target.
Faster than the man could recover, she brought it up and then back down with an earsplitting shriek of tortured metal and angry growling.
The adamantite blade sheered through the neck joint of the man’s steel armor, driving deep into his ribcage as he screamed in terrible harmony with his victim. He fell to his ass, dragging the embedded sword with him.
Upon seeing his bonded exposed, Gabriel forced the last tendrils of power to merge with his spell and released it.
Anchoring a spell to the intended target through the Weave of Creation was one of the first lessons in Arcane Magic. It was a fundamental requirement to manifest a finished spell in the Mortal Realm. As such, every mage grew familiar with the process.
His plan to anchor a spell to a dozen targets was a far greater challenge. Gabriel had expected it to be more taxing. But he was unprepared for the strain of establishing the connection to all ten targets at once, and it dropped him to his knees, sweat streaming down his face.
With his vision focused on the gray stone beneath his hands, he hadn’t seen if the spell reached Cindra in time. Panicked, furious cries from the human intruders suggested it had.
Gabriel drew a deep breath, then levered himself back on his heels. He watched in awe as the seven remaining goblins darted and jabbed like oversized, ghastly green hummingbirds.
Another fighter had slipped into the dead man’s place, but the six men were flinching back and crying out as the hasted goblins kept trying to skewer them.
Gabriel looked to his furry bonded in time to witness her kill another man. A powerful strike cleaved her target’s head clean off when the man got too distracted by a particularly painful thrust to the groin.
The steel-clad corpse seemed to topple in slow motion as a naked goblin ran up the dead body and used its bloody shoulders as a springboard.
Eyes tracking the airborne goblin lancer, Gabriel watched it adjust its weapon at the apex of its flight. Only the speed enhancement of his spell allowed him to follow the outlandish maneuver.
He chortled when the goblin shifted its body, aligning itself above the spear. The streaking green monster timed its move perfectly, putting its full weight into driving the spear through the top of the taller mage’s unarmored head.
Time appeared to slow again as the slender caster’s eyes widened, then lost focus. The pole-mounted goblin kept his rigid posture as the spear ripped through the dead mage. Even as the man’s knees buckled, the spear tip burst out through his crotch and propped the corpse up like a bloody tripod.
The grisly death of his companion shook the remaining mage who paled and stumbled back into the hall.
More angry voices called out, the lights dancing as someone moved around out of sight. It was hard to guess how many enemies remained outside. But without the mages, the five fighters struggled to hold back the hasted monsters.
With the immediate threat posed by the two spellcasters eliminated, Gabriel worked to catch his breath. His body was still reeling from the exertion required to fuel and control two spell circles. By comparison, maintaining the links to his allies was trivial, a pleasant surprise.
***
As Gabriel climbed to his feet, he saw more of Sthuza’s black arrows flit by, many deflected by heavy armor or a well-timed block. Still, at least four feathered shafts stuck out between the thick plates of armor worn by the frontline warriors.
Instead of more casters as he’d expected, three more armored men pushed their way into the crowded melee. Two of them carried oversized rectangular steel shields and short-hafted spears, while the third stalked in bearing an ax almost as long as Cindra’s sword.
“Those shields will be a problem, Master.”
“Yeah, I’m thinking that bastard Kelith might have been keeping his best people with him,” Gabriel muttered. He racked his brain for another useful spell. Something that was mana efficient, since he was scraping the bottom of his pool.
Mana 7.7%
Shield spells aren’t very efficient, especially if you don’t have an enchanted anchor for the spell, and time to weave it thoroughly.
I didn’t learn very many offensive glyphs since I never expected to see this much fighting as a bureaucratic mage. And few of the ones I learned would do much damage through that armor. Why in the hells are they so well geared anyway?
His breathing recovered before he came up with a viable spell choice, so he decided to save what little mana he could and move up to help Cindra.
“Massster, You mussst not!” Sthuza hissed, punctuating her words with the sharp clang of an arrow striking against steel.
“Just keep shooting,” Gabriel yelled.
More hissing echoed behind him. He ignored it and advanced on an unsuspecting shield-bearer struggling to fend off two armored goblins.
Sword held in the balanced stance his mother had drilled into his head nearly two decades ago, he risked a peek toward Cindra.
“Shit,” he swore when he spotted the hard-pressed hellhound.
She struggled to fend off attacks from two of the original men and two of the second wave. After a single glance, he realized the ones attacking Cindra now had learned better than to stand toe-to-toe with the fearsome powerhouse. Instead, they relied on evasion and teamwork to prevent her from smashing them.
At the same time, the other newcomers were pushing hard to drive back the stalemated goblins and swarm into the room. Despite their cowardly nature, Cuix’s warriors held their ground.
If they breakthrough and surround us, we’re dead.
His fear started to rise, threatening to wash over him like a tidal wave when he felt a pulse of terror through his bonds. Terror soon drowned out by a surge of faith and devotion for him. A blast of unbridled love and lust flooded into him.
He instinctively knew which bonded it was from. Another glance at Cindra confirmed his suspicion. His second bonded gazed at him in adoration, her bright-blue eyes glowing beneath the armored helm.
Perhaps an effect of their accelerated state, it seemed like they stared into each other’s eyes for several long seconds. But when he returned his attention to the soldier he was stalking, the man had barely moved.
I can’t fail her. Not her. Not Sthuza. And definitely not Meri. They’re counting on me, and I will not let Kelith steal this second life away from me.
Not him. Not his father.
And not these greedy! Fucking! Mercenaries!
Revitalized by the feelings of absolute trust and love from Cindra, he focused on his bond with Sthuza. While muted when compared with the boisterous hellhound’s emotions, he could still feel her concern for him, her desire to save and protect him.
Kind of funny that the smaller wants to protect me, while the stupidly strong one seeks my protection.
Amused by the odd dichotomy that were his two bonded, he chuckled, causing his target to flinch and turn around. A move that left the man vulnerable to the goblin he’d been facing.
Cuix wasn’t one to question a gift. The second his brown eyes tracked away from her, she jabbed her bloody spear into the neck joint of his heavy armor.
The man realized his mistake a split second before the jagged tip ripped his throat open. What should have been a clean kill for the goblin war leader turned sour when the human fighter didn’t fall to the ground screaming.
Instead of wasting his last precious seconds of life, the veteran fighter reversed his turn, lunged, and tackled his tiny killer. She squawked indignantly as she went down under the dying man’s bulk.
A sliver of doubt crossed Gabriel’s mind when he remembered how annoying the female had been. He shoved it aside and kicked her attacker before his full weight could crush the now pinned goblin.
“Be more careful next time,” he growled at Cuix, turning to face the next threat.
“You’s is okay, big Boss,” she croaked happily. “I gonna make you the happiest man ever if we live through this!”
He shuddered at the lusty tone in her voice that made it explicitly clear they had very different definitions of ‘happy.’
That’s a reason to die fighting, not to survive.
Fortunately, his next opponent stepped up to provide him with a much-needed distraction. The heavy shield user had broad shoulders and wore a suit of thick mail over a scarlet gambeson and a faceless helmet. Used to being of average size, it surprised Gabriel to find himself looking down on what he’d thought of as a large warrior.
Guess being around my bonded and those tiny goblins kept me from noticing just how much Meri enhanced me, didn’t it?
Gabriel parried the first measured spear thrust aside with contemptuous ease. The man facing him now looked up into his eyes and snickered. Then he introduced Gabriel to the difference between skill and raw power.
If not for the haste effect empowering his speed and reflexes, he’d have been dead a dozen times in the first twenty seconds. Each strike his foe launched appeared simple and easy to parry. Yet with every new thrust, jab, or swipe, Gabriel rocked back on his heels.
The grim soldier methodically worked Gabriel’s mithril sword farther and farther out of position, forcing him to rely solely on his superior agility.
Not keeping up the training after Mother died was a mistake.
Gabriel’s focus homed in on his opponent’s shield and spear to the point he lost track of his footing and tripped over one of the downed goblins.
Arms windmilling, he stared, frozen in calm despair as the man shifted and threw his weight into his next thrust. A dark smirk was visible through the narrow opening of the smaller man’s helmet.
Gabriel stared at the spear tip seeking his heart. It felt like an eternity. He found it surprising his life didn’t flash before his eyes.
Certainly enough time for it.
The sharp blade bit into his armor; the enchantments within weakening the strike from “rip clean through him” to “tickle his heart.”
A burning sting marked the moment when cruel steel pierced his armored coat and parted flesh.
Mind devoted to his impending death, it took Gabriel a second to recognize the flicker of a black-feathered arrow passing just over his head.
Caught up in the glory of his kill, the armored man missed the arrow entirely. Right until it punched through his upper jaw, snapping his front teeth, and lodged in the base of his skull.
Shocked out of his near-death experience, Gabriel threw his free hand back and arrested his fall. Then rolled to one side as a goblin and a heavily armored woman skirmished onto and over the dead man.
A sense of satisfaction and excitement trickled into his mind, making him grin at the cute smugness he recognized as his Prime’s. He rose smoothly to his feet, nerves bolstered by Sthuza’s timely aid.
Not risking the distraction of turning to face her, he waved a cheery salute the gorgon’s way, his attention on the embattled woman who’d nearly stepped on him.
Approaching her from the rear, Gabriel noticed their defensive line had fallen apart, and more adventurers were flooding the room. Most of the goblins still fought but were being driven back.
Not willing to waste time lining up a killing blow around the thick plates and mail protecting her back, he sliced across the back of her unarmored knees. He winced in sympathy as the blade severed ligaments.
The hamstrung woman screeched in pain before toppling forward, almost on top of her fun-sized foe. Who promptly jumped onto her armored head and began jabbing into the gap around her neck.
Gabriel discounted her, confident the goblin would finish the crippled woman. Instead, he looked for another enemy. Eager to avoid getting distracted by focusing on his bonded, he spared only a brief survey of the pell-mell battle spreading out across the large altar chamber.
Sthuza stood atop the sinister black altar, her head-snakes lashing. No doubt hissing, though even his enhanced hearing couldn’t detect it over the raucous din of battle.
A guttural roar pointed his second bonded out, and he frowned, his blood boiling when he spotted the tallest person in the room.
Standing a head taller than most of the humans surrounding her, Cindra was easy to see. It was even easier to see they had her outnumbered. And hurting.
The hellhound had lost her helmet at some point. Dark, wet streaks filled her wild gray mane, and her bright-blue blood flowed from a nasty cut along one perfectly proportioned cheekbone.
She bellowed again in rage or pain and swept her massive sword in front of her, driving back three armored men.
Gabriel’s heart clenched in his wounded chest when he spotted one of the two assailing her from the rear swing a heavy ax toward her back. Thanks to the preternatural speed he’d gifted her, Cindra astonished him by narrowly dodging what could have, should have, been a crippling blow.
Instead, the aggressive backstabber whiffed, barely able to halt his attack before he struck one of his companions.
Cindra didn’t waste the opening. She let the momentum of her spin twist her around, bringing her lethal sword around in a devastating chop.
