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CHAPTER ONE

Gruesome imagery and chittering laughter filled Gabriel’s mind as he woke. A question seemed to echo in an unnatural voice. He repressed a shudder, then breathed a sigh of relief when the nightmare faded from his thoughts.
A pleasant warmth heated his left side, a gentle contrast to the soothing coolness on his right. More comfortable than he could ever recall being, he kept his eyes shut and luxuriated in the moment.
But his mind refused to let him slip back into the blissful depths of sleep, and he started to take in his surroundings. A glance at the Dungeon Interface showed it was early morning.
Sun’s not even up yet.
He lay on his back atop one of the bedrolls Sthuza had brought to Merideva’s Domain. A brief thought was all it took to discern that he was nude. A little more focus and he realized the warmth at his side came from his second bonded, Cindra.
Without opening his eyes, he concentrated on the statuesque beauty and confirmed his suspicion. The muscular hellhound was curled up along his side, with her peaceful face tucked against his chest. For once, she remained in her humanoid form, and he enjoyed the feel of her firm gray skin against him.
His body began to respond to the lustful thoughts his mental vision of her brought up, but Gabriel forced those urges down and turned his mind toward his other bonded.
His Prime.
The cool presence on his right was obviously the lonely gorgon he had almost lost yesterday. A brush of his mind against hers revealed a vast ocean of memories.
Before Gabriel realized it, the depths of her mind pulled his mental avatar into her consciousness. He panicked until his thoughts caught up with him. His confidence in her loyalty and devotion calmed him, and he settled into her powerful embrace.
Countless memories washed over and around him. Fears, desires, and more than a small amount of unthinking hatred rushed past his awareness until he felt her grip relax. The moment she did, he wrapped her inner self in his own and sent peaceful, loving thoughts to his Prime.
Sthuza returned his mental embrace. He let all concerns float away as they cuddled in the depths of her soul.
Or was it his?
‘It does not matter where we are, Master. Only that you are here with me, showering me with your affection.’ Sthuza’s mental voice was more relaxed than before, and Gabriel started to drift back to sleep.
‘I would love to let you rest, but I fear we must get an early start if we are to track down that deceitful elven betrayer.’
Yeah. We need to recover the Domain Crystal for Meri. We’ve let Estrial get too far ahead already. Still, I wish we could stay like this a little longer.
Sthuza’s presence quivered within his own. She snuggled closer but soon sighed.
‘There is nothing I would rather do right now, Master. But I must get up and prepare for our departure.’
Though his mind was full of reluctance, Gabriel withdrew from their mental embrace. He nodded, finally moving his physical body, and spoke aloud.
“Thank you for last night, my Prime. But yeah, we have to get moving if we want to recover the crystal before it’s too late. You said it should remain attuned for two weeks, but I’d rather not wait until the last minute. We’re already halfway through the ten days you recommended.”
Gabriel opened his eyes and turned toward the slender gorgon as she stretched beside him. When her vertically slit, green eyes flickered open, he smiled at the stunning beauty.
“Good morning, Master,” Sthuza said, greeting him as though for the first time. Her expression morphed into a smile of her own. Deadly fangs flashed behind her green lips, but she didn’t appear uncomfortable as he studied her.
“Looks like you’re—” Gabriel started before a roar from the left drowned him out.
“Packmaster!” Cindra growled. Larger than both of them, the nude hellhound raised muscular arms over her head and twisted about as she stretched.
Gabriel turned to rebuke the noisy monster girl but momentarily forgot his intent when her innocent movements thrust her massive breasts front and center.
“Cccindra!” Sthuza snapped. “Ssstop dissstracting Massster and get dresssed.”
The blue-eyed beauty pouted at the gorgon but lowered her arms and nodded.
“Sorry, Packmaster. Cindra just so happy to see you.”
“No worries, but we all need to get boing… I-I mean going,” Gabriel replied. His eyes drifted back to the taller woman’s exposed bust, and his cheeks heated.
Behind him, Sthuza snickered, but he ignored her and climbed to his feet. All three of them spread out and readied themselves for the day.
“You are correct, Master. The traitorous thieves have a sizable lead on us. I fear we must pursue them soon or risk losing the crystal for good. If we fail to recover it, the three floors it controlled will fall into disrepair and leave us even more vulnerable,” Sthuza said.
“Yeah, that’s got to be our main focus, though I’m still a bit worried that the baron may send more men down for Meri.”
The gorgon nodded, her lips pursing as she considered his words. “A serious risk, but I do not see how it improves if we delay longer.”
“We killed lots of his Pack, right? Should we go up to the city and smash that baron guy before stalking the elf bitch?” Cindra asked offhandedly while she grabbed her oversized adamantite greatsword.
The pair blinked at her, then turned to stare at each other.
We do need to pay him back. Bastard set me up and tried to steal Meri.
“That’s… that’s honestly not a bad idea, Cindra.” Gabriel smiled at his furry-eared bonded. “Thank you for the suggestion.”
“Trying to attack a noble in their base of power would be a reckless move, Master,” Sthuza said in a brittle, shocked voice.
“You’d be right, normally, but Lostbarrow has been in decline for decades. I wouldn’t be surprised if we could pull it off now. We killed a sizable chunk of his guards.”
Sthuza turned to Gabriel and stared. “You can’t be serious. The last Baron of Lostbarrow I encountered had almost four hundred men-at-arms. Although, I must admit it has been over three centuries.”
Gabriel snorted. “The current bastard doesn’t have that many. Not that it matters, though. Our priority has to be the crystal, but we’ll need to see to Meri’s defenses first. I’m not comfortable leaving her with only five wounded goblins. Sound good?”
Sthuza nodded agreement, then glanced at the hellhound who’d stopped listening and was going through a series of practice strikes with her greatsword.
Nude.
“Stop fooling around with your sword and let us ready ourselves to venture forth, furball,” Sthuza said.
Gabriel restrained the impulse to facepalm, barely. He’d hoped that his Prime might be more impressed by Cindra’s contributions, but perhaps it was too much to ask for. Shrugging aside his dismay at her icy demeanor toward the hellhound, he gathered up his few belongings and finished dressing.
He tightened the straps on the gray-and-green gambeson Sthuza had given him. There were only a couple minor scratches left on the padded coat from where he’d been wounded, and it adjusted to fit perfectly.
The enchantments on this armor are great, but I should grab some regular clothes while we’re in town. Definitely don’t want to ask Meri to make me any more.
He shuddered as he recalled the scratchy feel of the horrid robe the Dungeon Core had given him when he first woke up.
I just know she used goblin ass-hair somehow to make that thing. Absolutely awful.
‘That is a most unusual fabric choice, but it is no doubt quite durable, Master,’ Sthuza teased, shocking him out of his head.
He glanced over and spotted the beautiful gorgon’s mischievous smirk.
Keep laughing. One day I’m going to get you something fierce!
She raised a hand to cover her tittering giggles. “I very much look forward to it, Massster.”
He shook his head and snorted, then turned back to his preparations with a wide grin on his face.
“Cindra is ready! We should go now!” the boisterous monster girl declared.
Gabriel shot Sthuza a worried glance.
Should I be concerned about how eager she is to visit the city?
The gorgon turned away, giggling. ‘Everything should be fine, Master. She believes you intend to delay your first time mating with her until we reach the inn. So you can use the bed you showed her.’
The reminder of his carelessly broadcasted fantasy the night before turned his face red. He coughed twice to clear his throat.
“I think we should eat quickly and then meet with Meri about defenses before we head for the city,” Gabriel said.
“Yes, Master, I concur, though we do need to work on the fur coat’s disguise a bit first.”
Surprised, he turned to look where Sthuza pointed.
Cindra wore the leather-and-bronze armor his Prime had given her a few days earlier. It was every bit as skintight and form-fitting as he recalled.
“I mean, yeah, it’s a touch attention-grabbing, but plenty of female adventurers have sexy outfits. It kind of goes with the whole lifestyle. Lots of money, magic, and fame,” he said.
Sthuza’s green lips twitched hard to one side as she stared at him. “Really, Master? You do not see a slight flaw in your plan?”
She gestured first to the towering hellhound, and then along her own body with one hand.
Gabriel stared at the pair of stunning beauties. They were each gorgeous in their own way. When he remained silent, Sthuza arched an eyebrow. He felt her presence brush against his mind.
“Oh, for crying out loud,” she sighed.
Sharp hissing tore his focus from the delightful figures of his bonded and brought it back to her. “Heh, sorry about that. You were saying?”
Sthuza shook her head, but her annoyed glare slowly shifted to an amused smile. “If you have not noticed, Master, both of your bonded are most clearly not human.”
He glanced between her and the impatiently bouncing hellhound. “You know, I had my suspicions,” he said with far too much amusement.
She threw her arms up, which sent her head-snakes into a violent hissing fit. “Gah! Pleassse focusss, Massster. Do you sssee a problem with leaving the dungeon with usss by your ssside?”
His grin melted away as he caught her meaning.
Shit.
Rocking back, he dropped his belt, and the attached sword, to the ground.
“The gate guards would never let either of you out of the dungeon.”
“Do not look so glum, Master,” Sthuza soothed. “I have already planned for the issue. Your acceptance of us is quite flattering, but it is a surprise that you ceased to view us as the monsters we are.”
His cheeks heated again, but he held her gaze and smiled. “Okay, how do you plan on getting us past the guard post? Because, last I checked, I don’t even have my Copper tag anymore.”
She smiled patiently, reached into a pouch, and withdrew three adventurer tags: two Copper and one Silver.
“Where did you…” he started to say before it dawned on him.
The baron’s guards needed tags to get in here, just like anyone else would.
The sudden reminder of the many men and women they’d killed yesterday struck him like a punch to the gut.
They attacked us. They tried to kill my bonded. All to steal Meri and enslave her to the baron.
Kelith and those assholes deserved what they got!
Doubt and fear spiked through him, and his thoughts spiraled madly as an angry storm of tormented regret and sadness threatened to drown him.
Gabriel scrambled to evade the sudden onslaught, desperately seeking shelter from the unrelenting howls of agony and blame that called out to him from within the sinister tempest.
The faces of the people they’d killed the day before filled his mind—one after another. He tried to shield himself from their unrelenting hatred. To block out the incessant whispers.
Their faces flashed before him, and they stared at him—each with flat, lifeless eyes. The mage who had pleaded for her life before Cindra lopped her head off glared at him. Her expression was a mask of pure despair, and he heard her forlorn begging once more.
The image shifted again, and Gabriel watched in horror as the first human he’d ever killed gaped at him.
He tried to kill Cindra. I had no choice.
More faces flashed by, and Gabriel shuddered as they all glared at him. Cursed him and called him a murderer.
Most continued to race by, but a few slowed down and orbited his head.
The ones he’d personally slain.
Dread filled him as he watched himself rip Kelith’s soul to shreds. Annihilated his very existence.
I did that to save Sthuza.
Gabriel’s heart climbed into his throat, and his pulse thundered in his ears. Unable to fill his lungs, he gasped for air. His hands shook, and he screamed aloud. Anything to drown out the accusing murmurs.
A sudden, sharp pain blossomed in his cheek, and he nearly fell as his head spun to one side.
“Massster! Calm yourssself!” Sthuza yelled at him.
Gabriel shook his head, and his vision focused on the worried faces of his bonded.
“Did you slap me?” he asked as he rubbed his tender cheek.
“Snakey spanked your face when you wouldn’t stop breathing funny and having bad thoughts,” Cindra said. His Prime remained silent and stared at him with a feverish intensity.
“Yes, Master, I did,” Sthuza whispered, almost too quietly to hear. “You left me few choices.”
“What happened, I was… there was so much pain and anger,” he said. The jumbled memories in his head refused to make sense.
The gorgon sighed and pulled him into her soft embrace. “Earlier, I was concerned that you had not reacted to the killing of so many of your former kind, Master. Now I worry that you may have an even worse time dealing with your new existence than I had previously feared.”
“What do you mean? I’m fine with everything that happened,” he said defensively. Almost angrily. “Kelith was an entitled bully and an asshole. He deserved everything that happened, and so much more.”
“I have no doubt of that, Master. His punishment was truly poetic, given what he did to you.”
Her gentle hands framed Gabriel’s face and forced him to look her in the eyes. “And I am eternally grateful for your decision to save me at the cost of his soul.”
Gabriel recalled the ritual he had used to resurrect his Prime. And the horrible wrongness he felt while siphoning the dead mage’s Essence.
Kelith was the one who killed her. Only fair that he paid the price to save her.
“But regardless of whether your waking mind has accepted all of our activities yesterday.” Sthuza paused long enough to let him know she meant all of their activities. “There can be parts of the mind that are not in unanimous agreement with each other.
“On top of that, Master, you are bonded to a pair of powerful monsters. While the changes caused by bonding are typically subtle, you may experience a stronger influence due to your brief time as a Dungeon Master. Our natures may impact how your mind adapts to this new life.”
Gabriel stared at her without blinking. He had learned enough in school to know about fractured minds. And how notoriously hard they could be to heal, even with magic.
He’d just never imagined he would risk splintering his consciousness like that.
Am I going insane? Was that the reason for that dream?
“Relaxxx, remain calm, Massster,” Sthuza whispered in a soothing tone. “You are not going to fall apart on usss. You are ssstrong, and you have usss to help you.”
Before he could freak out anymore, or Sthuza could attempt to further assuage his fear, powerful arms grabbed them both in a crushing hug that lifted them clean off their feet.
“Cindra and Lady Snakey will keep Packmaster safe!” Cindra declared.
Pressed nose to nose with his Prime, Gabriel couldn’t help but grin. Sthuza’s irritated frown quickly changed to match his expression, and they both started laughing.
Once satisfied, Cindra released them, and Gabriel recovered his gear.
“Sthuza, I’d appreciate it if you could get some food ready and gather anything you think will help with our trip. I want to head into the city as soon as we figure out defenses for Meri.”
“Of course, Master,” Sthuza said.
“Thanks. And as for you, Cindra,” Gabriel said, drawing his second bonded’s attention. “I need you to get yourself geared up and then take a few of the surviving goblins with you to patrol the floor.”
Standing almost too close to him, the gray-skinned hellhound bobbed her head eagerly. “No problem, Packmaster. I’ll make sure Pack’s territory is safe.”
“I know you will.”
◆◆◆
 
By the time Gabriel had his armor on and his arcane conduit strapped to his waist, both of his bonded had stepped out of the small, featureless room Merideva had created for them.
Recovering the Domain Crystal from Estrial makes sense. But honestly, what are the odds we can even catch up to them, let alone take them out and get the crystal in time? If they haven’t already sold it.
We have maybe a week before the blasted thing loses attunement with the dungeon. After that, it’ll be useless to us.
Alone in the room, Gabriel sighed and shook his head while going over recent events in his mind.
If we can get Meri established as the true Core for the dungeon, this life would be perfect. Of course, to do that, we’ll have to deal with that other Core. Right now, Meri’s an intruder in a hostile dungeon.
“Shit!” Gabriel recalled the disturbing voice from just before he went to sleep. Forgotten words rushed back in and filled his mind with a cold, unsettling sense of dread.
‘Master!’ Sthuza cried out in his head. Her panic-stricken presence startled him with its intensity. To his surprise, though, her mental voice was smooth and precise without the sharp sibilance her tone used to carry.
I’m all right, Sthuza. Promise. Just remembered a bad dream or something from last night. No big deal.
‘Are you certain? That did not feel like it was about a mere dream. Did something happen?’
Gabriel bit his lip in frustration and counted to ten before reopening his mind to his Prime again.
I thought I heard a voice whisper in my head last night before I fell asleep. It left me a little rattled, but I’m fine.
‘Master… please tell me if you hear anything like it again.’
Upon feeling the intense fear that rolled off Sthuza, he suppressed a curse and nodded.
I’ll let you know if I have any more nightmares. But I’m sure it was just my tired mind playing tricks on me. A reaction to all the stress from yesterday. Don’t worry. He injected as much confidence as he could muster into the words, and it seemed to calm the gorgon.
Gabriel sensed his Prime return to her task out in Merideva’s room. Once her mental guard relaxed enough, he carefully closed his mind off from his bonded so he could be alone in his thoughts.
With all the other crap going on, the last thing I need is to make them worry that I’m going crazy. Though, would that be better or worse than the idea that some dark entity reached out and touched my mind?
Confident that his thoughts were still sealed off, Gabriel went back through the memory of that sinister mind-voice.
‘Would you change it if you could, Dungeon Master?’
“There’s not a lot to go on from that,” he muttered to himself. “Whatever it was, I wouldn’t dare change a thing for fear of losing the wonderful new… family I’ve found.”
Why did I want to call them my Pack?
He blew out a forceful breath and stood straighter. “Not going to let anyone or anything ruin this new life for me. We will recover that damn crystal, and I’ll kill anyone who gets in our way. Don’t care if I have to suffer for it. No one threatens my bonded and lives.”
Mind brimming with confidence, Gabriel stepped up to the simple wooden door and swung it open. He flinched back when the stench of goblins and gore—curiously mixed with the smell of bacon—wafted in.
“Ah, perfect timing,” Sthuza called out from the far side of the spacious room.
The dark altar stood between them, and he glanced away from the blood-soaked stone. He looked past it, then flinched and inspected it again.
Are those runes brighter?
A wet, thwacking noise drew his attention away. He turned toward the messy sound, then froze.
Guess that one’s not too wounded to skull-fuck Kelith.
Gabriel blinked at the sight of a bandage-covered goblin slamming his green hips against Kelith’s bloody face. The mage’s gaudy robes were gone, and the noble’s corpse was nude.
Cuix would eat the dick first, wouldn’t she?
Without thought, he turned to the goblins’ messy corner and shook his head at the sight. Cuix was wrapped in red-and-gold bandages and lay propped up on a pile of human corpses. The other three wounded goblins sat nearby.
She’s using them as a damn chaise lounge! Not… not even going to…
‘I do not blame you, Master. I talked with Lady Merideva already, and she will absorb the rest of that filth in a few hours. We thought it best to allow the goblins a short celebration of the victory first. Or would you prefer she dispose of it all now?’
Yeah… no. Let them enjoy themselves for a little bit longer. Just… just going to ignore it all for now.
A small blue orb darted across the chamber and slammed into his chest. “Gabriel, are you okay?”
Startled by Merideva’s frantic question, Gabriel hesitated for a second, which elicited a pitiful wail from the Dungeon Core.
“Oh no! I knew all that grunting and moaning was a bad sign. What happened? Did the snake-woman warp your mind? Or was it the giant dog that broke you?” Merideva ranted, her glow darkening as her voice pitched up.
As her words grew more and more outlandish, he snapped himself out of it and laughed even while his skin flushed in embarrassment. “Relax, Meri. I’m fine. Better than fine, in fact. Besides, didn’t you say that sex was an important part of forming a powerful bond?”
Meri cut off at his question. He took the chance to reach up and pull her back from his chest, lifting her to eye level.
“So… the pained sounds coming from your room last night was… the sex?” she whispered.
A snicker from the other side alerted Gabriel to Sthuza’s amusement, and he had to strain to avoid laughing in the face of his sincere Dungeon Core.
“Yes, Meri. I didn’t realize you could hear us, sorry about that.”
“Okay then,” Meri blurted out. Her orb swirled blue and pink as she pulled away from him and darted over to her alcove. “I’m going to rest for a little bit. I need to go over all the loot and Dungeon Essence we got from that fight.”
Speaking of loot, I need to see if Kelith had his spellbook on him. The bastard was always bragging about how many glyphs and spells he had recorded in it.
Thinking of the dead mage sent Gabriel’s thoughts rushing back. He felt a momentary pulse of doubt as brutal memories flashed through his mind. But before he could react, the disgust turned to pride at their survival.
Despite his quick rebound, Sthuza’s mental presence reached out to him. Her worry that he still hadn’t recovered from earlier filled their bond.
I’ve got to master closing my mind. The slightest distraction and I open back up.
Gabriel turned to face his Prime. “Relax. I’m fine. Meri just reminded me that a lot has happened. Oh, I forgot to mention that I hit Level Two during the battle yesterday.”
The gorgon perked up, and she flashed him a sincere smile. “That is excellent news, Master. Now I wish I had something better to prepare as a celebration.”
“Every meal you’ve made has been delicious, Sthuza. Don’t make a big deal out of it,” Gabriel said. He turned his attention away from her and opened his Dungeon Interface. “I want to check out what happened when I leveled. Didn’t get a chance to earlier.”
“An excellent plan. I will call Cindra to rejoin us when the meal is ready.”
Gabriel nodded absently, his focus already on the translucent pane of text before him.
Need to check how much my mana pool recovered while we slept. The fight with Kelith and those guards tapped me out.
Mana 60%