The black blade caught the stumbling man cleanly along the waist, sliding between armored plates. Enchanted adamantite split him in half. His upper body folded forward, flopping down as the dying man screamed at his upright legs.
The move cost her though, and two of the men she’d just driven back lunged in and landed solid blows against her leather and bronze armored back.
She howled in pain, and Gabriel thought back to his sparse knowledge of healing.
Her kidneys are in the same place as mine, aren’t they?
He felt her agony across their bond now, and the pain was almost overwhelming. It would have been, if not for her white-hot determination not to fail her new Pack.
Not to fail him.
Furious at their cowardly attacks on the courageous hellhound, Gabriel let out an angry growl of his own before rushing past embattled goblins to aid his ailing bonded.
***
Crossing the twenty feet to Cindra’s side took far too long. Multiple times, Gabriel paused and had to fight his way through the men in between them. Twice he gritted his teeth and struck out at unsuspecting invaders who’d tunnel-visioned in their eagerness to finish off wounded goblins.
I’d trade them all in a heartbeat for her, but the longer they last, the better our chances.
Gabriel continued to throw himself wholly into the frantic melee, lungs gasping for air. Tense shoulders finally loosened when he reached his goal.
In the time it took him to reach her attackers, Cindra had downed another of the men and put her back toward the wall. But her breathing looked as ragged as his felt, and copious rivulets of her brighter blood concealed the dark blue of her armor. Splattered across her to mix grotesquely with hers was enough red blood to fill a man.
‘She has fought so hard. Please do not let her die now, cornered and alone.’
The thought occurred in his mind, but the cadence reminded him of his Prime. For a split second, the desire to glance back and check on Sthuza tempted him, but he suppressed the urge and stabbed his target.
Bitterly lamenting the years since his last training, Gabriel bit his lip, throwing his full weight behind the poorly aimed strike at the oblivious man’s neck. He’d intended to go for the gap beneath the man’s heavy helmet, but when his sword glanced off the rounded plate, he changed his mind and rotated, keeping up the pressure.
The enchanted sword Sthuza presented him with was harder and sharper than any weapon he’d ever wielded. Even so, he knew it would never punch through the thicker armor plates. But tracing it along the curved edges and sliding into the far weaker underarm section worked perfectly.
Fully committed to driving his blade home, Gabriel swore when another soldier turned and swung a heavy mace his way. He clenched his eyes shut as he tried to lean away from the lethal metal approaching his exposed back.
Guess we’ll find out how tough this coat really is.
Mind filled with fear of imminent death, he grunted in pain when the heavy blow struck him in the middle of his back. His eyes snapped open, bulging in shock as the hit blasted the air from his lungs, and time sped up.
Gasping for breath, he fell farther into his precarious dodge, twisting his sword and extracting a tortured scream from his target as he fell.
Gabriel barely noticed the fall, mind still struggling to comprehend that he wasn’t dead from the terrible blow. And that he couldn’t breathe. A gasp of escaping breath marked his impact, further addling his confused mind.
He landed chest first, triggering his lungs to draw a deep, soothing breath, and he coughed. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth, but upon drawing a second much-needed lungful of air, he decided it was from his busted lip. Not coughed up from within his battered chest.
At least I hope it’s just from my mouth.
Mind no longer screaming for him to breathe, his thoughts cleared, and he spotted the dying woman who’d broken his fall. He rolled over, off the thoroughly beaten human, then gasped at the intense pain along his spine.
That can’t be good.
To Gabriel’s surprise, despite the pain, he continued the motion and soon rose on shaky legs. He had no clue how long he’d been down. But upon rising, he stood behind the man who’d struck him.
The same man that was even now in mid-strike at the struggling hellhound.
No!
Gabriel lifted his arm to strike, swinging it forward before belatedly spotting his empty fist.
Shit.
With no clue where his sword was, and no time to grab another weapon, he shifted his weight and tackled the mace wielder.
Focused on the vulnerable monster girl, the man had left himself completely open, and the sudden weight of Gabriel leaping onto his back dragged him down to the pile of bodies.
Surprise at his success momentarily stunned Gabriel, and his lapse gave the more heavily armored man plenty of time to twist around and grapple him. A mail-fisted punch to the face rocked him back, clearing his shock.
He spat hot blood up at the man, smiling through the pain when his wrestling foe loosened his grip to wipe the mess from his eyes.
Gabriel hadn’t been in a brawl since his tenth year in the Academy. But he remembered one lesson his mother, the Grim Lady, had drilled into his head as a child.
If you have to hit someone, keep hitting them till they stop moving.
Figuring it to be excellent advice for his present circumstances, he rocked his head up. His forehead slammed into the blinded man’s nose, cartilage shattered, and a rush of blood gushed out, coating both their faces.
With the man’s battered face a bloody ruin, it was child’s play for Gabriel to throw the armored soldier off him. Not relenting in the savage fighting, he swung himself onto his victim, reversing their positions.
Gabriel continued to pummel the soldier’s face. Heedless of the gore, or the damage he inflicted on his own fists, he smashed the other man’s misshapen head until brain matter oozed out.
His chest heaved. He glanced around again, lungs laboring for air. Straddled on the remains of his latest kill, he let out a long breath at the sight before his eyes.




CHAPTER THIRTY

The last of the goblins were out of the fight, along with around twenty of the invading humans.
How many of these assholes are there?
As he turned to look toward the closer wall, Gabriel’s heart sank at the sight of Cindra down on one knee.
Stunningly beautiful, even covered in blood, the six-foot-six beastkin was panting even worse than he was. Cindra’s blue tongue lolled nearly to her blood-splattered chest as she sagged against her downthrust sword. Red and blue blood drenched her tight-fitting armor, the thick mess running slowly down her form.
At least she’s still alive.
Thankful that she was breathing, he shifted off his impromptu mount and froze at the scene by the altar. Sthuza, his Prime, the refined gorgon that had done so much to help him adjust to his new life as a DM, was locking blades with a pair of lightly armored men wielding short, curved swords.
He’d noticed the pair of silver daggers she fought with but had never expected her to engage in melee. A quick search spotted her ornate bow casually tossed to one side of the dark stone block. Next to it, two empty quivers.
Did she run out of arrows? Why didn’t I pay more attention to her battle?
Anger at himself for neglecting his Prime warred with his fear for her safety. While she had equipped herself to the same level as she had Cindra and him, multiple attacks had marred her once pristine armor.
A broken arrow shaft jutted from just above her hip, and there were several scorch marks spread across her chest and abdomen. Angry red burns were visible beneath more than a few of them. The messiest wound was a slash along her left shoulder from which blood continued to flow freely. That cut had sliced through her armor and torn off her short cape.
Exhausted as Gabriel was, it was doubtful that he could cross the room to aid her. Instead, he searched around him for the corpse he’d left his sword in.
I’ve still got enough mana to blast one of those shitheads if I can just get my conduit.
He found it right where he’d left it—sunk to the crossguard in a man’s armpit.
Nerves fraying with each passing second, he pulled at the blood-soaked hilt. Hands cramping as he tugged, he refused to quit. It took a second to shift his weight, and after bracing his feet on the corpse, he jerked back, grunting in exertion.
The sweet sensation of victory flooded his weary body. Gabriel staggered to his feet and turned to face the two men still working to kill the wounded gorgon. But before he finished turning, he froze as a cultured, pompous voice called out his name in surprise.
Even though the voice lacked its usual disdain, he recognized it at once. He turned to the entrance, where the last two intruders stood side by side.
Kelith was an even six foot, with a handsome face and thick blond hair. Always more popular with their classmates, Kelith had taken an intense dislike to Gabriel by the end of their first term at the Academy. The fact that Gabriel was the son of the eccentric Grim Lady had made it all too easy for Kelith to incite their classmates against him.
The sight of the baron’s arrogant son standing there staring in disbelief brought back the memory of all the petty abuse he’d suffered at the young noble’s hands.
Eyes wide, the well-groomed man gaped at him. “It can’t be. They said they killed you. Sacrificed you and used your Essence to unlock the seal.”
“Fancy meeting you here,” Gabriel said jauntily before his voice darkened. “You fucking prick!”
“Wait, how can you be alive? Why are you helping these monsters?” the startled man asked, raising his hands before him.
“A very special someone saved my soul,” Gabriel snarled. “Then you come in here and try to steal her away from me? And you dare to harm my bonded!
“I’m going to enjoy killing you!”
Kelith said something, but Gabriel didn’t care. He couldn’t hear it over the sound of his pulse thundering in his ears anyway. Instead, he raised his arcane conduit and began weaving an attack spell.
More on instinct than planning, Gabriel surprised himself by diving into the complex casting of that sinister power he’d used against the undead. This time he drew only a minuscule trickle of mana and threaded it into his spell.
It still felt wrong, sending a shiver up his spine as he wove the alien spell. He didn’t care. Instead, he forced the discomfort down, burying it beneath his anger. Running on rage and instinct allowed him to watch his hated foe. To watch the man who had arranged his murder in the dungeon so they could steal Meri.
Across from him, Kelith and the woman standing with him were working in tandem to cast a spell. He knew that the asshole had access to multiple magical items and would be the harder foe to beat.
Long seconds passed while Gabriel worked to weave the unsettling glyphs, barely restraining his urge to rush the casting. The bile rising in his throat likely helped him hold back and cast it right.
It’s not as terrifying this time. Maybe it gets easier to use with practice?
He was almost through when he recognized the spell circle forming across from him. A grim smirk crossed his face, and he set the rest of his mind to weaving a tailored counter to Kelith’s showy attack.
The three casters finished their spells simultaneously, and the glowing arcane attacks passed each other as they homed in on their targets.
Gabriel’s small darts of purple-black shadows lacked in spectacle compared to the head-sized globe of molten death hurtling toward him. Arcane conduit still raised and fully attuned from his attack, he released his counterspell to race through the glowing sword.
While Kelith’s attack was far larger, it burst into harmless sparks two feet in front of Gabriel. Its Aetheric bindings unraveled by the intense burst of magic that intercepted it. He didn’t even try to fight the grin spreading on his face at the shocked looks the two opposing mages shot him.
When his dark bolts struck their spell shields, their surprise turned to fear as the eerie bolts began eating through the glowing barriers. The darts diminished as they burrowed but were still visible when they broke through and slammed into Kelith and the female mage, eliciting agonized screams.
He closed his eyes for a second to check his mana pool and groaned.
Maybe enough for a few more counters, but even with this conduit, I can’t keep up attack spells long enough to overwhelm Kelith and the toys his father gave him.
The grimacing woman launched directly into a new spellcast, while the blond noble withdrew a metal vial and downed the contents.
Of course he’d have a healing potion. No doubt an expensive one that won’t leave him instantly exhausted. Shit, this is going to get rough. Hope Sthuza can handle her assholes. Even if I win, doubt I’ll have enough left in me to help.
Gabriel resigned himself to a slow battle of attrition, hoping to force his opponents to squander their mana on more showy attacks he could counter cheaply.