CHAPTER TWO

What the hells! I was bone dry last night. Even with the dense Aether in the dungeon, it should have taken days to recover that much.
Gabriel stared at the number until Sthuza interrupted him.
“Master, are you certain you are all right?”
He shook his head, and the display vanished. “Yeah, just surprised. My mana pool is already back up over half-full.”
Sthuza’s head-snakes froze as the gorgon stared at him wide-eyed. “Truly, Master? That is wonderful.”
“I just don’t understand how…”
The ritual to save her? Did I manage to siphon off some of Kelith’s Essence or something?
‘That would make sense. Whatever the cause, this is a good thing. The extra mana will be a great help when we face Estrial.’
“Yeah, you’re right. Okay, I’m going to work on this level up thing,” Gabriel said, then returned his attention to the Dungeon Interface.
The black text that listed his stats looked similar, but there were some exciting changes. The biggest one was his Soul Essence.
Gabriel Grimm
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Human)
Sex: Male
Age: 25
Soul Essence: 992
Unassigned Essence: 97
Dungeon Master of Core #143,643,664
Level: 2


Current Bonded Monsters: 2
Maximum Bonded Monsters: 3

I gained almost a hundred Soul Essence? That would take an adventurer months to earn. Years even.
He concentrated on the level, and the text flashed away. In its place was a listing of the dungeon abilities he had seen available before. Only now the ones with a dash were dark while the others glowed faintly.
Dungeon Sense I
Dungeon Interface I
Dungeon Projection I
Dungeon Shaping -
Creature Sense -
Command Monster I
Dungeon Minions -
Still no option to select Sthuza as my official Prime-bonded.
When he studied each ability name, a small description expanded below the title. Most of it was just as he expected from the first time he looked, but now there was a flashing button beneath each of them.
Maybe it’s for upgrading.
After a moment’s hesitation, Gabriel mentally touched the flashing button next to Dungeon Sense. The world around him blurred, and the rank next to the ability increased by one.
Realizing that he’d somehow upgraded or leveled up the selected power, he paused and tried to locate what he’d spent on the upgrade.
There’s no reason to make me choose if they can all be improved, so there has to be some sort of limit, right? He sent the thought to his Prime.
‘Limit on your Dungeon Master abilities? Yes, Master, as I understand it, you gain points each time you level up. These points can be spent to enhance different powers. I am afraid I do not know if there are enough points to fully improve all of the relevant powers. In fact, I do not even know all of the choices available to you.’
His Prime’s thoughts came through as clear as his own, and Gabriel paused to consider her words. It took him a moment to realize what she had left unsaid, and then he tried to share the list of DM abilities with her.
‘Ah, I see, Master. Thank you for your trust. You are quite correct; Mistress Iylara never shared this with me. Unfortunately, I am at as much of a loss as you are about which power will be most useful.’
Yeah, didn’t think you were holding back on me. Just figured you might like to know what I was looking at.
‘Thank you. So far, you have used Dungeon Sense and Command Monster.’ Sthuza sent to him. Her mental words were slow and calm, as though she was actively reviewing the list while he did.
It surprised Gabriel when her presence jerked sharply. He almost closed the Interface to check on her, but he realized she was excited about one of the options listed.
Finding the source of her focus took him only seconds. His Prime was still studying one of the last options on the list.
Dungeon Minions -
Like all of the abilities without a number next to them, it wasn’t highlighted. When Gabriel shifted his awareness to the title, the dark label began to glow. He stared at it for a moment before realizing the dash symbolized that he had zero ranks in it.
Which begs the question, can I activate it now?
Almost as soon as he experienced the thought, another number appeared on the same pane.
Ability Points: 5
Guess that means I have five more to spend.
‘That seems likely,’ Sthuza agreed.
You were interested in the Minions option, Sthuza. Would you suggest I invest a point there?
He sensed her hesitate for a brief time, then she sighed.
‘It is a powerful ability, Master, though I confess I know little about how you use it. I believe that having Minions available will make you far more capable in the long run. Both in combat and outside of it. Unfortunately, you would not have many options for them at the moment.’
Good enough for me, Gabriel thought to her, then mentally assigned one point to the ability.
Minions brightened further, and I flashed next to it. At the same time, he felt a new part of his mind unlock. Shocked at the sudden rush of sensations and awareness, he staggered and dropped to his knees.
“Massster!”
“I’m fine. It just surprised me, that’s all. Felt like the entire world shifted the moment I activated it,” Gabriel said. He shook his head clear and climbed back to his feet.
“You unlocked Minions?” Merideva asked from where she hovered off to one side.
“I did. Do you happen to know what it does?”
“Sure. Minions are super-special servants that are always at your beck and call,” the Core replied.
“Right, and how do I use them?”
Merideva flashed, and her color shifted toward orange. “Um… you think commands to your Minions?”
Gabriel sighed, then chuckled when he felt Sthuza mirror his exasperation. “Pretty sure you’re skipping a step or three there, Meri. For starters, it feels like I need to assign some Minions in the Interface before I can do anything with them.”
“That sounds correct, Master. I remember Mistress Iylara would sometimes replace a Minion. And that furry freak, Dryane, often ssswapped hisss…” Sthuza said, and her words trailed off into barely decipherable hissing as her voice grew quiet.
Gabriel shot a worried glance at the angry gorgon, and she shook herself before finally calming. “My apologies, Master. I recalled something unpleasant from my past.”
“No worries, but if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here for you,” he replied, flashing her a smile.
Sthuza bowed her head toward him. “Thank you. I may take you up on that offer soon.”
Nodding, Gabriel closed his mind off to his bonded until he felt confident he could focus on the present.
Pestering her won’t help either of us. Besides, right now, I need to learn more about these other abilities.
Pulling his thoughts back to his recent level up, Gabriel checked his attributes. Nothing had changed there, but he did have the unassigned Soul Essence. Curious, he reopened his mind to Sthuza.
If Meri was able to allocate my extra SE as she wanted to, I should be able to do so as well.
‘I believe you are correct, Master. Though as your bonded, I am unable to increase my Essence without your approval.’
Wait, you didn’t get more SE like I did?
‘No, Master. Dungeon Bound cannot grow or enhance their souls the same way that mortals can. I assume it is part of the price that we must pay for immortality.’ Sthuza’s thoughts came across as bittersweet, but he was careful not to let her sense his unease.
But, I’m a Dungeon Bound, right?
‘You are also a Dungeon Master. That makes you both similar and quite different from the rest of us.’
Oh.
Unsure what to think of that, Gabriel focused back on his abilities and tried to consider what would be the best use of the new Essence.
At the moment, improving my mana regeneration seems like a sound plan. The problem is, I still don’t really understand how the attributes work. Most of what I learned at the Academy seems incorrect or lacking now that I’ve bonded with Meri. And I can’t afford to waste this advantage.
He opened his mind again and framed a question to his Prime. Sthuza, do you know how my attributes affect my magic? Cause I seem to be much stronger than I expected. Given how wrong my Guild-based education has proven, I’m not sure what to upgrade first.
‘This is not my area of expertise, Master. But the increase to your Essence no doubt boosted your magic substantially on its own. On top of that, I believe that your enhanced stamina enlarged your mana pool. Bonding with Cindra and myself also boosted your power. Beyond that, your mental attributes should improve magic as you were taught.’
She paused to think, and Gabriel took the time to consider her words. If she was right, then he should focus on those attributes that affect mana regeneration or efficiency.
He checked the price to increase his intelligence. The Interface responded, and it cost five Soul Essence to increase the attribute by one. A thought confirmed the upgrade.
Not too bad. Though, I don’t feel smarter.
He went to repeat the action, but the display listed the cost as fifteen now.
That’s a little steep.
‘If I may, Master, you do not have to invest the SE at this time. You could hold on to it for now and put it to use when you feel more confident in your choice.’
He nodded and turned back to the dungeon abilities.
Sounds good. Think I’ll hold off on that for the moment and concentrate on spending the rest of my ability points. Dungeon Command is what I used to order Cuix and the others around, but what improves if I boost that up?
‘The more you increase it, the more monsters you can command. At the higher levels, you will be able to command them more efficiently. Depending on your skill versus the monster’s power, it may even allow you to give them active directions.’
Active directions?
‘Yes, Master. Again, it is an ability outside of my experience. Still, I have witnessed a DM take control of a monster and make them perform as desired. My understanding is that it also helps with directing Minions.’
Making those goblins fight better could be useful.
Ability Points: 2
It momentarily surprised him that it cost two points to increase Dungeon Command. Like when he unlocked Minions, he felt his mind shift and alter, though it was nowhere near as intense as the last time.
Curious at the expense of the other options, he focused on Dungeon Sense. He suspected it would have an increased cost, but nothing happened when he focused on the price to upgrade it again.
Looks like I can’t raise an ability beyond my level. That or it won’t list the cost until I have enough points to boost it.
He turned his attention back to the list. All of the options were tempting. The thought of spending his last points to unlock two abilities crossed his mind, but he hesitated.
We don’t need to shape the dungeon until we get the crystal back. Meri can already detect people nearby, plus we could set out some goblin scouts, so Creature Sense doesn’t seem like the best choice. Improving the Interface sounds good, though.
He didn’t waste any time and spent the last two points and upgraded Dungeon Interface from I to II.
His vision flashed, and a new panel appeared. It was labeled Prowess, and the names and ranks of dozens of skills blurred by as they filled the display.
Some were obvious, like Running and Swimming. Others he’d never heard of and would require more study. He focused on one labeled Magic and blinked when the display shifted.
I’d have preferred that it provide more detailed information on the attributes and abilities already listed in the Interface. Not add dozens of new lines with little more than labels.
Another page of names had replaced the first, and they were listed in descending order. Arcane Magic was the first entry and had the number eighty-six next to it. Below that was Harness Mana with eighty-two. The numbers dropped quickly until most of the labels were dark and followed by a dash.
Would have helped if the Interface provided more context, but if this directly boosts my magic, then it’s what I need to improve. I’ll still wait a bit though. Sthuza wasn’t wrong; I don’t have to rush it.
While he had the Interface open, he decided to compare Cindra’s stats against his. Again, it responded to his intention and brought up the hellhound’s page next to his.
A quick comparison showed much of what he expected, but there were a few surprises. Her strength, stamina, toughness, and constitution were all much higher than the stats of even his enhanced body. So high that he had to double-check. By comparison, her agility, speed, and dexterity—while still superhuman—seemed low.
Would have expected her mental stats to be lower. Hells, she’s only thirteen points behind me in intelligence.
‘Intelligence is often quite subjective, Master.’ Sthuza whispered in his mind.
True. Still, Cindra is smarter than the majority of humans. Or elves.
‘Yes, but how many intelligent humans would be perfectly content to spend their days chasing prey, licking their crotch, and mating?’
Is… is that a trick question?
Behind him, Sthuza sputtered, then giggled. Grinning, Gabriel returned his thoughts to the display.
His physical talent had been average at best, most of them in the high forties. At the same time, his mental stats had been near the limit for an unaugmented human before he met Merideva.
Not that having a ninety-eight intelligence means anything if it’s not applied properly.
Now, all of his attributes were over ninety.
Meri boosted everything to the upper end of human capability. Maybe the cost to raise them past that increases rapidly? There are plenty of stories about the things archmages do to expand their potential beyond mortal limits.
If he was right, it would be easier to boost Cindra’s mental attributes to match his than try to equal her physical prowess.
Three hundred and sixty strength is insane. I bet Torrik doesn’t have more than a hundred and fifty.
He thought back to the rapid cost increase for boosting his intelligence.
Need to learn more before I spend what’s available. Still have no clue how hard Essence will be to get from here on out.
Gabriel compared his stat sheet with Cindra’s for a few minutes before he sighed and closed the Dungeon Interface.
Plenty of time to figure this out later. Right now, I need to focus on getting the Domain Crystal back.
◆◆◆
 