That assumes they don’t get wise and better conceal the glyphs they’re weaving.
He barked a bitter laugh.
Nah, Kelith was always a pompous fool. I doubt he could conceal them well enough to matter if his life depended on it. And right now, it very much does.
A spiteful grin on his face, Gabriel observed the casting mage. It took longer this time. But in the end, he identified the spell being cast and teased out a trickle of mana to ready an appropriate counter.
He found limiting his harnessing to such tiny fractions of his total mana pool to be a new experience. Thankfully, while it felt odd to harness such a small percentage, he was used to working with minor amounts of mana for his spells.
Despite the late start, he finished an efficient counterspell before the woman released her attack. A noxious cloud of sickly yellow-green gas manifested from her outstretched hand and blew toward him.
Given the nature of the attack, he’d decided against trying to dispel it entirely. Instead, He prepared a counter with air magic. Rather than risk failing to overcome the woman’s more carefully woven spell, he triggered a minor modification of the wind and rapidly dispersed the noxious fumes.
She grimaced at him, her dark eyes narrowing as she began muttering again. This time Kelith joined with her, his gestures and syllables more precise than before. While they might be working together on this casting, their choice of magic was too obvious, and Gabriel set a part of his mind to preparing his response.
Still more than a little unsettled by the strange way he could now focus on a spell in the background, he devoted the rest of his attention to studying their shields.
Both of them are wearing enchanted mantles to anchor their defenses. Overwhelming either one will be a real bitch.
The physical resistance enchantments woven into each mage’s robe compounded the issue. While not as efficient as a barrier against magic, with enough time and resources, an enchanter could strengthen cloth to near the protection of steel plate.
Refocused on matching the timing of their latest attack, Gabriel released his counterspell a hair’s breadth after they fired off a series of glowing blue darts. He smirked when Kelith scowled at the strobing ball of energy he tossed in between them.
All but two of the darts of Aetheric energy swerved to strike the glowing decoy, dissipating as they detonated impotently.
Gabriel raised an arm to shield his face as the final two remained true and slammed into him before exploding in a flash of arcane power.
One crashed into his gut, the other landing a glancing blow to his upraised arm before detonating too far away to cause any real harm. Again he silently thanked whatever gods had led him to Sthuza. The enchantment of his armor soaked up most of the energy from both blasts.
“How are you doing that?” Kelith screamed, his face red with rage and exertion. His companion kept quiet, panting from mana fatigue. Now that her guard was down, it was easier to see she was much older than the noble. The acrid stink of fear the pair put off was unsettling and growing stronger by the minute.
Hate to admit it, but that’s a good point. I was always better than Kelith, but not this much better. It’s like I can see right through their weaving, which is impossible. Isn’t it?
Gabriel pushed the question aside for the moment, faking a cocky grin hoping to conceal just how drained he was feeling at the moment.
There’s no way to know how much mana they spent before we started this duel, but they’ve been dumping it out way faster than I could have before Meri enhanced me. At least, I hope they can’t keep it up much longer. Otherwise, I’m screwed.
With his attention focused on whittling down his opponents, he could only spare the occasional glance between spells over at his Prime.
The terror clawing at his stomach surged up when he saw her still on the defensive. The two warriors were skilled and obviously experienced working as a team. Each time he looked back, she was moving slower. Her elegant grace fading as they continued to press her.
Wish I hadn’t dropped the haste effect when that bastard nearly broke my spine. Or that Cindra was still up and fighting, none of these shitstains would stand a chance against her brute force.
Gabriel turned back to the hostile mages and readied his next counter.
***
After yet another disappointing exchange, Kelith leaned toward the woman, and they schemed up a new plan. The pair were both panting as bad as Gabriel. They’d tried several different attack spells, but so far, he’d countered or evaded each.
Gabriel swallowed against the lump in his throat as he tried to anticipate their next move. While he’d survived everything they’d thrown at him, he hadn’t penetrated their defenses since his first strike.
With all the blast spells they’ve been throwing, they’ve got to be getting close to empty. The DI display gives me a huge advantage on rationing.
The briefest thought recalled enough of the Interface to show just how far he’d drained his pool.
Mana 0.98%
Hopefully, theirs is lower.
Vision swimming, he struggled to hold his head steady as he watched the human mages begin separate casts.
Shit. Seriously? Now they’re going to split their efforts?
It was far too late to try erecting a shield of his own. He’d given up on that possibility to concentrate on mana efficient counters.
I’ve used a counter and an attack at once, but trying to counter both would be crazy. Too easy to merge the similar constructs and fizzle both out.
Straining to interpret their spells, he recognized Kelith’s as an Aetheric Lance, while the woman was weaving a far more complex spell circle.
Screw it!
With enough mana left for one potent spell, he discarded any desire to defend. Instead, he forged the last dregs into another brace of the shadowy death bolts he’d hurt the pair with before.
These glyphs are unnerving, but if they’re maintaining their own spell shields, they might have weakened enough to fail. If they had another caster prepare the enchantments, then I lost before we started.
Gambling everything on one final attack, he bit his badly mauled lip in concentration. He forced all that remained of his mana through the mithril conduit and into a barely glowing spell circle.
This is going to hurt.
He finished his spell and released it at the same time as his opponents. Feeling the last of his mana separate from him as a half-dozen purple-black bolts surged across the room, Gabriel collapsed to his knees.
His bloody arcane conduit slipped from his nerveless grasp, but he didn’t hear the clang of metal hitting stone. He focused all of his existence on the three spells crossing paths in front of him.
The woman’s spell was something from the school of Necromancy, and Gabriel shuddered as the dark miasmic wave washed over him.
Good thing I was already kneeling.
The necrotic spell sapped what little strength remained in his body. He slumped bonelessly, by luck landing ass first instead of cracking his skull.
Staggered just behind the rapid wave of death magic came Kelith’s powerful Aetheric Lance.
Gabriel let out a strained laugh when the missile missed him by over a foot.
Fool spent that much mana, and he blew it!
A victorious smirk spread across Gabriel’s weary face at the sight of his own spell, slowly drilling through the mages’ shields.
Wait, why is he smiling if—
“Masss—”
As quick as his elation at Kelith’s careless shot has risen, his heart plunged into a bottomless abyss of despair.
Both shields shattered, and the darts slammed into the pair of mages, eliciting horrific screams. Gabriel didn’t notice. Jerkily, his body refusing to work correctly, he twisted his neck, looking to his embattled Prime.
The proud gorgon had triumphed over her challengers. One of the two lay headless near where she’d stood the last time he’d looked. The other slouched in much the same posture as Gabriel himself.
Sthuza’s sparkling emerald eyes stared sadly at him. Her dark-green lips, stained with blood, were open in a look of shock. She’d dropped her blades and had her long-fingered hands wrapped around the glowing magic javelin lodged through her abdomen.
He stared numbly at the amazing monster girl as she staggered a step toward him. Then another, one silk-gloved hand stretching feebly for him.
Despite centuries of isolation and being far stronger than Gabriel, she’d trusted him. Put her fate in his hands. Hot tears trickled out of his eyes, burning their way down his bloody cheeks.
Her mouth moved, working as though to speak, but even in the stark post-battle silence, the only sound that of faint whimpering, no words reached his ears.
She took another shaky step before stumbling to her knees. The lance butt struck the ground, driving the magical missile farther through her ravaged body, but she ignored it.
Emerald eyes gazed at him with such longing and sadness that he could taste her pain.
Her fear.
Heedless of his surroundings, Gabriel latched onto the weakening psychic embodiment of their bond and rush toward his doomed Prime. Forcing his way through the connection between them felt like raking his entire body across a rough gravel path filled with shards of glass.
It was wrong. He wasn’t supposed to do it, but he didn’t care. Getting back to his own body was pointless. They were doomed.
He’d failed.
Cindra was down, Sthuza was dying, and Meri would be a slave.
In that moment, all Gabriel cared about was comforting the heartbreakingly lonely gorgon at the end.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

She was alone for so long, then I fucked up, and she has to experience such pain again.
‘Shh, it is not your fault, Master.’
Sthuza? I’m so sorry.
‘You have no reason to apologize.’ Her voice sounded gentler, full of compassion, even a hint of happiness.
‘I am truly fortunate to have met you, even if we only got to have these few days. Please think back on me fondly in the future.’ The compassion remained, but her voice was cracking now.
No, not her voice, her thoughts. Gabriel was in her mind. Or was she in his?
She let out a sad giggle. ‘Neither, Master. You dragged my consciousness into the Astral Realm.’
Once she pointed it out, he realized they were floating over a blank white plane. Nebulous clouds of fluffy white fog floated around them, limiting his vision to an arm’s reach in front of him.
He turned his attention back to his first bonded and felt more tears welling in his eyes.
Translucent and shaded a soft green, Sthuza looked the same as she had when he first saw her after dropping her disguise that night in her lair. Her snakes were calm, pulled back and styled like the dreadlocks he’d initially mistaken them for.
She looks so perfect, so beautiful.
‘I am flattered that you truly think so.’
She chuckled wistfully.
‘Now I wish I had pressed the issue and bedded you before.’
Sthuza, I’m so sorry, for—
‘No more of that, Master. You cannot keep us here for long. You have too much left to do if you wish to save Lady Merideva and the furry rug.’ Her refined features shifted into a smirk, though her eyes remained sad, filled with centuries of longing and loneliness.
He blinked at her. Then flinched back when he could still see through his closed eyelids.
‘Yes, it is somewhat peculiar. If only we had more time to fully explore the nature of this Realm. Alas, we do not. Now focus on that big-boobed mutt and draw her to you.’
‘Packmaster!’ A booming bark reverberated through his mind.
Without turning, he now stared into the beaming face of his second bonded.
‘Packmaster, I found you!’ Cindra ran to him, intending to tackle him as she had so many times before. Then she rushed straight through him before turning to look back, her expressive face drooping.
‘There is no time for your silliness right now. Our master needs your help.’
Instantly serious, Cindra nodded her head and squatted, watching the gorgon.
‘Much better. Master has depleted his mana, and with Lady Merideva tapped out, he must draw on his bonded. Which unfortunately means he must tap whatever reserves you have left.’ She stared at the silent hellhound.
After a moment, Cindra nodded once and shifted into her massive canine form. ‘Take whatever you need, Packmaster.’
He saw fresh tears tracing Sthuza’s sharp cheeks as she smiled at him. ‘Draw deeply from her. Then you need to return to your body and kill the last intruder.’
Wait. What? But aren’t we dead?
She shook her head, the movement dislodging none of her snakes. ‘No, Only I was dying. You pulled me here, and then Cindra.’
I don’t want to leave you. I won’t leave you to be lonely again.
‘That is very kind, Master, but you must return and claim victory. You must defend your Dungeon Core no matter the cost.’
He nodded in resignation, unable to resist her certainty.
‘Goodbye, Gabriel. I am grateful for the time we had together.’
His throat tightened. Thank you for everything, Sthuza, my Prime.
She flashed another tearful smile and waved.