The next thing to do before we head out is to test my new abilities.
A quick thought about his Minions ability brought up a simple pane of text that gave a brief description of the power.
So I can choose monsters to turn into my Minions… and I have a limit of five right now.
He continued to read through the information before him, then paused to reread a section that caught his eye. It took Gabriel a minute to confirm that he had read it correctly.
“Sthuza, it looks like Minions can respawn after a period of recovery,” Gabriel said. His eyes were glued to the panel.
“Yes, Master. That is one of the main advantages of Minions. I am uncertain of the details, but it seemed like the more damage they received, the longer it took for them to recover. Even if they are killed with death magic, their soul remains bound to the pocket dimension within your own.”
He twisted to face her in surprise. “Wait, pocket what? Is that why I felt weird when I upgraded that ability?”
The gorgon nodded, her dark-green lips quirking to one side. “That would be my guess. But have no fear, your Dungeon Master powers will not harm your soul. Far from it, in fact.”
After what Estrial did to it and seeing how Kelith wailed, I can’t help but worry. Soul damage is far worse than physical pain.
Gabriel relaxed and let out the breath he’d been holding. “That means I have a dimensional pocket in my soul now, though. Is it like the ones created by an S-crystal?”
Again his Prime nodded. “As far as I am aware, it works similar to the highest tiers of S-crystals, protecting the soul of the entombed creature.”
“And I can just assign a monster to be a Minion, as long as I have a free slot?” His thoughts were already racing with the advantages that would give them.
I could protect Sthuza and Cindra from death. Though, even if it makes them immortal, doubt I’d feel comfortable risking them unnecessarily. But eliminating the chance of them dying would make life a lot easier.
Sthuza frowned at him and shook her head. “If you are planning on making Cindra and me into Minions, Master, you are in for a disappointment.”
“What? Why can’t I?” he asked as his shoulders slumped, and he slouched forward.
“Because bonded cannot also be Minions. More to the point, though, you are not powerful enough to entomb Cindra, let alone a greater gorgon,” Sthuza replied gently.
“So… I’m stuck with goblins?” Gabriel asked, and he shot a disappointed glance at Cuix.
The goblin warleader was wearing more bandages than actual clothes and looked more like a southern noble prepared for burial than a battle-ready warrior. She flashed him a too-wide grin and batted her yellow eyes at him. “I don’t know what this entombed thing is, but if you’s looking to make use of me, I’m game,” Cuix said in what she no doubt thought was a sexy voice.
Gabriel turned back toward his bonded. “Not right now, thanks,” he muttered while suppressing a shudder.
Seeing his distress, Sthuza arched a slender eyebrow at him. ‘Are you sure you are not interested in making the goblin a Minion and taking her into your soul, Master?’
His mask of disgust drew sharper, and he frowned at his Prime. Don’t even joke about that. I’m grateful Cuix helped protect Meri, but I don’t want anything more to do with her that I have to.
‘My apologies, Master.’ Sthuza replied, sounding remorseful. The slender gorgon bowed toward him, and then called Cuix to join her in the makeshift kitchen she’d set up.
With everyone else occupied, Gabriel turned his thoughts back to his new abilities.
I’ve used Dungeon Command and Sense before, so I know how those work. Maybe I should try them out now, though, just in case any unanticipated details crop up. Will be interesting to see what changed with the rank increases.
Gabriel nodded to himself and then dropped down to kneel on his shins and started a basic centering routine.
Before he’d made it more than halfway through the first part, his breathing slowed, and his pulse was a gentle, steady beat within his chest.
A single thought sent his consciousness spiraling about. He flinched at the sudden onslaught of stimuli as his senses encompassed the dungeon.
The first time Gabriel had used the ability, it felt like his head was going to explode. Using it again after leveling up didn’t hurt as bad as before, but he soon realized that he’d once again connected to the entire floor, rather than restricting his senses to Meri’s Domain.
Despite his intention to withdraw from the riotous sensations crowding his mind, everything settled before he could act.
After a few seconds, he was able to focus and make sense of the feedback, so he quickly glanced around the dungeon. It took several minutes to get used to shifting his presence from one point to another. He slowly got the hang of it and realized he could move about without traversing the space in between.
Once he felt comfortable shifting from room to room and gliding up and down among the floors they’d already visited, Gabriel let his curiosity take control. The moment the thought occurred to him, he dove deeper into the dungeon. It took only seconds to reach the sixth floor, which he’d skipped on his previous trip.
First, he spotted a pastoral field filled with massive minotaurs and all manner of small wildlife. Instead of a typical cavern, though, the ceiling looked like a bright spring afternoon—complete with the sun blazing down from high in the light-blue sky.
The peaceful scene drew his interest, and Gabriel wanted to stay, but a strange presence tugged incessantly at his mind. He resisted for a moment until the pull became too strong to ignore.
The moment he stopped fighting and descended to the next floor, the force pulling him downward vanished. Gabriel overcompensated, and his perspective lurched and swam wildly. It felt like he was spinning in a dozen different places at once.
Gabriel focused and reduced his awareness to a single room on the floor and waited until the vertigo faded. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought the floor was near where he’d met Sthuza. When the world stopped spinning, he looked around and then flinched back in horror.
Undead abominations crowded a massive stone sepulcher that was stacked high with countless bones and age-worn treasures. Dozens of zombies shambled about the room. Off to one side, several well-dressed ghasts worked with smoking vials and powders at an acid-scarred table littered with glass tubes and jars of colored dust.
A quick survey of the well-kept chamber revealed armored skeletons stationed at each of the four entrances. Six pale-skinned nyatari women sat at an ornate table, holding a heated discussion.
Despite his intent to study them, his vision drifted past the feline beastkin. At the far end of the massive room, a beautiful woman sat on a nightmarish throne of skulls.
Gabriel shifted his focus to the exotic beauty, drinking in her dark-blue hair and snow-white skin. A strange compulsion came over him, and it took all of his willpower to resist approaching the eerie being.
He held himself back even as he continued to study her. She was dead—or undead—like every other creature on the entire floor.
He felt a strange aura about the woman. Almost like he could sense her longing for a life long-since forgotten. Unsure of where it came from, the same feeling left Gabriel confident that nothing living resided on the floor.
Before he could continue to investigate his strange certitude, the unpleasant tugging from earlier grabbed him again. The second it brushed against his mind, the exotic woman’s head shifted, and her glowing eyes seemed to stare right at him.
Already tired from his last struggle against the creepy entity, Gabriel shifted downward again. If he stayed much longer, he might succumb to the undead beauty’s strange presence.
It took several breaths for his senses to settle this time. But when they did, he studied his surroundings then relaxed after the search revealed the area was empty.
The room he first viewed, and those nearby, all looked similar to the worked-stone region at the heart of Meri’s Domain. Since he was finally on what appeared to be an unoccupied floor, Gabriel started to broaden his presence.
He was still trying to get a feel for the scale of it when the pulling sensation returned. Like before, an unpleasant darkness clawed at his mind.
Not expecting it to strike again so soon, Gabriel was unprepared for its assault and found his consciousness dragged forcibly to another, darker level.
Being pulled down instead of initiating the shift himself rattled Gabriel’s mind. It felt like he’d taken a bad tumble down a long staircase by the time his thoughts finally cleared, and the world stopped spinning.
He had still not gotten his bearings when the presence returned, stronger and quicker. Part of his mind screamed in panic and threatened to block any attempt at coherent thought. Gabriel fought against the instinctual fear that threatened to overwhelm him and focused on returning to his body.
Instead of rushing back to Meri’s Domain and the sweet comfort of his dungeon-bound body, he gasped as he slammed down to another floor. Then another after that.
Dread blossomed in Gabriel’s mind as more floors raced by.