Before he could ask how to return to the Mortal Realm, his awareness slammed painfully back into his exhausted body.
***
He gasped a painful breath, lungs desperately sucking in fresh air.
“Oh shit!” Kelith muttered from his left.
Gabriel blinked his eyes, surprised not to see through their lids. Recovering his sense of self, he stood up, wincing. It felt like every muscle in his body screamed in protest, but he felt a welling of power within his mana pool.
The arcane energy swirling within him had a different quality to it. A quick look at his Interface showed he had almost five percent now.
Movement in his periphery vision alerted him to Kelith’s location. Gabriel’s last attack had blasted three scorched holes in Kelith’s ornate and now bloody robe, but fresh pink scars contrasted with the ruined fabric. Apparently, the spoiled bully had drunk another expensive healing potion.
How much wealth did they squander on this assault?
It only took a moment for him to locate the female mage. Or at least spot her corpse.
A single glance at the female mage confirmed she wouldn’t threaten him again. The three unsettling projectiles that struck the woman had shredded her torso. Small purple-black blossoms lay scattered about her. Their delicate beauty was subtly terrifying.
“Why are you struggling so much to protect the Dungeon Core?” the blond noble screamed. Several empty vials lay scattered around his feet, and his eyes twitched. The last attack had disheveled his normally immaculate hair, and there was blood and ash streaked across his tanned face as he glared.
Gabriel met his gaze, staring intensely into the shorter man’s bloodshot blue eyes.
“Because she’s my Core. And that was my Prime you murdered,” he said evenly, his dark voice shocking him as much as Kelith.
“Prime? What do you, wait. Look, we can work something out. Do you have any idea how much power we could have if we took the Core up into the city?”
When Gabriel remained silent, Kelith took it as encouragement and began ranting about the things they could do together.
“We don’t have to let my dad have anything to do with it. Just you and me, I never meant any of those things I said before. It was all because Father was putting so much pressure on me,” his voice climbed higher, growing frantic as Gabriel remained silent.
The crash of a falling stone rang out. Kelith jumped, but couldn’t look away from Gabriel’s blank stare.
Realizing that he didn’t care about the spoiled noble anymore, was no longer bothered by the slurs and abuse he’d experienced over the years, Gabriel tuned the hyperventilating mage out.
Instead, he immersed himself in casting the same spell Kelith had used to such deadly effect.
Smiling inwardly as he imagined the look of shock on the other man’s face, he forcibly suppressed the spell circle he constructed. Casting a concealed spell proved even more taxing than the last time. Given his old goals, he’d never bothered to practice it.
How much mana did I waste doing this to Gromp?
It took most of his borrowed mana, but with no one left to fight, he didn’t care. When he finished constructing the concealed spell, he grinned at the still talking noble. “Kelith, all that shit you did to me over the years, even setting me up for Estrial to sacrifice. None of it bothers me anymore.”
“Yeah?” Kelith asked, swallowing audibly. “That’s great, so we can—”
“What does bother me is that you killed my Prime, and I’m not feeling particularly forgiving at the moment.” Gabriel released the spell after he spoke, allowing the hidden glyphs to flare before they vanished, materializing a single purple Aetheric Lance.
“Wait, I’m sure I can—” Kelith protested, raising one hand to shield himself, the other digging into a belt pouch.
The arcane projectile cut through the air with a sharp whistle before ripping through his outstretched hand. It plowed on undeterred, shredding his lower arm and enchanted robe before plunging deep inside the blond’s guts.
Kelith screamed in agony as he fell, kicking weakly at the ground. He struggled to crawl away from the Dungeon Master stalking toward him while holding his mangled hand to the horrific wound in his stomach.
His good hand rummaged through the bag at his waist, pulling out another crystal vial, but trembling fingers fumbled it. The clink as it struck the stone floor rang out like a funeral bell.
“Please, have mercy!”
Gabriel paused and stared down at the sniveling man.
Kelith’s blue eyes brightened for a moment until Gabriel sneered at him.
“No, I don’t think so.”
A lilting, feminine voice called out. “Wait, you shouldn’t let him die like that, Gabriel.”
Unwilling to question his unseen benefactor, Kelith bobbed his head in eager agreement.
“Yeah, listen to her, I-I can be useful,” he gasped, a tortured moan breaking up his plea.
“He’s right. He could be really super-awesome useful!”
Is that Merideva? Why would she want to spare this selfish asshole?
A soft-blue glow brightened the room, seeming to suppress the few remaining lanterns discarded earlier by the intruders.
“Why should I let him live? Forget about what he did to me, even ignoring him leading the attack on us. He killed Sthuza!” Gabriel screamed, his throat bloody and raw.
“Wait.” The light flickered once before Meri spoke again. “Who said anything about sparing him?”
“Um, it might be the exhaustion talking, but I have no clue what you’re on about now,” Gabriel said, his rage calming now that he knew Meri wasn’t telling him to spare Sthuza’s killer.
“If you drag him over to the altar, I bet you could strip off enough Soul Essence to save the gorgon.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Gabriel’s smoldering rage vanished.
“Sa-save her?” he gasped. Tears filled his eyes as they tracked back to his fallen Prime. Sthuza lay face down two steps from the altar, unmoving.
“Yep, that’s what I said. Did your head get muddled?” Merideva asked, concern bleeding into her words.
He shook himself to settle his racing mind. “No, I, you can save her?”
“Me? I guess I could,” she replied, her high-pitched voice colored with surprise. “Sort of figured you’d want to do it yourself, but if you insist—”
“No, I’d love to do it, i-if you can show me how?” he whispered, forcing each word past the lump tightening his throat.
The dimming Core perked up at his appeal, her glow now overshadowing the last lanterns. With his full attention split between Sthuza’s motionless body and the ray of hope Merideva cast, he didn’t consciously notice as she snuffed the lanterns out as one.
“What the hells is going on? I thought you wanted to spare me!” Kelith screamed, his voice pitching higher than Meri’s as he watched the enclosed flames flicker out.
“Why would I want him to spare you?” she snarled, her glow flickering. “You’re just another greedy, filthy, short-lived ape that came in here to steal the ultra-amazing me.
“First, you tried to kill my chosen, super-special Dungeon Master! Then you killed his super-scary but wise future-Prime, and your people killed my goblins!”
Her rage spent, Meri’s glow returned to normal, and she hovered back to Gabriel. For several seconds, Kelith’s terrified sobbing was the only sound anyone could hear in the eerily blue-lit room.
“How do I save her?” Gabriel asked, his voice firm again. Unwilling to risk giving up, if even a chance remained to save her, he forced his pain and despair deep inside. He could deal with it later. After Sthuza was safe.
“It should be simple, you healed Cindra before, right? The gorgon said that was why you were so drained earlier. You can do the same thing. Just put the sniveling monkey on the altar and sacrifice him first.”
Gabriel’s heart seized violently in his chest at her explanation. How many more such shocks could he survive?
“Cindra wasn’t,” he said, choking up. “She wasn’t dead.”
“So? A soul’s a soul. The body is simply the part mortals wander around in all willy-nilly. You can use his Essence to repair her body, and then some more of it to reattach her soul to it fully.
“Might want to hurry though. Not sure how long Sthuza’s soul will stay tethered here. Yours was unraveling, so it could be different,” Meri warned, hovering over the still gorgon.
“I don’t think Kelith’s a virgin.”
“That only mattered for the specific ritual needed to lower the ward guarding the Domain Crystal. And I’m still super angry that you went and let your slutty girlfriend kill you just to steal my crystal!
“You should have more self-respect than that.”
Struggling against the repeated highs and lows of emotional turmoil the oblivious Core was triggering, Gabriel swallowed and nodded. Then he turned and stalked over to the sobbing, bleeding wreck of a mage.
“No, let me go! Please!” Kelith screamed in response to Gabriel’s crushing grip on the smaller man’s ankle.
“You brought this on yourself,” Meri teased, her glow shifting to a spiral of deep blue and crimson red. The swirling colors set off a disorienting shifting of shadows and undulating light in the dim room.
“I didn’t—” Kelith screamed. His words morphed into a muffled howl of agony when Gabriel jerked him forward, slamming his battered body against the black stone altar.
“Yes you did, I saw it when I bonded with my Dungeon Master!” Merideva continued with perverse pleasure. “You set him up to have his soul shredded so they could steal my Crystal!”
Somewhere along the line, she shifted from angry at how Kelith wronged Gabriel, to ranting darkly about mortals daring to plunder from her perfect, awesome, superior self.
Half-tuning her out, Gabriel shrugged with disinterest and moved to carefully collect his fallen Prime.
Looking at her, he struggled to breathe, his throat too tight as he gazed upon her bloody face. He reached out and gently brushed one of her slack snakes back to expose her unblemished forehead. He leaned in, placing a chaste kiss as a solitary tear trickled down his cheek.
“I’ll save you,” he promised, his eyes hardening as he spoke.
“Please, Gabriel, don’t do this. Please don’t steal my soul!” Kelith begged, drawing him back to what he needed to do.
“What? You want me to show you mercy?” Gabriel asked, snorting when the whiny man nodded. He stared for a long moment as Kelith continued to whimper and plead. Slowly, he shook his head, causing the man’s frightened face to fall.
He turned to look at his bonded Core. “So, what do I do first?”
“You need to toss that thieving crybaby onto the altar, then you should rip his heart out and eat it!” she screeched, clearly still worked up over her stolen crystal.
Or perhaps she was just mad over what they’d done to her Dungeon Master. A hesitant brush of the bond between them confirmed that Meri could hardly think straight as she obsessed about the stolen Domain Crystal.
At least she’s passionate.
He shook his head and started to withdraw from his connection with her when he sensed the method she intended for him.
Ah, that’s a touch simple, but if it works, who cares?
Eager to save his first bonded monster, he tossed the still sobbing mage on the altar and efficiently gutted the bastard. He copied the same actions that Estrial had gone through when she’d murdered him, mirroring her incisions, though with less precision because of his shaking hands.
And the madly screaming and twisting subject struggling to escape being butchered alive.
Serves him right for all of it.
The dying man’s tortured screams provided a cathartic relief of sorts as he carefully performed each stage of the elaborate ritual.
Kelith grew silent and unmoving a few seconds after Gabriel extracted his heart and set it into the small notch on the altar’s surface. The black stone flared a dark red. Something he didn’t remember happening when he was the one on the altar. As he watched, the gruesome offering burst into shadowy flames and burned to ash in seconds.
Yeah, I don’t think her ‘eat it’ idea would have worked out so well.
Level Two flashed in the corner of his vision, but he swept it aside and focused on the ritual.
In the memory he’d borrowed from Meri, he saw the next step. With a grunt, Gabriel shoved the desecrated corpse to the stone floor. Not wasting a second, he carefully lifted the slender gorgon and placed her on the bloody altar.
The lance which had pierced her belly had long since dematerialized. When he finished adjusting her posture, she looked as though she was merely sleeping. A single glance at her wounded stomach put that lie to rest.
Fighting against the mounting grief, he forced his mind back to the task at hand. When he healed Cindra, he’d used his own mana, very inefficiently, to force her body to regenerate. Of course, then he’d had the very knowledgeable gorgon to talk him through the process.
Now he had an unconscious hellhound and an enraged Dungeon Core who was hovering over Kelith’s bloody corpse making strange spitting noises.
Good thing she doesn’t have any excretions to coat him in… Shit. If any of the goblins survive, she’ll totally do that, won’t she?
Suppressing a shudder of disgust, he tried reaching out toward the cooling gorgon with his mind.
A massive rush of power washed over Gabriel, swirling around him. He blinked, realizing he’d instinctively shifted into his Dungeon Sense and marveled for a moment at the tormented soul of the man who’d caused him so much grief.
The indistinct, vaguely man-shaped form screamed silently, its mouth open wide as it shivered. Even as Gabriel watched, tiny fragments and thin tendrils of energy ripped free and dissolved into the dense Aether of the dungeon. The tormented figure continued to wail in silence.
This is what would have happened to me, if not for Meri. This is what was happening to me. Until Meri saved me.
It took him only a heartbeat to figure out how to tap the soul for power. A soon as he started, the ethereal representation of Kelith froze, its blurry face a rictus mask of agony as a soul-piercing scream assaulted him.
Gabriel forced himself to ignore the cacophonous wailing. Instead, keeping his mind devoted to unraveling the Soul Essence. Power coiling and crackling about him as he worked, Gabriel focused solely on the disintegrating soul while he drained it at a steady pace.
At first, he was tempted to draw it in and replenish his barren mana pool. He discarded that idea the instant he touched the raw Essence.
Definitely not safe to use it that way. Hmm, maybe I can channel it directly into the healing construct? Keep it out of me and out of Sthuza?
Gabriel swallowed nervously, one hand idly wiping sweat from his soaked brow. He carefully teased a slender thread of pilfered SE into the beginnings of a spell circle.
He flinched when the blank casting drank the power up eagerly. Then shivered as a profound sense of wrongness washed over him. Looking at his hands, he clenched them into fists, unable to stop the violent tremors.
“Uh, Meri, I just tried to use his soul for this, and it felt… wrong,” he called out, hesitant, but unwilling to back down.
“Oh? Yeah, you’re not supposed to tamper with souls like this,” she said conversationally. Like she was recommending tea.
“Wh-what happens if I keep going?”
“Um, it will probably feel wrong period? Sorry, I’m not sure how it works. Still, it’ll probably be fine. ED is real big on ‘caramel justice.’ Since that crystal stealer sacrificed your soul, it should be fine to do it back to him, right?”
Gabriel gulped.
That’s not terribly encouraging.
“Okay, I’ll keep going then. And by the way, I don’t know what you meant to say, but I don’t think it’s caramel.”
Tinkling laughter echoed from where he’d last seen the Core hovering over Kelith’s corpse. “Maybe not, but it sounds delicious, so it’s way better than whatever he said.”
Just ignore her for now. She’s given the go-ahead, and you’re doing this. Doesn’t matter how it feels, as long as it saves Sthuza.
Two controlled breaths later, he returned his full awareness to the still blank spell circle.
I do wish I’d paid more attention to the healing arts.
Without any better ideas, Gabriel began to weave a simple series of restoration glyphs. He watched, unable to breathe, as the siphoned Essence flood into the circle.
Now with Cindra, I dove into her with Dungeon Sense, right? So how can I do that now? Trace our bond?
Still feeding more power into the spell, he shuddered again at the foul sensations washing over and through him. It felt like thousands of slugs slithering across his soul, while countless tiny ants scratched and clawed at every inch of his body.
He clenched his jaw and forced out every thought except healing his Prime.
Nothing matters besides saving Sthuza!
As if his subconscious was just waiting for the order, instinct took over, and his hands traced through alien glyphs as harsh syllables burst from his open mouth. A weariness built up within him. Every second of creeping wrongness reminded him of Estrial ripping his soul from him, the unending abyssal torment that awaited.
Like a marionette without strings, he fell to the hard stone.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

‘Massster, can you hear me?’
Sthuza! You’re alive… wait, or did I fail? Am I dead?
“What? No, you did not fail,” Sthuza said, her sweet soprano echoing oddly.
Is she above me?
“Packmaster is awake?” Cindra growled, her voice the deep rumble of her canine form.
“Yes, but do not—” Sthuza said just before he was slammed back into the physical world. By a half-ton of furry hellhound tackling and rolling him off the warm softness of a bedroll and onto the chilly, unforgiving stone floor.
“Damn, that’s cold!” he gasped. His eyes snapped open at the sudden shock but slammed shut again at the intense pink glow shining on him.
“You’ve wasted enough time sleeping, Gabriel. You need to get out and recover my crystal. Your wounds have healed enough,” Meri snapped. At the same time, he felt a rush of warmth and affection cross their bond.
Surprised at the emotions pouring in from the grumpy Core, he spread out his mind and brushed the other two glowing tendrils binding him to the pair of monster girls above him. He froze, flabbergasted at the nearly identical nature of the two bonds. Both were trying to drown him in overwhelming trust and devotion, along with an unsettling amount of lust.
He shook his head, delving deeper into the closest. Once inside, he sensed the fiery passion and loyalty of the lonely hellhound he’d bonded with after an intense battle. Her presence wrapped around him like the silkiest, warmest blanket in all the Realms. The scent of sandalwood and cinnamon incense lulled him to relax.
It took him several minutes to extract himself from her tenacious grip before he more carefully entered the second bond. This time it was like diving into a cool spring, crisp and invigorating. There was just the right amount of soothing chill to revitalize and excite. He barely had time to luxuriate in the tranquil pond before something bubbled up from deep below.
Heart racing at the rapid transition, Gabriel went rigid as dozens of lithe women emerged from the bubbling depths and eagerly embraced him. They clung to him with a frightening intensity, startling him until he recovered enough wits to recognize them.
Each captivating and nude woman was a near-perfect doppelganger of Sthuza. Except for the thick braids of dark hair floating placidly about their heads.
No sooner than he’d noted their startling appearances, they swept back to allow another of their ilk to approach.
‘Master, thank you for saving me. I never thought I would get to experience such closeness and belonging again.’ Sthuza reached out one slender hand and gently stroked his cheek. Her touch paused at his neck for a moment, then continued lower to cover his heart.
Right where Estrial carved me open.
‘Yes, but none of that matters anymore. You are so much more than you were before. More than she is. And soon…’ Her gentle smile turned predatory. ‘We will treat her to everything that she and her lackeys so richly deserve.’
He felt what she felt.
Her pride, passions, fears, desires. She laid everything open to him as she held her hand to his heart. In that timeless moment, he knew her. Knew her in a way he’d never imagined you could know another.
Instinctively, Gabriel realized his inner self was just as open to her.
I, I lo—
Sthuza interrupted, leaning forward and drawing him into a passionate kiss. She deepened the kiss, seeming insatiable as her cool hands glided over him. Everywhere she touched lit up with a strange warmth that countered the chilly spring water. The pleasant touch reminded him he needed to breathe.
‘No, you do not. Not here.’
Where is here?
Unwilling to break their kiss, she flashed him the mental equivalent of a grin. ‘Inside my mind, or my heart? Maybe yours, Master? Does it matter?’
I guess not.
At last, she pulled back, reluctantly releasing his lower lip after a final sucking nibble. ‘And before you try to say it again…’
Her emerald eyes hardened. ‘I want to hear you say it with your voice, back in the physical world. I can already feel it here.’
She smiled, tapping her heart.
Uh, how do I get back?
That made her laugh, bubbles erupting from between her perfect white teeth. The fact Gabriel could hear her carefree, vibrant giggles reminded him they were not actually here.
“Yes, Master, that is how you return to your physical presence,” Sthuza whispered.
A cool hand cupped his cheek, and he carefully cracked his eyelids open. The smiling face of his Prime gazed down at him.
“Welcome—”
“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra bellowed, her contralto voice less gravelly as she flew through the air to pounce on him.
He grunted, her impact blasting the wind from him as she wrapped her powerfully corded limbs around his prone body. Her incredible heat permeated him as she ground her massive, uncovered breasts against his bare chest.
“And, you had to ruin it, you filthy fur coat,” Sthuza hissed.
“Cindra not filthy! I took the bath today, just like you said, remember?”
His Prime huffed, her firm breasts shifting beneath the thin white dress covering her.
“How are you feeling?” he asked, looking to the gorgon. He ran his eyes over her body, and the sexy dress she wore, but didn’t see any sign of injuries.
There’s not even a scar from that cut to her shoulder.
“Your effort at healing me was quite comprehensive, Master. I am rejuvenated.”
Sthuza confirming it eased his mind.
The hellhound in his lap drew his attention back to Cindra. Gabriel was unsurprised when she noticed his growing erection. It was hard to hide, what with one sexy, nude monster girl actively grinding on him while the other was dressed in the thinnest fabric he’d ever seen.
She growled low, grinding harder against his obvious arousal. “Packmaster is really up now,” she chirped, her dark-gray face split by a wide grin.
“Yes, not that it is much of a surprise with you rubbing yourself on him like a bitch in heat,” Sthuza snapped frostily, shoving at the larger monster without effect.
“Don’t worry, Snakey, Cindra is a good girl. I can wait till you go first,” she said, moaning as she dragged her damp sex across his painfully hard member.
“Uh, do I get any say in this?”
“No, Master.”
“Nope!”
He chuckled and smiled at his beaming bonded. “Just checking.”
“Well, you certainly won’t keep on like that in here!” Meri said.
Gabriel’s cheeks flushed at the reminder they were not alone.
Sthuza blew out a resigned sigh as she leaned back from him. “I too would prefer to continue this in a room without a sacrificial altar. I would also appreciate one with fewer spectators.”
“Does that mean I get to go first? Cindra doesn’t care if everyone watches!”
True to her word, the nude hellhound leapt off his lap and spun several rapid rotations. Seemingly satisfied, she stopped and bent over, pressing her hands to the floor and presenting her glistening blue slit to Gabriel’s shocked face. “Packmaster can start whenever he’s ready!”
A resounding slap echoed, and Gabriel turned to face Sthuza.
One pale-green hand concealed her flawless face. She exhaled noisily, then giggled. “Well, she has a certain charming frankness, does she not?”
Laughter boiled up from him, and he matched her near-hysterical grin. “Thank you, Cindra, for both the offer and the much-needed levity, but I need to spend some time with my Prime first.”
The blue-eyed hellhound dropped her bare bottom to the stone floor and turned her beaming face to his. “Anytime, Packmaster. Though Cindra isn’t sure what levy tea is. But if you’re happy, I’m happy!”
A little overwhelmed by the intensity of her affection and trust, he opened his arms to her.
She jumped into his lap, wrapped her powerful arms around him, and promptly smushed his head into the valley between her stunning breasts.
“Eh hm,” Sthuza grumbled, noisily clearing her throat.