CHAPTER THREE

Again and again, the dark, chittering entity pulled Gabriel down. The floors rushed by, each a yawning void of darkness. With every level he passed, a foreboding pressure crushed down upon him.
Gabriel’s head grew muddled, his thoughts thick and sluggish like goblin-grass sap. He tried to use what little focus remained to block out the cacophony of sound and sight.
It didn’t help. Floors rushed into his mind. Their enormous scale and complexity overwhelmed him and drove a white-hot spike of pain through his head.
Each level that filled his consciousness melted away in a riotous blend of light and sound. Then the world flashed again, only to be replaced by another, fouler floor deeper in the bowels of the ancient dungeon.
We’re doomed! There’s no way we can defeat something this vast.
Hearing his own thoughts in his mind drew Gabriel’s focus away from the stupefying vistas before him. The brief pause allowed him to slowly regain conscious control.
How large is the dungeon? I know Sthuza said there were thirty-seven levels, but this is insane. No one mentioned they could be so large.
As his train of thought solidified, the turbulent descent seemed to slow down. Each floor now blurred into being before him at a rate that he could process and then disappeared slower. Thankfully, that allowed the throbbing pain in his head to lessen.
A prayer passed his lips as Gabriel struggled against impenetrable darkness. He strained his eyes, but he might as well have been blind. His heightened vision failed him entirely. The gloom settled around him like a weighted net, crushing his mind and body.
Pinned against the smooth stone floor, he shuddered at the rustling of insects writhing about. At first a faint whisper, the sound of chitinous vermin grew into a horrific symphony of clacking and scurrying.
Gabriel struggled to slow his breathing, to smother the terror building within. Something brushed his hand. He jerked it away, then blinked at his sudden freedom.
Need to return to Meri. This isn’t real, it’s just a trick of the mind.
The moment Gabriel had that thought, the ground dropped out from beneath him. He plummeted into a pit of shadows.
At least I can see again.
Pure black gave way to a kaleidoscope of muted grays. The shadows danced and cavorted merrily, mocking him with their impossible movement.
He stared in horror as the spectacle before him slowly came into focus.
Thousands of chitinous monsters surrounded him. Some were no taller than a chicken, while others were closer to his height.
With the strange sights now making more sense to him, Gabriel turned his attention to the denizens of the deepest levels. Chittering creatures shifted and stirred around him. As soon as he tried to identify them, or make out any details, the hordes turned their glowing eyes toward him.
Then the world blurred, and he staggered against the change. When he reopened his eyes, he was on a new floor. The monsters here were similar to those he saw on the previous one, only larger.
The creatures before him turned to face him, and Gabriel shuddered at the sight of their armored visages. Gleaming mandibles, claws, and fangs gnashed and clacked as the insectoid beings stared at him like starving wolves drooling at a wounded deer.
I’m not here. Sthuza and Cindra are at my side. Any second now, I’m going to return to my body. It’s safe and sound back in Meri’s Domain.
I’m safe.
Gabriel repeated the words in his head, willing his mental projection to return to his body. When the spine-tingling symphony of horror grew fainter, he thought it worked.
He expected Sthuza to comment at any second. To hear her voice or at least sense her soothing presence in his mind.
Eyes squinched shut, Gabriel blocked out his anxiety and forced the rapid panting to slow. Ten seconds later, his breathing was calm and relaxed, and Gabriel smirked as he opened his eyes.
Sthuza wasn’t there.
The surrounding chamber looked almost exactly like the one in Meri’s Domain. Except that the black altar, already foreboding enough, was coated in foul, oozing blood.
The dark liquid shimmered as his gaze locked onto it. Slowly at first, the gory horror shifted and flowed. Thick ropes of undulating black blood defied gravity and reached out toward him.
Gabriel’s calm breath jumped back to rapid gasps, and he staggered away from the profane abomination. One step back, then another, but on the third something wet, thick, and hungry coated his foot.
His heart leapt into his throat and choked off any further breathing. He started to cast a spell. Mana rushed through his internal leylines and flowed easier than he’d ever experienced.
The surge of arcane power calmed his terror, and Gabriel worked to form the glyphs for a potent shield spell.
Doesn’t matter how much mana it takes. Keep that shit away!
With a supreme act of willpower, he kept his focus on the next step of the spell, and before long, he sighed as a magical barrier formed around him.
The spellshield repelled the sticky blood entity. Gabriel felt the tension in his body melt away as the blob retreated from his knee, then his calf. After a few seconds, his foot popped free from its gooey grip.
Gabriel relaxed as the shield pushed the gory monstrosity back.
“Impressive focus, Dungeon Master,” a horrid voice chittered from the shadows. “But there is no reason to resist us.”
Gabriel’s eyes snapped wide at the sudden words. He drew a deep breath, then froze as his entire body locked up.
An invisible pressure shattered his shield, but the goo didn’t return.
‘Impressive, but ultimately pointless,’ the voice continued, though now it echoed within his skull. ‘Already, you are ours. Gabriel Grimm. Cease this senseless pretense. Submit to your true master.’
Try as he might, Gabriel couldn’t move in the slightest. He battered his mind against the force that held him in place.
The voice cackled, and the pressure increased.
Gabriel resisted for long seconds before his strength gave out. He collapsed, and the dark presence smothered his thoughts with nightmarish visions.
In quick succession, detailed, gruesome images of his bonded being abused and tortured in every imaginable way danced through his mind. Each scene seemed both to pass by in an instant and yet linger for countless ages before the next terror washed it away. He screamed and struggled to escape the horrific display, but the alien presence only laughed.
Hours passed, or maybe it was seconds. The visions grew less grisly and more depraved, before the last image of a tortured, whimpering Cindra vanished. In place of the personalized, horrifying spectacle came a steady procession of new atrocities.
These failed to create the intimate revulsion of the earlier ones but tried to make up for it with sheer scale. Gabriel couldn’t look away as scene after merciless scene filled his head. A stunning display of the defeat and slaughter of billions.
‘Why resist us? You can be a conqueror. Serve us. Squirming, fleshy playthings. Have all you desire. Let go of your foolish mortal conceptions. Embrace our glory. Yield your will to us. Experience wonders you cannot imagine.’ The voice, while still repulsive and creepy, now carried a hint of compassion.
Despite its offer, the scenes in his mind continued to play out gruesome slaughters as uncounted legions of assorted bug monsters tore through one planet’s population after another.
Gabriel had never considered the idea of other worlds filled with people. Some religions claimed that the world was once part of a grand nation that ruled thousands of planets throughout the stars, but it had seemed a thing of fantasy.
Until Sthuza’s words about how the dungeon connected to other worlds came back to him.
This is real. Or… it could be. This is what the Swarm do.
‘Yes, the gorgon is correct. Though she is far too inferior to be Prime-bonded to our servant. You will have to dispose of her.’
Screw that!
Outrage at the being’s casual suggestion of killing his Prime sent a wave of raw hate coursing through his body. Gabriel let out a wordless scream at the grip that held him.
‘Master! Come back to us, please!’ Sthuza’s words rang out in his mind. The connection with her was the barest flicker. He clung to it with all his might and willed himself back to his bonded.
Back to Merideva.
‘You are ours! Resistance won’t save you. Surrender. Join our Swarm!’
The voice echoed in his head, and the words rattled around, driving sharp spikes of pain into his mental avatar. Gabriel ignored it, forced the pain down, and focused his entire existence into returning to his home.
Slowly, his surroundings melted away. Eyes closed, Gabriel felt the foreboding pressure lighten as he ascended to a higher floor.
Again the sinister monsters turned toward him. This time that malevolent darkness was there, and it incited the insectoid creatures to attack him. Before they got close, he shifted up another floor.
Again and again, he forced his way higher, desperately speeding back to the safety of the fourth floor.
Gabriel slowed when he passed the eerie sepulcher. The beautiful undead lady seemed to call to him. He shook away the strange urge and propelled himself upward again.
Sthuza, can you hear me?
He called out to his Prime when the horrid presence vanished at last. While waiting for her response, he spent a few seconds examining his surroundings.
After everything that had happened, he didn’t have the slightest clue what floor he was on, but it looked like a natural cave. Stalagmites and stalactites lined the winding tunnels and uneven rooms. Dark stone made up the majority of the area, and he spotted several orcs wandering about. Spying something that didn’t terrify him on sight, Gabriel started toward them.
‘Master, are you all right? Please return to us. We are worried about you.’ Sthuza’s thoughts were clearer now. Her crisp, bright mind called to him. Before Gabriel realized it, he was rushing past the rest of the dungeon.
Moving so fast that everything blurred together, Gabriel gasped when he slammed into his body.
◆◆◆
 