Cindra leaned back and ducked her head with a sheepish grin. Freed from the pillowing splendor of her gravity-defying bosom, Gabriel took a deep breath and looked to the smirking gorgon.
“Oh right, sorry, Snakey,” Cindra whimpered, dragging herself off the flustered Dungeon Master.
“Yeah, no rutting in my Core Room!”
“No offense intended, Lady Merideva, but is your Core Room not still the small cubbyhole behind the altar?”
The bright pink glow dimmed, and the boisterous Core’s volume was much quieter when she replied. “Well, yeah, I guess. Technically. But the leyline nexus is out here, so it’s totally gonna be my room as soon as my lazy DM returns the crystal he gave to that elven floozy!”
This time it was Gabriel’s open palm that swatted the attached face.
She is so damn mercurial. I can’t for the life of me figure her out.
‘Patience, Master. Lady Merideva is still very young, for a Dungeon Core.’
His eyes tried to bulge out of his head.
You can hear my thoughts?
‘Only if you wish for me to, or choose to project them outward. Have no fear; if you desire privacy, I cannot hear even a whisper of your thoughts.’
Not wanting to doubt his Prime after everything they’d just been through, but curious about their strengthening bond, he tried to block her out of his mind. Then proceeded to dream up the most scandalizing thoughts and desires he could muster, keeping a careful watch on Sthuza.
Her face remained relaxed, wearing the soft smile she’d worn nonstop since he woke.
***
Still uncertain after a brief fantasy, Gabriel envisioned the gorgeous gorgon reclining on the luxury bed in the Careless Queen Inn, where he stayed not so long ago. He’d only seen it when Mrs. Spaulding was cleaning, but it was the most luxurious bed he’d ever laid eyes on.
At least until I met Sthuza.
When she still didn’t respond to the gentle lovemaking he imagined, he changed tack again.
Back propped up against the padded headboard, with Cindra’s head between her spread legs, the slender gorgon smiled invitingly. Forgetting for a moment why he was doing it, Gabriel added himself to the vision, pounding his erection into the larger monster’s dripping slit.
Diving deeper into the impromptu fantasy, he enjoyed the meaty thwack of his hips against the thick round ass before him. The longer he let the daydream play out, the more vivid it became. He ran his hands across dark-gray skin, marveling as Cindra’s well-defined muscles twitched and spasmed with each thrust.
The scent of her arousal teased at his nose, and he drew in the stimulating fragrance, the spicy aroma filling him with lust. He pulled almost entirely out of her, then slammed forward again, driving his shaft as deep within her fiery depths as he could.
One hand gripped her hip, guiding her back to meet his every thrust while his free hand traced along her fluffy tail. From root to tip, he teased his fingers along impossibly soft fur, sending shivers up her toned back.
Grinding against each thrust, she growled into Sthuza’s sex. That drew a hissing moan as the sleek gorgon climaxed hard, her hands tangled in Cindra’s thick mane, pinning her.
“I believe you have made your point, Massster,” Sthuza hissed, her voice sounding strange. As if it didn’t come from her open mouth, silently screaming her pleasure.
Gabriel blinked.
“Wh-what just happened?” he asked, opening his eyes to spot a blushing gorgon.
And a very twitchy, howling hellhound. One who was furiously driving her long fingers deep into her gushing sex.
“Uh, were you reading my mind?” he whispered, his cheeks hot enough to combust.
“No, Master. It appears you blocked me out and proceeded to test me,” Sthuza said, her voice oddly heated and breathy. “At first, at least. Perhaps you got too excited by your… thorough imaginary performance. After several minutes of staring through me with sightless eyes, you began sending your thoughts into both our minds.
“Quite aggressively, I might add,” she muttered.
“I’m really sorry, Sthuza. I didn’t mean to disrespect or offend you. It just seemed—” he said before she placed a finger over his lips.
“There is no need to apologize.” A small grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Well, maybe for how loud your thoughts were when you opened your mind back up, but I understand your intent.
“Besides, while I am still not fond of the furry mutt, she did give her all to protect us.”
Sthuza’s smile widened while her dark pupils flared, mostly shading out the green of her eyes. “And as our bonded Dungeon Master, it is your right to make use of our assets as you believe most… efficient.”
Does that mean she’s open to a…
He tried to ignore the furious sloshing sounds emanating from Cindra, but couldn’t block them from his mind. Combined with the not-so-subtle heat in the gorgon’s gleaming eyes, he swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly parched.
“Hey, if he’s back, he’s gotta make her stop that! She’s getting her fluids everywhere!” Merideva cried from her hidden alcove.
“Oh yeah, I forgot,” she said, her tone far brighter and less angry now. “While you were busy snoozing and playing magical footsies with your bonded, I was slaving away to make you your own room!”
The sudden announcement gave both Sthuza and Gabriel pause.
“Indeed, Lady Merideva? That was quite generous of you,” Sthuza said, then glared at Gabriel when he kept silent.
“Uh, thanks?” he replied at the annoyed gorgon’s prompt.
The glowing orb darted into sight, beaming her bright pink light on his face. Gabriel smiled at the excited Core. Then he noticed how the glow highlighted the masturbating hellhound.
Damn, now that I’ve looked, it’s hard not to stare.
Cindra’s glowing blue eyes were scrunched closed. Several inches of luminescent tongue lolling from her open mouth as she panted more than made up for them.
Far more conspicuous, at least to Gabriel, was the flickering glow from between the lips of her sex as she continued to ride her spasming hand.
I don’t recall her glowing down there before. Is it as hot as it looks?
‘I am quite positive I do not know, and I currently have no wish to root out the truth.’
Shit, sorry.
I’ve got to get a handle on private thoughts.
“Why didn’t you make her stop yet?” Meri whined, diving to hide behind his back, out of view of the exhibitionist monster girl.
“Um, Cindra, please stop.” To his mild surprise, her hand froze.
“Okay. Cindra sorry,” she whimpered. Her huge blue eyes peeked open, and she flashed the most pitiful puppy eyes he’d ever seen.
“Do not attempt to manipulate our Massster in that manner, you! You nymphomaniac!”
That only made the chastened hellhound slump further, her gaze dropping toward her clawed feet.
Sthuza moved between him and Cindra. “Gah, please look away, Master.”
“Ah, yes, Lady Merideva, perhaps you could show Master his new room,” she said, flashing a twitching smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
The little Core peeked out from around his back and bobbed several times. “Sure, follow me!”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The three of them got up and followed the floating orb to the wall opposite the door, behind the altar. Before Gabriel could question her, Meri led them over to the left of her cubbyhole. She stopped in front of a smooth section of unblemished stone.
Not wanting to insult her, he leaned close and examined the wall. No doubt constructed with magic rather than tools, the light-gray stone was smooth, with faint white streaks spreading throughout it.
“You went through the effort of letting those smelly plunderers in here to let me harvest DE from them. So, I figured that it would be a unanimous act to make you a room of your own,” she said, brightening.
Gabriel opened his mouth to point out her mistake, but at a sharp shake of his Prime’s head, he closed it again.
“That was most generous of you, Lady Merideva. If I may, did you leave the wall up because you wished to let him pick out the door?” Sthuza asked leadingly.
“Um, yeah, like exactly that was my reason,” Meri said in a rush. After a tiny pause, she muttered much more quietly. “I totally didn’t plan to have him tear it down to save Essence.”
Sthuza’s undulating snakes flinched at the dejected Core’s whispering. “Did you have enough DE leftover to summon a Drone?”
“Maybe? I don’t know how much they cost,” Meri confessed, her glow dimming.
“What do you mean you don’t—,” Gabriel cut off when his Prime elbowed him roughly.
When he glanced over to her, he saw her still standing out of arm’s reach, looking suspiciously innocent.
Di-did you just poke me in the gut mentally?
She shot him a sly glance. When she saw him staring, she winked mischievously. “Lady Merideva, it would be my honor to help you brush up on the more intricate aspects of your Dungeon Interface.”
“Really? Thanks!” the now jubilant Core cried.
“Please wait here a moment, Master,” the polite gorgon said, leading Merideva across the room and leaning close to whisper with her.
Gabriel spent the next several minutes trying not to worry what the pair were planning. With no other distractions, that inevitably led his mind back to the fiery exhibition he’d watched earlier.
Have to talk with Cindra about what happened. I didn’t mean for either of them to see that. Hells, I didn’t even know I could communicate with her like that.
Mind racing with thoughts regarding his new power, he focused his intent and tried to project a question at the hellhound grooming herself.
She continued without flinching, even as sweat gathered on his forehead while he strained to connect with her.
So I can force her to watch crazy erotic fantasies, but I can’t use the bond to get her attention?
“Did you get broken?” Meri asked.
His concentration fled at her interruption. “What no, why?”
“You had this funny look on your face like when one of the goblins ate something they shouldn’t have, and it was trying to escape.”
I so do not want to know what she’s talking about.
‘Neither do I, Master.’
“More importantly,” the Core said. “I have decided on the perfect door for your new quarters.”
“That’s great, thanks again.” An enjoyable sense of satisfaction warmed him when her pride and joy washed over their bond.
The Core’s glow pulsed brilliantly once, almost blinding Gabriel. When the searing light vanished, a sturdy wood door stood centered in what was seconds before a solid wall. Composed of five broad planks and bound with thick bands of iron, it was a perfect match for several of the doors he’d seen elsewhere in the dungeon.
Could be it’s the cheapest door available? How many other options are there?
“After you,” Meri said, her voice filled with unrestrained cheer.
He glanced at Sthuza, who nodded toward it, and pushed the door open.
The room beyond lacked any source of light. Only the dim reflected glow from Meri shined within, though his new enhanced senses allowed him to see every detail. It was a completely empty, featureless square room, maybe ten feet across.
Unwilling to make a snap judgment, he traced his eyes over the walls, ceiling, and finally the floor. All of it smooth, unworked, natural stone. Every surface was the same gray-and-white stone.
“Uh, thank you, Meri.”
Sthuza stepped up beside him and nudged him in the ribs.
“Your generosity is humbling, Lady Merideva,” the gorgon said smoothly.
The Dungeon Core grew bright, her pink hue deepening like a blushing maiden.
“Oh, it was nothing, I hope you enjoy strengthening your bond,” the Core squeaked out rapidly before darting back out the open door.
Stunned at Meri’s quick retreat, Gabriel stood still as his Prime closed and barred the heavy wooden door.
She stared at him, dark-green eyebrows furrowing. “Master, you simply must learn to be more sensitive to the emotions of those bonded to you.”
“Um, sorry?”
Sthuza blew out a lengthy sigh that set her head-snakes to hissing.
“Yeah, Packmaster, Lady Glows-a-lot was super proud to give you this huge room,” Cindra said, her deep voice filled with disappointment. She flashed him a brief look of disappointment, then turned to face the wall.
Oh gods preserve me, the one that was busy masturbating in public five minutes ago is lecturing me on awareness.
That cracked the frowning mask on Sthuza’s face. She smirked, shaking as she chuckled.