A pleasant warmth and softness embraced Gabriel. The sudden shock startled him, but he pushed it aside and focused his mind.
He was in his body again with his eyes closed.
“Massster, are you back?” Sthuza asked from nearby, her voice tight with concern.
Gabriel swallowed then shook his head before forming a reply. “I… think so. That didn’t go as planned.”
Something warm and wet scraped across his face, causing him to pull back. He blinked his eyes open to spot Cindra all but sitting in his lap and leaning in closer.
“Packmaster’s back!” she barked. Then she lunged forward and tackled him onto the floor.
“Cccindra ssstop that!”
“It’s fine, I’m fine,” Gabriel said even as he worked to push the overeager hellhound back enough so he could breathe. “I’m glad to see you too, Cindra.”
“Yay!” the gray-skinned monster girl cheered and rubbed her warm cheek against his. “Something happened to Packmaster, and Snakey said you went far away. But when Cindra started licking you, she brought you back. Cindra should lick you all the time, just to be sure you never go away like that again.”
Gabriel couldn’t hold back a chuckle at his bonded’s outrageous claim. A glance up to his Prime revealed that the gorgon was just as worried, though she managed to keep her fear under better control. He closed his mind to keep his nightmarish experience from bleeding over their bonds.
“I’m sorry I worried you both. I wanted to test out my improved Dungeon Sense, but some… thing kept dragging me deeper into the dungeon.” He shivered as he recalled the experience.
“Do you think it will come for you again, Massster?”
He shook his head and reached up to scratch Cindra’s fluffy ears. “No, at least I don’t think so. As long as I don’t go diving into the dungeon again. It was my careless exploration that drew its attention. I think.”
At least, I hope so. Got to be more careful.
Sthuza nodded, and her head-snakes hissed as they bounced with the movement. “I pray you are correct. It wasss terrifying to feel your mind open and yet ssso far away. I… I feared that you were lossst to usss.”
The subtle tremor in the gorgon’s words sent a shiver down Gabriel’s spine, and he forced himself to his feet. Cindra went with his effort, rising to snuggle against his side as he stepped toward his Prime.
For her part, Sthuza kept her face calm, but her slender fingers dug into her crossed arms. “I am—” she started but choked off in a sob when he reached out and pulled her to him.
“Truly, my Prime, I didn’t mean to worry you. That was far more dangerous than I realized at the time. I can’t go back and fix it, but I will be more cautious from now on. I won’t risk our future together.”
Despite Cindra molded up against his left side, Gabriel pulled the slender gorgon tighter against his chest. Several head-snakes hissed softly and brushed against his skin as she buried her face in his neck and sobbed.
Not sure how to handle her tears, he stroked her back, trying to soothe Sthuza as she trembled and cried.
Cindra pressed closer, her thick hair brushing against his cheek and draping over Sthuza’s head-snakes. “Don’t worry, Snakey, Packmaster came back. He wouldn’t ever abandon Pack, right?”
“Right. We’re in this together. For life,” Gabriel declared. He held his Prime tight for a while, then sighed. “I’m not going to risk checking for confirmation, but I think you were right. It was Swarm that attacked Meri’s entourage.”
“Re-really?” Merideva asked from behind him.
Gabriel turned his head enough to spot the dark-blue orb as she hovered just behind Cindra. “Yeah, I’m afraid so. At least, I saw terrible visions of entire worlds being conquered and then devoured. It was far beyond anything I’ve ever imagined. They sucked the very life from each planet before they moved to the next one. Somehow, they even drained these massive leylines that surrounded the worlds.”
The lithe woman in his arms shifted and choked back another soft sob before pulling away. “That does sound like Swarm, Master.”
“Yeah, but there’s nothing we can do about them right now.” Gabriel shot a sympathetic glance toward the Dungeon Core. “I want to get you vengeance on them for killing your followers, but there are far too many.”
“How many did you see, Master?” Sthuza asked. Not waiting for an answer, she leaned in close again. She rested her head against his chest and wrapped her arms tight around him.
“Too many to count. More to the point, though, they control at least a dozen floors of the dungeon. Minotaur-sized bugs filled the deepest ones. They were all razor-sharp claws and chittering fangs. The floors above those had a horrific blend of creatures that carried the same foul taint but looked similar to other monsters.”
Sthuza nodded against him. “From what I have read, that is how they behave. Those at risk of discovery will infest local beings or create imitations and work to conceal the Swarm’s true presence. That they are in fact Swarm is a major concern. But you are correct; we dare not face them right now.”
“Yeah, them being down there is a grave issue, but our primary goal is still to get back the crystal Estrial stole,” Gabriel said without growing angry at the treacherous elf’s name.
Compared to what I experienced down there, Estrial sacrificing me was downright pleasant.
“Once Packmaster gets Lady Glows-a-lot’s crystal, we can fix the dungeon?” Cindra asked without pausing her rubbing.
“Yes, Cindra, as soon as we get the Domain Crystal back, we can start expanding and fixing the dungeon. Then maybe we can face the Swarm.” Gabriel turned to face the statuesque hellhound and wound up nose to nose with the beaming beauty as she stooped down.
Her glowing blue eyes widened, and she flashed pearly fangs at him before she darted in and smashed her dark-gray lips to his.
Gabriel grunted in surprise but responded to her eagerly. As he deepened the kiss, savoring her cinnamon flavor, Sthuza shifted in his arms. Instead of letting go, he gave her a gentle squeeze before projecting his thoughts toward his Prime.
You said you were okay with me showing her affection. You weren’t lying to me, were you?
Sthuza huffed, but her head-snakes broke out into an odd fit of hissing that sounded like laughter.
‘Yes, Master, I did say that. And no, I did not lie to you. I just… do not wish to be in your way.’
You’re not in the way, and unless you don’t like me holding you, I want to keep feeling you in my arms. After what happened down there, I need to know you’re here. Both of you.
Sthuza didn’t project any more words to him. Instead, she shifted about in his embrace until she partially faced his second bonded.
Not interested in whatever was going on between Sthuza and her Packmaster, Cindra took the time he was distracted to slip her tongue into Gabriel’s mouth. When Sthuza shifted closer, Cindra responded by wrapping her powerful arms around the slender gorgon as well.
Just as Gabriel grew light-headed from the hellhound’s passionate oral assault, she pulled back, panting. “Thank you for making new Pack.”
Trying to catch his breath, he smiled back at her. “I’m grateful to have both of you here with me as we work to build a new life.” He was going to say more, but a sharp tweak in his mind caused him to snap his mouth shut.
Gabriel focused on his bonds, seeking the source of the strange sensation and soon realized it came from Sthuza. A glance down at his Prime revealed her slitted eyes watching him closely.
Before he could ask her what was going on, Sthuza’s green gaze shifted over his shoulder, back to him, and then over his shoulder again.
Realization struck Gabriel, and he kicked himself mentally.
He glanced toward the hovering orb. “Meri, get over here and join us. You’re the center of this new family, so you should definitely be a part of this hug.”
“A-are you sure, Gabriel? I’m not like your bonded. I’m not really a living person, you know?”
“Stop talking down about yourself and come join us,” he said. “You saved my soul and gave me a second chance when you didn’t have to. I’m never going to forget that.”
Still a swirling blue, the orb brightened in a flash and bolted over fast enough Gabriel worried she might take his head off. Quicker than he could flinch away, she halted right in front of him and lowered down between him and his bonded.
The polished orb was warmer than Sthuza but felt cold compared to the potent heat coming from Cindra’s leather-armored body. Still, as Meri wiggled back and forth, settling in between them, Gabriel felt a sense of comfort and peace wash over him.
A quick inspection of his bonds revealed that both monster girls experienced the same sensation, and Gabriel let a pleased grin cross his face.
This is what I never knew I wanted but always needed. With these three on my side, I can do anything.
‘Perhaps, Master, but you may want to acquire a few more bonds if you truly wish to challenge the older Core for possession of this dungeon. Even more so if it is allied with the Swarm.’
I’ll think about it. For now, let’s just enjoy being alive.
Gabriel leaned down to kiss the gorgon. Despite the looming conflicts and all of his worries, he focused on savoring the moment. With each passing second, their passionate embrace grew hotter and helped wash away the horrors he’d witnessed earlier.




CHAPTER FOUR

Gabriel couldn’t stop kissing his bonded. Each time one broke free to breathe, the other leaned in, and he captured the lips of that one instead.
Meri slipped away, and the trio managed to stumble back into their room without breaking apart. The moment the door shut, Sthuza pulled at Gabriel, and he followed after, pinning her against the stone wall.
Sthuza clung to him with a frightening intensity while Cindra joined the pair. She wrapped her powerful arms around both as she messily licked their faces.
At some point, Cindra all but popped out of her skintight armor and distracted Gabriel. Sthuza pushed him back then dropped her pants in a rush.
An overwhelming desire flooded Gabriel, and he grabbed his Prime, pulling her close. The lithe gorgon jumped and wrapped her legs around his waist. She leaned in and recaptured his lips.
He fumbled with his belt for a few seconds before Cindra yanked his pants down enough to free his erection. One hot hand grabbed his shaft and guided him into Sthuza’s wet folds.
Kind of weird that she’s helping me take Sthuza.
His Prime moaned into his mouth and clenched down on his manhood. The wet sounds of Cindra pleasuring herself beside them filled Gabriel’s ears. He lifted his Prime then slammed her back down, sheathing himself within her tight depths.
Cindra leaned against him and licked at his ear even as Sthuza continued to monopolize his lips.
Their coupling was quick and intense. Sthuza broke their kiss and leaned back when he started to pant. She captured his eyes with her own, holding his gaze as she rode him.
Neither of them had any patience or desire to drag it out. Sthuza worked her hips against his every thrust, rapidly driving them both toward climax.
He reached his peak, and Sthuza snapped forward to kiss him. Hard. Her fangs cut his lip, and he tasted blood. Powerful legs clamped tight around him, and her inner muscles milked his seed.
By the time they relaxed, and Sthuza released her grip on him, everyone was breathing hard.
“Thank you, Massster. I needed that,” Sthuza gasped. “Needed to feel you.”
He panted, then leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I should be thanking you, that was just what I needed.”
Cindra whimpered, and they both blushed before glancing at the forgotten hellhound.
Cindra had managed to muss herself more than either of them, but it only took moments for his magic to clean the three of them. Once Gabriel finished, he dressed again and grinned at his Prime.
“That was even more impressive than last night.”
Sthuza giggled, her head-snakes weaving back and forth as she finished adjusting her belt. “Yes, Master, and it will only get better as we learn more about each other’s desires, and our bond strengthens.”
The way she said it, and the wink one of her serpents sent him, left Gabriel with little doubt about just how often they were going to be learning about each other. He glanced over to Cindra, a thread of worry worming into his mind, but the larger woman looked satisfied and ready to leave.
Once he started her way, she opened the door, and they returned to Meri’s Core Room. The five surviving goblins lounged about the spartan chamber, but Cuix and the least wounded male hopped to their feet when he stepped in.
“You get enough rutting with them, big boss humie? When you gets tired of them lanky girls, I’m ready to rock your world,” Cuix warbled.
Gabriel choked on his reply as a mental image of the female goblin gyrating nude atop him popped into his mind. He shook his head hard enough that he wobbled for a moment before Cindra reached over to steady him.
“Did Snakey wear you out?” she asked with concern.
Meri bolted past a giggling Sthuza. The pink orb shifted to a soft yellow by the time she stopped in front of him.
“I thought the sex makes you stronger. If it makes you tired, no more sex!” the Dungeon Core said in a panicked rush.
Cindra stopped worrying about him and switched to growling at Merideva, but Sthuza stepped up and calmed her with a touch.
“No, Lady Merideva, he was merely visualizing—” Sthuza started before he reached over and covered her mouth.
“No, Meri, I’m not worn out. Just thought of something unpleasant,” Gabriel said. He shot a glare at his Prime, who wore a look of total innocence.
“Oh, well… that’s fine then. I suppose you can keep the
sex.”
Once they got Cindra settled down again, Meri floated closer.
“By the way, whatever happened when you were exploring the dungeon, it expanded my Domain.”
Gabriel and his bonded all turned to stare at the hovering Core.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Truly, Lady Merideva?”
“Yep. I don’t know what you did, but my Domain is, like, ten times bigger now.”
He smiled up at her, but his smile faded when he saw his Prime’s fearful expression.
“Don’t worry, Sthuza, I’m not going to try it again. If it helped her Domain, that’s wonderful. But it’s not worth risking that again.”
The gorgon smiled and sagged in relief. “Thank you, Master.”
“Yo-you’re sure you don’t want to do it again?” Merideva whispered.
Gabriel laughed when Sthuza turned to glare at the dim orb.
“Yes, Meri. I’m not risking it again until I’m much stronger. Let’s focus on what you got though.”
“Oh, yeah, good idea. Instead of just this room and the hallway outside, my area on this floor extends out three rooms in any direction from here. And,” Merideva chirped loudly, “you even grabbed up some of the fifth floor too. My Domain Power Rating is over fifty now!”
“That’s great,” Gabriel said, and he grinned at the rush of joy and pride across the connection he shared with the Dungeon Core.
Will we be able to defend it all? You mentioned that would be a problem if we expanded too fast.
‘Do not worry, Master. With the DE earned yesterday, Lady Merideva will be able to support enough goblins to patrol the halls. Hopefully that will be sufficient to protect her until we recover the Domain Crystal.’
He nodded, then sat back and relaxed as Meri happily announced what she planned to do with the much-enlarged Domain.
Should check how much mana I spent on that spell earlier. I mean, even though I was in my mind, that shield was real… wasn’t it?
Gabriel brought up the Dungeon Interface.
Mana 54%
Given the size of my pool now, that’s a lot of mana. Still leaves plenty to deal with Estrial. Almost looking forward to catching her now.
Meri gushed about her plans for another ten minutes. A single brush of the connection between them showed him just how excited the little Core was. He didn’t have the heart to rush her.
When she finally wound down, he steered the conversation over to his upgraded abilities.