The hellhound continued to inspect the room, sniffing along the walls and floor.
Obviously, Cindra didn’t hear my thoughts.
When no answer came, he felt confident he’d kept his unspoken words private that time.
“Well, we have a space where we can lay out the bedrolls without worrying about goblins crawling over them now,” he said and looked at the gorgon. “At least, I hope they’ll stay out.”
“Of course they will. They serve Lady Merideva, and she crafted this room for your private use. She would be most cross with them if they were to intrude uninvited.”
Sthuza shot the distracted hellhound a sharp look, causing Gabriel to wince.
“Yeah, Cindra,” he called out, getting her attention. “No bringing any goblins into this room.”
A frown crossed her face for a split second before she nodded and flashed a hungry grin his way. She glanced over to her fellow bonded.
“Now that Packmaster has a private space. We can start the mating?” She waggled both of her gray eyebrows as she spoke, causing Sthuza to giggle, while Gabriel just shook his head.
When neither of them agreed, or began stripping, the energetic and still naked monster girl visibly deflated.
“First, we need to decorate the room a touch,” Sthuza said as the silence grew too painful. True to her word, she walked around the barren chamber twice before opening her satchel and pulling out dozens of odds and ends.
Gabriel watched flabbergasted as she pulled a chaise lounge and a three-cushion sofa from the small bag she held in one hand.
“Sthuza, just how much stuff can that bag hold?” he asked, distracted by pondering the level of magic required to craft so powerful an enchantment.
Containers with spatial enchantments were common enough magical items. His mother had used one during her adventures, and they had many such cabinets and trunks at the Academy. But he’d never seen one so small which could hold so much.
Never heard of a slender woman pulling furniture out of them one-handed either. Hopefully, she doesn’t have too much more. Otherwise, this place will end up more cluttered than her lair.
Unperturbed by his shocked expression, she smiled at him. “It holds most of my less commonly used belongings, Master. The larger, low-value items, mostly furniture and perishables.”
“Wouldn’t it have been wiser to store your more important items in such a powerful artifact?”
Her smiled twitched, and she shook her head. “I understand the confusion now. My mistress bound this bag to the dungeon many years ago. It can hold a stupendous volume of items, but on balance, the value of any single item must remain ‘mundane.’”
“I’ve never heard of an enchantment like that before,” he said, thinking over the strange item’s description in his head.
Maybe it draws power from the high-density Aether inside the dungeon instead of from an attached mana supply. Similar to a leyline tap?
“Does that mean it needs to stay inside the dungeon or risk the enchantment failing entirely?” he speculated.
“It would, but Mistress Iylara was a very skilled enchanter,” Sthuza said wistfully, her green eyes misting up. “She constructed the enchantment to merely go dormant if removed from the dungeon for too long.”
“Ah, that’s impressive,” he said, a little unnerved at the gorgon’s sudden distracted state. And the painful wash of grief, fear, longing, and shame that assaulted him as Sthuza’s attention shifted to the past.
“My apologiesss, Massster!” she hissed, her face pale. “I did not mean to make you think—”
He placed a finger to her cool lips, silencing her. “There is no reason to apologize, my Prime,” he said with a shake of his head. “It was just surprising to see how important she was to you.”
Confident that he was actively concealing his thoughts again, he let out a mental sigh.
I’ve got to get used to sensing their emotions and shielding them from mine.
Still ruffled, her snakes cowering behind her head, hissing sadly, Sthuza refused to meet his eyes. Instead, she busied herself with pulling more household goods from her sack. She began sorting them once she ran out of items to extract.
“Cindra, would you please help her arrange the furniture?” Gabriel asked after several minutes. He’d grown tired of watching the gorgon reposition one bedroll after another.
“Sure thing, Packmaster!” Cindra yipped enthusiastically before leaping onto the gorgon’s current focus.
“Cccindra!” Sthuza cried as the sofa she was dragging to one side bowed ominously and slammed to a complete stop.
She gave another half-hearted tug at the pinned furniture before hissing in exasperation and glancing back at Gabriel.
“Wasss that truly necccesssary, Massster?” she asked, though with the hint of a smile as she finally looked him in the eyes.
He chuckled, grinning smugly. “Apparently,” he said, waving her over to him.
Her dark-green lips pursed, tugging to one side, but she obeyed.
As soon as Sthuza drew near, he pulled her into his arms and hugged her tight.
His mouth next to her pointed ear while her head-snakes flicked their tiny tongues along his face, he whispered. “Relax, my Prime. I knew you were older and more experienced than me before we bonded.”
She shivered and emitted a single soft sob as she clung to him.
“And I know you still miss Iylara. Don’t worry, I’m not offended, and I’m willing to wait as long as you need before we do anything more.”
He pulled his mouth back from her ear and pressed a tender kiss to her flushed cheek. “Now, how about we just lay everything out and arrange the furniture once we get settled in?” he asked.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Sthuza gazed at Gabriel for an uncomfortably long time, her green eyes hooded. When he couldn’t handle it anymore, he swallowed and opened his mouth to speak.
Before he could, her head snapped forward, and she smashed her cool lips to his as her strong hands grasped his head.
They’d kissed before, so how wonderful she tasted was no surprise to him, nor was her slight coolness compared to a human woman. Last time she’d shown masterful skill as she teased, sucked, and licked him senseless, a passionate but refined experience.
This time was the complete opposite. Sthuza’s long, slender tongue thrust itself into his open mouth with all the subtlety of a hellhound in heat. Her strong, limber fingers tangled themselves in his hair so tight that he winced in pain.
Sthuza didn’t notice. Instead, she pulled her tongue back as suddenly as it had violated him. Able to breathe again, he drew a deep breath, then blew it out in shock when she bit his lip. Hard.
Having grown intimately familiar with the flavor of his own blood during recent events, Gabriel didn’t flinch as its heat flooded across their lips. Her agile tongue flicked out, seeking his taste, licking up each drop of hot red blood and devouring it.
Desire flickered in her eyes as she pulled back for a moment, studying the flavor, savoring it.
Still surprised at her aggression, but with his arousal growing, he slid his hands down her back to cup her firm ass. He acted first this time, pulling her tight against him and recapturing her lips.
She moaned into his mouth, her tongue licking every inch of him, as he squeezed her round flesh. Thoroughly enjoying the sensation of her lithe body pressed against him, he ground his erection against her flat belly. At the same time, she lifted up on her toes to deepen their kiss, all but climbing into his mouth.
Across their bond, he sensed nothing but lust, passion, a hint of love, and overwhelming need.
I guess she’s been holding it in for a while.
‘Massster, you have no idea how long it hasss been.’
Gabriel lost himself in her embrace for several minutes, enjoying the gorgon’s frantic groping kiss.
Without him trying to pull back from her violent oral assault, she untangled her slim hands from his hair and ran them along his neck and arms. They kissed hungrily, his hands peeling away from her perfect butt to trace her lean back.
Eventually, gasping for air, they broke the kiss, though she remained pressed up against him like a second skin.
“Massster, that wasss wonderful,” she hissed, the vertical pupils of her unfocused eyes flaring wide. Her head-snakes swept about them drunkenly, hissing and tickling at his skin with probing licks.
He coughed twice to clear his throat. “Yeah, it was.”
After another deep breath to soothe his gasping lungs, he nodded. “But I should probably go through Kelith’s gear and see if he brought a spellbook. Besides, don’t we need to get after the crystal again?”
Her puffy lips curved to one side as her eyes flashed smugly. “Honestly, I cannot believe you would be so careless as to disregard the needs of your bonded at a time such as this,” she said, faking a pout.
An embarrassed chuckle escaped him, but she shook her head before he could respond.
“It is getting late, and we have had more than enough adventure for one day. Lady Merideva can deal with looting those vermin, and we need to rest before we head out tomorrow. Now come, show me I was right to yield myself to you,” she said, her smooth soprano filled with a sultry heat.
A soft whimper snapped their gazes away from each other and to the third occupant in the room. Cindra lay curled up on one of the bedrolls, still nude. Her bright eyes stared at the passionate couple.
Gabriel looked back to his Prime and raised an eyebrow. For her part, Sthuza looked torn, her fine-featured face contorting between annoyance and lust.
She focused on him again, but her gaze kept shifting back to the naked hellhound. With another sigh of exasperation, she threw her hands up and then embraced him.
“Fine, ssshe can watch,” Sthuza hissed before turning back to face the now beaming monster girl. “But do not dare interrupt us, or I will wear your hide as a coat.”
Cindra proved she could listen, nodding her head excitedly but refrained from uttering a word.
***
“Now, where were we, Massster?” Sthuza asked, grinning, and batting her eyes at him.
Not wanting to make the gorgon do all the work, Gabriel grinned at her as he pulled her tight and kissed her. Unlike her aggressive assault, he set the pace this time, focusing on her taste, licking her luscious lips thoroughly before probing deeper.
Her mouth opened for him, and her slender tongue darted out to greet his, drawing him deeper into her. He’d worried that her pronounced fangs would make the kiss awkward, they had made the last one bloody, but within seconds his only thought was enjoying more of her.
Their tongues danced, with hers teasing and twirling around his as their hands continued mapping out every detail, caressing and groping desperately.
When they next parted for air, Sthuza stepped back, startling him. But when she winked and reached behind to loosen her dress, he grinned. Unable to tear his eyes from her slender body, he watched as she slid the diaphanous white dress lower.
Gabriel forgot to breathe as she revealed every inch of her flawless light-green skin down to her waist. His erection was painfully hard now, trapped within the confines of his gray pants. He shifted, trying to make it more comfortable, but finally lost control and moved to Sthuza.
Her face revealed surprise, but he could sense over their bond that she wanted him right then.
So it came as no surprise when she ignored him as he tugged her dress off, letting it pool around her feet. Instead, her hands were busy undoing his belt, and with an angry hiss, she jerked it open.
Her rapid grasping and shaking did wonderful things to her firm breasts. Though tiny compared to the hellhound’s comically massive pair, they looked perfect to Gabriel.
More substantial than he’d expected, they stood proud, the firm orbs emphasizing her feminine figure. A delectable dark-green nipple capped each glorious mound.
Their jiggling kept his eyes glued to them as she worked to free him from his trousered prison.
Gabriel lost himself in worshiping their splendor until he felt a faint pressure in his head, insisting on attention.
What is that—
Sthuza’s amusement teased him now, lightly mocking him, and he blinked. He realized what she was up to just before he felt a wet warmth around his engorged member.
Still struggling to believe his good fortune, he glanced down to find the stunning gorgon kneeling on her dress, his erection half-buried in her mouth.
‘Did you make it this large?’
“What? No, I mean, Meri did it,” he gasped, barely able to think as his bonded wrapped her incredibly flexible tongue around him and sucked.
‘Oh, did she? That is interesting.’
Gabriel briefly wondered what she found interesting. But when Sthuza coiled her tongue around his girth again and began stroking him, his mind blanked.