CHAPTER FIVE

After Gabriel explained how he’d spent his ability points, Sthuza flashed a fang-bearing smile. “You upgraded your Dungeon Command and Sense abilities, in addition to unlocking Dungeon Minions, correct?”
“Yeah, I figured it’s better to focus on getting good with a few skills rather than testing them all out,” he said.
“That sounds like a wise plan. If that is the case, I believe you can now exert a more potent influence on any of Lady Merideva’s monsters.”
“How does that work? I figured they were limited more by being goblins than from my level. At least, they seemed to follow any direct orders I gave them,” he said, then thought back over each command he’d given the goblins.
Sthuza paused, and her gaze softened as she thought over her reply.
“Again, Master, this is outside of my knowledge as your Prime. I recall Mistress Iylara utilizing that power to take control of various monsters. She could then organize or direct them in ways that they would never manage on their own,” the gorgon said with a sad sniffle.
Gabriel reached up to scratch his chin and looked away in thought. Both to consider his Prime’s words and allow the misty-eyed gorgon a moment to compose herself.
Given how long it’s been since Iylara died, something serious must have happened between them for Sthuza to still get so worked up over her. Need to figure out what it was, but right now isn’t the time to dig into that.
“Well, leveling didn’t come with a guide or any instructions. The only thing I can think of is to experiment with commanding Cuix’s warriors,” Gabriel said after he felt Sthuza brush against their bond.
She coughed politely, then nodded when he turned back to face her. “Yes, Master. That makes sense. If you wish to do that now, I will check on Cindra.”
He smiled at her, drawing a shy one from her in return, then sat and leaned against the wall before opening the Dungeon Interface.
No point risking a fall while experimenting. Now, how do I do this?
Uncertain where to begin, Gabriel sought out his bond with Meri. Once connected, he followed it to the five thin ribbons extending from the Core to the surviving goblins.
Identifying Cuix from the others was easy, and he soon had the female goblin fully visible in his mind. He reached out to her with more than a little trepidation and commanded her to ready her squad.
His sense of self shifted in a flash, and he was Cuix. As he shook off the discordant wrongness of being a female goblin, he realized she was squawking at the other goblins, haranguing them into action.
The moment he recognized what she was doing, Cuix went silent. She seemed to be waiting for his next command.
Sthuza, do you have any idea what’s going on?
‘I am unsure, Master. However, Cuix does look much more professional than she has so far. Perhaps your increased power makes her quicker to obey?’
Sthuza’s thoughts sounded reasonable, but Gabriel felt like she was missing something. He relaxed and centered his mind before thinking another command at the stationary goblin warleader.
This time, he made her leap into action instead of barking orders. Cuix broke into a run, the small monster sprinting faster than he’d thought her capable of.
And without the slightest protest. Last time I told her to run, she bitched the whole time. Odd.
Growing more curious with each passing second, Gabriel concentrated on her, instructing her to hop, skip, tumble, and jump. He watched on in mounting disbelief as Cuix performed a series of moves with more grace than he’d ever seen before.
Wait, that’s not true. Cindra can move like that in her humanoid form. But those goblins weren’t in her league at all… or at least I thought they weren’t.
Now determined to test the limits of this strange connection, he commanded the sprinting goblin to continue and studied her. It felt like he was the one running. That it was his body going through the motions, but at the same time, there was a definite barrier or buffer between them.
At first, Gabriel thought it was related to utilizing a female goblin’s senses. But, the longer he focused on Cuix, the more he began to suspect it was the distance between his mind and her physical body.
It’s almost like I’m controlling her remotely, like some form of golem. But golems don’t have the same limitations that a living creature does. Could I force her to overexert and injure herself?
Not sure he liked where his mind was heading, Gabriel stopped that train of thought and issued a new series of orders.
Cuix leapt forward, bent over, and brought her tiny hands to the hard stone. With her momentum propelling her, she burst into a crazy motion, running across the room on her hands, skinny goblin legs flailing in the air above her.
It disoriented Gabriel as the ground seemed too close to his point of view. The moment he noticed the problem, his perspective shifted. In an instant, his vision refocused a step or two back and at what he considered eye level.
His viewpoint put Cuix’s crotch front and center. In answer to a thought he’d had but never wanted to contemplate, Gabriel discovered that the goblins, in fact, did not wear anything under their armor.
Lovely. That’s going to be seared in my mind forever, isn’t it? Add goblin underwear to the list of things we need.
Once he got past the initial disgust, he found it effortless to shift his view ahead enough to avoid being flashed by the incredibly agile goblin. Sanity protected, he returned his attention to Cuix, surprised that she continued to perform despite his lack of focus.
Is this new ability limited to one goblin, or can I command multiple?
Gabriel reached out and ordered the least wounded male to join Cuix. The addition of a second goblin disturbed his view for a few seconds. Still, once he decided where he wanted to focus, it was easy enough for him to regain his position.
Not wanting to see any more goblin genitalia, Gabriel called off the handstand stunt. Instead, he had the two goblins under his control line up and break into a traditional Ailannori dance. Both controlled monsters moved with surprising grace.
He spent several minutes directing the pair through the full dance. All he had to do was recall old lessons, then imagine the goblins performing it.
There’s no way either of them could move that fluidly on their own. I’m not sure I could still do it that well. Even with the enhancements Meri made. So what is going on?
To his surprise, Sthuza remained silent and didn’t respond to his thoughts, and Gabriel felt a rush of worry for his Prime. Without thinking, he reached out for Sthuza. It was effortless to trace along their bond as he always did.
Just as he reached her, he slammed into a solid wall of force. The sudden impact blasted the air from his lungs and rattled his senses.
Thrown back into his own body, he wobbled and overcompensated, leaning too far to his right and started to topple. He tried to brace himself with one arm, but the sudden switch back to his own senses left him confused.
Gabriel tucked his head enough to avoid bashing it against the ground, but the sudden fall left him groaning in pain as he rolled over and staggered to his feet.
“Massster, are you all right?”
“What happened?” he grumbled, then winced at the harsh sound as the words came from the two goblins sprawled on the ground near him. Both of them appeared to have collapsed at the same time he did.
Sthuza stumbled to a halt in front of him. Her green gaze flicked between the three of them on the ground. “I am unsure, Master. You sat motionlessly and focused on the goblins. First one and then both of those goblins began acting in a most unusual manner. Since it appeared that you were successful in controlling them, we continued to prepare.”
Afraid to hear any more of his words come from the goblins, Gabriel took several deep breaths and focused on withdrawing entirely from the prone pair. After a moment, he stepped over to Sthuza and tried again. “I was, but when I tried to find out where you were, I smashed into something solid, and it threw me back to my own body. At least, I think that’s what happened.”
The gorgon blushed, her cheeks turning dark green, and her gaze lowered. “My apologiesss, Massster,” she mumbled.
Gabriel blinked at her submissive tone and held back his next question. Instead, he stepped closer and wrapped his Prime in a tight embrace. He brought his mouth next to her pointed ear before whispering, “Don’t worry about it.”
Her arms came up and wrapped around him, but she shook her head.
‘No, Master, I will explain it. Quite simply, you are not powerful enough as a Dungeon Master to use your command ability on me.’
Is that all?
Sthuza gave a soft laugh.
‘If you are not bothered by the fact I am stronger than you, then yes.’
Gabriel leaned in and kissed her lips, and Sthuza’s grip on his back tightened.
Is Cindra too powerful for the ability also? I can’t imagine a scenario where I’d need it with either of you, though.
‘Yes, Master. Seruuberc hellhounds are A-ranked monsters. I would be surprised if you can control more than a C-rank right now.’
Thanks for the explanation, my Prime.
He held Sthuza for a moment longer, then released her and turned back to face the others. In the meantime, the two least injured goblins had returned to their feet and grabbed their weapons. Both Cuix and Gorte stared up at him with wide, unblinking eyes.
“You is made us do the dancing and moving?” they asked in strange, overlapping voices.
“Yes, and you both performed very well. I intend to practice it again the next time we have intruders. This way, you can help Sthuza and Cindra,” Gabriel said. When the two goblins nodded slowly, he grinned and turned back to Merideva. “I think they’re good for now, so come over here and join me. We need to talk about our plans.”
◆◆◆
 