One hand gripping the base, she teased his shaft with her slippery tongue, squeezing and licking sensitive flesh. If she thought anything else to him, he didn’t hear it as his entire awareness shrank down to the part of him in her mouth.
Moments later, he shuddered as she pushed him over the edge. Lusty moans from both bonded accompanied each pulse as he emptied himself into Sthuza’s mouth. Gasping for breath, Gabriel focused on staying upright as he gradually became aware of more of his body than the portion still wrapped in the gorgon’s wet embrace.
He briefly worried his lack of stamina might have left her disappointed. But upon reaching across their bond, her lust and passion threatened to smother him.
Might even be stronger than Cindra’s.
Satisfied that she’d drained all of his seed, Sthuza pulled back slowly, teasing his softening member with her long tongue. Still on her knees, the look she shot him when she gazed up, had him ready to go again.
The thought of reciprocating entered his mind, and he gently pulled her back to her feet. “Why don’t you sit other there and—”
She interrupted him again, pressing a cool finger to his lips and flashed him a greedy grin.
She’s being awfully assertive, isn’t she?
With a smug grin, she led him over to his bedroll and lay down wordlessly.
Oh right, you knew what I was planning to do, didn’t you?
Eyes flashing with amusement, she nodded and beckoned him to join her.
Gabriel paused for a second before following her to the soft bedding and ran his eyes hungrily over her spectacular body. She had the slender hourglass figure common to elves, with a lovely bust and long, lean legs. Every inch of the gorgeous gorgon was sleek, predatory, and flawless.
Sthuza shifted about, causing muscles to flex and drawing his attention to her toned abs as they contracted. Hers weren’t quite as defined as the hellhound’s. They were smoother, and Gabriel reached out to brush his fingers across them, smiling when she twitched. One hand idly stroking her tummy, his eyes continued up her nude form.
He sensed a touch of doubt and concern regarding her head-snakes as he drank in her appearance, but he was ready for it this time and opened his feelings to her fully.
Her green eyes flashed open, staring up at him wide-eyed as he focused his entire will on how attractive he found her.
When Gabriel knew she’d accepted his emotions, he smirked and intentionally refocused his attention on her nudity. He carefully sealed his mind again, finding it easier this time. Once closed, he pondered at how Sthuza’s skin remained unblemished and perfect, despite centuries of life in the dungeon.
Not to mention the horrific wounds she had suffered earlier in the day.
Figuring it wasn’t as exciting a subject as ‘strengthening their bond,’ he discarded the thought and moved to join his Prime. He knelt between her spread legs and focused on her lovely lower lips. He leaned closer, eager to return the pleasure she’d given him.
To his surprise, Sthuza reached down, pulling him to her waiting mouth, and for long minutes they kissed sensually, lost in gentle showings of love.
Still rock-hard despite the incredible orgasm she’d given him earlier, Gabriel was at peace and perfectly content to smother the now gentle gorgon in tender affection for eternity. She was slightly less content to do so.
While nuzzling against her neck, trailing feathery kisses up and down the tender green flesh, he felt her soft, but oh so strong, hand wrap around his arousal. At first, she stroked his length in time with her quiet breathing. But as he continued to fondle and caress her with gentle, loving hands and lips, she tugged more insistently.
He winced as her pressure increased until he met her gaze and saw the annoyance there. Her arousal and irritation were readily visible in those vertically slit eyes. Gabriel opened his mouth to speak but snapped it shut, and they both flinched at Cindra’s interruption.
“She wants you to mount her, Packmaster. Snakey wants it as bad as Cindra does. It’s cruel to hold back,” she said, pouting, her rich voice filled with longing. And far too loud against the backdrop of quiet intimacy the pair had built.
He looked back to Sthuza, pondering how best to calm the enraged gorgon. If anything, she looked hornier than she had before.
Damn, guess Cindra was right.
He snickered to himself and grinned at his first bonded as he leaned in for another tender kiss.
She huffed in annoyance when he leaned in and placed the chaste kiss to her hungry lips. Her disappointment soon morphed into a moan of lust when Gabriel worked along her ear and nibbled on it teasingly.
When it seemed like the aroused gorgon couldn’t take anymore, he whispered the words she’d been longing to hear again after centuries alone. “I love you, Sthuza Slytheria, my Prime.”
Her eyes flicked to his, then rolled back in her head as he drove his full length into her soaked sex.
Looks like even you can be distracted at times. He pushed the cheeky thought at her as he luxuriated in smug satisfaction at her aroused response.
A cockiness which vanished the moment she recovered her senses and clenched tight around his girth with startling power. Then it was her turn to smirk up at him as he moaned, struggling not to climax right then as her inhuman inner muscles milked his manhood.
“Oh, wow,” he gasped when she finally relaxed, her inner walls once again as soft and yielding as the finest silk.
Still smirking, she leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Best not to get too carried away with minor victories, Master,” Sthuza teased. She raised her hips to him, encouraging him back into motion.
The stark reminder that she was centuries older than him dredged up the memory of how he had died a virgin. As soon as he thought of it, his lack of experience started his lust-addled mind spiraling into self-doubt.
Sthuza huffed. She leaned up and kissed him again, harder this time. ‘Relax, Master. Forget the past, yours and mine. Here, right now, is all that matters. Not the past, not even the future.’
The warmth and compassion in her mental words were soothing to a level Gabriel couldn’t name. Instead, he relaxed into the sensual kiss, enjoying her minty taste and passionate attention.
‘That is better, be here in the present with me. Focus on this moment between us and nothing else. Focus on feeling my love for you.’
Experiencing Sthuza’s emotions linked with the gentle words she murmured in his head was too much for him to handle. He’d maintained a slow but steady pace so far, sliding in and out of her wet sex. But with the escalating sense of love and acceptance welling up through their bond, he froze.
Gabriel struggled to hold back, his whole body going rigid, wanting to prove himself to her. With all of his attention on suppressing his orgasm, Gabriel slowly resumed making love to the beautiful woman. He drew back, pulling almost entirely out of her slick channel. Then shuddered in exquisite agony as he plunged into her again.
Sthuza arched her hips to meet him, her hands grasping at his back, and Gabriel increased his tempo. With all thought still on satisfying Sthuza, he tried to keep up the rapid pace.
When she let out an amused laugh moments later, he froze again. This time in fear and embarrassment rather than on the edge of climax.
“Honestly, Master, why are you so hung up on denying your pleasure?”
Eyes wide, he stared at her, mouth hanging open in mid-reply.
Sthuza giggled at his blank expression.
“Packmaster won’t cum? Or can’t? Cindra will help,” the forgotten hellhound said.
The gorgon’s grin threatened to reach her ears at that, and he felt his face burn hotter still. Whether with fear or excitement, he wasn’t sure.
Not even going there.
‘Are you sssure, Massster? Perhapsss the canine could help you out. We could fill tonight with many firsstsss, yesss?’
Her teasing broke Gabriel out of his embarrassment, and he resumed their earlier languid lovemaking. His Prime let out a hissing moan, beaming up at him as he buried himself within her moist tunnel.
“Fassster!”
Sthuza’s thoughts became more disjointed with every stroke, reaching out for him, desiring more. They seemed to come from her mind without a filter as she focused on their coupling.
‘Do not worry about impressing me. You impressed me the moment we bonded. When you revealed your true self to me, it is why I did not attempt to dominate you.’
Shock staggered his pace, but he quickly caught himself and fell back into a groove. The sudden reminder of just how lucky he’d been helped quiet his burning need to finish. So he pushed any lingering thoughts from his mind and focused on bringing his Prime as much pleasure as he could before he came.
For several minutes he continued, the moaning gorgon beneath him biting her lip as her hands pulled at him frantically.
As Sthuza hissed louder, her head-snakes all stretching away from him, Gabriel reached his peak, finishing deep inside her. With her powerful legs wrapped tight around him, he didn’t even bother to ask what she desired.
He felt her satisfaction over their bond as she arched her hips and flexed inhuman muscles, milking him of every drop. Her hands squeezed his shoulders in tempo with the odd pulsing deep in her sex.
Soaked in sweat, Gabriel rolled off of the quivering gorgon after his own orgasm finished.
Need to remember to thank Meri for the physical upgrades.
He lay on his back, panting from exertion and let his head loll to face Sthuza. Seeing her closed eyes and satisfied expression, he gently trailed the back of his hand along her flushed face.
Her eyes peeked open, and a tired smile spread across her lips. “See? I had complete faith that you would be great.”
Still busy sucking in more air, he took several seconds to respond. “It was amazing, but I have no clue how I did that.”
Sthuza stared at him oddly for a minute, not understanding his meaning.
“I mean, how did I last so long? I-I did pretty well, right?”
Her eyes twinkled. “Yes, Master, that was my best experience ever with a man.”
“Yeah, but everything I heard was that… Wait, best with a man?”
Unable to restrain herself, Sthuza cackled madly, her previously docile head-snakes undulating wildly as she snuggled against his chest.
“Yes, Master,” she said after the wild laughter petered out. “I swear that this was the most amazing experience I have ever had with a male, of any race.”
The look of severe intensity on her face clued Gabriel in, even before he sensed her mirth across their glowing bond.
“You only had sex with Iylara, didn’t you?” he asked, unable to restrain his own grin.
“You are the only male I have ever been with,” she said, matching his grin. “As for how many female bodies I have embraced… you will have to wait to find out,” she teased.
He chuckled at her brilliant smile, then grunted when a flying hellhound slammed down on his uncovered abdomen.
“Cccindra!” Sthuza hissed, bolting upright, her snakes and breasts wobbling at the sudden movement.
“Packmaster is ready to mount Cindra?” the boisterous monster girl asked, bouncing vigorously on his sticky lap. As she did, his crotch was rapidly getting hotter and far wetter.
She’s leaking on me!
“She will be leaking blood on you momentarily if she does not get off at once,” Sthuza screeched.
Gabriel blinked at the odd lack of sibilant hissing as she ranted at Cindra grinding on his midsection.
Her snakes are lashing about, but they aren’t hissing.
“Aww, come on Lady Snakes, it’s my turn, isn’t it?” Cindra asked, pouting adorably and flashing enormous puppy dog eyes at the glaring gorgon.
Wow, this is crazy. Two weeks ago, I was a virgin living cloistered away at the Academy dreaming of a life of safety and uniformity in the faceless bureaucracy of the Guild.
Now I’ve had at least six near-death experiences. One time I actually died. Bedded the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met, who happens to be a greater gorgon, as well as my Prime-bonded. And my second bonded, who is another amazing woman, is trying to grind one out on my lap.
Granted, we have to get the crystal back. But Sthuza’s right, taking a night to rest won’t hurt. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.
Gabriel relaxed, pondering the odd twists of his life while the two monster girls feuded over him, literally and metaphorically.
Sthuza and Cindra finally quieted down, having compromised so that each lay snuggled against him. With one bonded pressed against each side, his eyes closed, and he gave in to the siren call of sleep.
Just as he was drifting off to sleep, Gabriel thought he heard a strange voice in his mind.
‘Would you change it if you could, Dungeon Master?’
End of Book One
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