Merideva rushed over to join Gabriel and his bonded. She hovered in front of him and pulsed slowly while Sthuza took a few minutes to shoo away the goblins.
“I was tempted to head straight out and hunt down Estrial,” Gabriel said as he stroked the Dungeon Core, “but I’m not comfortable leaving Meri with no defenses.”
In the far corner, Cuix muttered under her breath when he discounted her goblins.
Gabriel studiously ignored everything she said.
Sthuza nodded, and her head-snakes swayed side to side as she furrowed her brow. “I would prefer to ensure that Lady Merideva’s domain is impregnable before we leave, but I fear we will not be able to manage that.”
“No puppies at all?” Cindra gasped.
“What?” Gabriel asked.
The gray-skinned beauty stared at him with huge, tear-filled eyes. “Packmaster won’t let Cindra have pups?”
He blinked at her.
Sthuza glared at the larger monster girl, but her head-snakes shook with laughter. “No, you foolish furball, we are talking about defenses.”
The huge hellhound whimpered sadly. “Does Packmaster want to leave Cindra to protect Glowy Lady?”
Gabriel turned and smiled but shook his head. “No, Cindra, I’m not going to leave you here while we go hunting. Don’t worry.”
Her timid frown flipped instantly, and the muscular monster girl rushed over to wrap him in a spine-cracking hug. “Yay! Packmaster is the greatest.”
Chuckling while also gasping for air, he patted her back until she was satisfied and lowered him to his feet again.
“If you are done playing with the airhead,” Sthuza said, “I may have a few suggestions on defenses for Lady Merideva.”
“Really? That’s great,” Gabriel replied as he stepped past Cindra to face his Prime.
“Yes, Master. While we did not earn much DE for her given the challenge of the battle we fought, there is still a tidy sum left after she graciously created a room for you.”
Gabriel brought up the Dungeon Interface and checked the resources tab. Sthuza was correct; they still had several hundred DE. He concentrated on what they could spend it on, and a new panel popped up.
The Interface displayed several options for using the Dungeon Essence. Goblins were the only monster available, and as Sthuza mentioned before, it would cost more for him than the Core. He needed a hundred Essence to conjure one. Meri could do it for twenty.
Below the monster entry was the option for traps. There were over a dozen shown, but most of them were grayed out.
Looking at these prices, Meri could summon a damn army of goblins… or we could set up a trap or two.
When Gabriel focused on the idea of only displaying ones Meri could afford, the Interface flashed, and only five remained. A new bar at the top showed a row of buttons.
He tested them out and found they provided different ways of sorting the information. After a few seconds of messing around with them, he shifted his attention back to defense.
“There’s a listing of traps we can build now,” Gabriel said as he turned to look at the gorgon. “It wasn’t there when I checked yesterday.”
She nodded, which sent her snakes into a hissing fit as they flopped about. “The Dungeon Interface is reactive and does not present all possible options, only those considered relevant. At the start of yesterday, our Domain was so small that traps would have been pointless.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed how it keeps adding more detail and options as I learn new things. I’ve looked over these prices. There are only five that we can afford, and three of them take a while to reset.”
Again his Prime nodded, though her head-snakes were ready this time, and they undulated gracefully. “Many of them also require mana or Essence from the Core, Master. Lady Merideva is still quite vulnerable. You need to be careful not to set up too many traps or conjured monsters. If she runs out of Essence, her Core will shatter.”
Gabriel flinched at that little detail. He quickly read over the entries on the first two traps he’d found.
One was a shocking trap that would strike any intruder that crossed it with a stunning blast. He liked it because it was selective, attacking only enemies, and wouldn’t get wasted on the goblins he was sure would constantly wander through it.
Or Cindra.
Plus, its output can be adjusted to do more or less damage. There’s even an option to make it nonlethal.
The second was an extra-dimensional pit trap that would replace the floor when triggered, opening a ten-by-ten-foot pit beneath whoever tripped it. While it wasn’t selective like the other, if Gabriel placed it wisely, they could block off an entire passage.
Like the tunnel out in front of the Core Room I added to her Domain yesterday. If it works the way I hope, it might discourage any adventurers from even entering her room. Though, with the expanded Domain, we could place some further out.
As he read through them more carefully, his shoulders sagged when he spotted what Sthuza was talking about.
Both traps have an active power draw.
He sighed and switched back to the Resources pane to check their Essence income. He flipped between them a few times and compared the numbers, trying to work out the risk to Meri.
Daily Dungeon Essence Production: 104
Upkeep Cost: 5
At least the pit trap looks low enough it might be okay to use. The shocker trap pushes the limit with just one.
Zapper Trap-
Cost: 500
Size: 5ft wide
Reset: 1 minute
Maintenance: 90
Dimensional Pit Trap-
Cost: 200
Size: 5ft square (Scalable)
Reset: Manual or 1 minute
Maintenance: 30
Shouldn’t a spatial enchantment that large draw way more power?
He turned to face the gorgon. “Sthuza, why does this Zapper trap have three times the energy cost as the Dimensional Pit? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
She blinked at him, then smiled and nodded. “I see what you are confused about, Master.” She moved to kneel in a clean spot on the floor, then motioned for him to join her.
“Please sit, Master. This may take a while to explain properly.”
He took a seat, then laughed when Cindra plopped down next to him and snuggled in close. Sthuza glared at his other bonded but shrugged and turned to face him.
“You are thinking of the costs in terms of mana or Aether, correct?”
Gabriel nodded, then paused to consider where she was going with the topic.
She took advantage of his distraction to slip closer and pressed herself against his free side before continuing.
“The energy or Essence used to power most aspects of a dungeon are derived from the Aether, which is the primary reason for the greater density present in a dungeon. But monsters conjured, rooms and buildings constructed, and traps or powers activated all draw from the Core’s Dungeon Essence supply.”
“So it cost DE to both make the traps and then also to use them? Doesn’t that make them worse than monsters?” he asked.
Sthuza shook her head slightly, then rested it on his shoulder. “No, there are trade-offs in all aspects of dungeon management. Back when I worked for that obnoxious Core, we used a combination of traps and monsters to control the pace of delvers. The more varied the challenges, the more DE earned. Plus, if we only use one type of threat, it will make specialized adventurers too capable against us.
“But all non-bonded dungeon monsters require upkeep even when forced to scavenge for food and shelter.” Sthuza paused, and several head-snakes hissed. “The more monsters a Core has conjured, or acquired, the more DE they have to use to support them.”
“So the current Upkeep Cost is just for supporting Cuix and the others?”
Sthuza nodded. “Yes, Master. The cost is quite low for such weak monsters. Though the price will increase if she conjures too many.” The gorgon paused and looked over at the goblins. They were huddled in a corner, gnawing on some raw meat.
Following her gaze, Gabriel flinched at the green monsters gathered around the baron’s dead guards. “Sthuza,” he whispered, “are they eating what I think they are?”
She raised a hand to calm him. ‘Yes, Master, they are. But I would caution you not to make a scene about it. They look half-starved.’
Do we need to pick up some food for them? I remember Cuix mentioned they ate a lot of rats and other vermin, but I didn’t give it much thought.
His Prime smiled. “We could supply them with food, yes. But if we recover the Domain Crystal and establish Lady Merideva properly, she would be able to produce enough supplies to support many more monsters.”
“Will they be as bad as that robe she made me?” Gabriel asked, and he shivered at the memory.
Sthuza giggled and covered her mouth. “No, the options available to her will increase as her Domain Rating and power level expands, Master.”
“What was wrong with that totally super bespoke, custom outfit I spent hours handcrafting for you!” Merideva wailed.
She rammed into his back, almost knocking him over.
“What are you talking about?” Gabriel gasped.
“You were badmouthing my first gift to you, you big meanie! I bet you threw it away, didn’t you?”
He turned to face her and blinked when he found her crystal body was a swirl of pink and red with numerous little purple spots.
“Are you seriously upset that I said I didn’t like that ass-hair robe you made me?” he asked.
Her wailing rose higher in pitch, and heart-wrenching sobs accompanied it as she floated over to Sthuza.
All of the gorgon’s head-snakes glared at him.
“What?” Gabriel asked defensively as he glanced to each side and found both of his bonded staring back.
Sthuza’s lips twitched. “It was rather rude to speak so harshly after she put in long hours of arduous labor, crafting it especially for you.”
Cindra nodded. “Glowy Lady gave a heartfelt gift, and all Packmaster gave her were hurt feelings.”
Slack-jawed, and with his hands raised uselessly before him, he kept looking from one upset monster girl to the other as Meri chortled quietly.
Finally, he sighed and leapt to his feet, causing both bonded to slump against each other.
“I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. But she didn’t spend hours making that. I watched her create it in seconds,” Gabriel grumbled.
The disappointed hellhound perked up instantly. “Really? Glowy Lady lied about Packmaster?” she asked and turned to glare at the snickering Core.
What little pink color had started to spread across Meri’s surface vanished into a solid sheet of yellow as she flinched back against the gorgon’s modest chest.
“You don’t look surprised,” Gabriel said, focusing on his Prime.
Sthuza grinned. “I never doubted you, Master. My apologies for playing along with their foolishness.”
Before he could form a reply, her hands shot up and grabbed Meri. Sthuza glanced down at the glowing stone now clasped in her tight grasp. “It is not wise to lie to or about the Dungeon Master you are bonded to, Lady Merideva. The trust between the two of you, and with his bonded, is paramount,” she said, her green eyes hardening.
Shifting to a dark blue, Meri bobbed slightly against the gorgon’s powerful grip.
“I’m sowwy, please don’t crush me to dust,” she whimpered pitifully.
Sthuza didn’t react, continuing to hold tight and glare.
“Gabwiel! You have to save me!” Meri wailed. Sthuza let go, and the orb bolted over to shiver against his chest.
“She’s right, you know. It wasn’t very nice to make that up. Though I do appreciate that you spent almost all of your DE on me and the gear you made.”
“You do?” Meri asked hesitantly.
Smiling, he nodded. “Yes, I do.”
“I didn’t think you cared.”
“Sorry Meri, I didn’t realize it until I looked at our dungeon resources and compared the costs and the totals. You’d spent all but that last hundred DE by the time you made the robe and focus, didn’t you?”
She wobbled against his chest. “Yep, I wanted to make you more stuff, but I got carried away crafting your body and barely had enough to make anything,” she said, sniffling quietly.
He smiled and rubbed her polished surface. “Thank you for risking so much on me. I won’t forget it. And,” he said, pausing to get her attention. “If you want the robe or staff back, I believe Sthuza has them both.”
“You didn’t destroy them?” Meri asked, her voice brightening.
“Of course not, Lady Merideva. Though low quality, they were the first items you ever gave to your DM, I would never dispose of them carelessly.”
Her pink hue returning, the small Core shot away from Gabriel and nestled in between Sthuza’s breasts.
“Thank you! I’m so glad I made you his Prime-bonded,” Meri declared.
Both he and Sthuza laughed, though Cindra only tilted her head and stared curiously.
“Now that we have dealt with that,” Sthuza said. “Perhaps we should return to discussing the traps, Master?”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, but let’s grab a few of those cushions you brought. That stone floor is a pain in the ass.”




CHAPTER SIX

Sthuza had a smile on her face when she and Cindra returned from the other room with three large cushions and a small pillow.
Gabriel cocked an eyebrow at her, but she didn’t reply.
Once the two monster girls had arranged the cushions, they all settled down.
Instead of paying attention to his bonded making themselves comfortable, he watched as Sthuza encouraged the Core to settle down on the smaller cushion directly in front of him.
Sthuza smiled at the glowing gem. “Since this is a discussion of dungeon management, you should, of course, be present as we plan our next moves, Lady Merideva. Unfortunately, we do not have a proper office available at this time, so we must make do with cushions.”
“Of course,” Meri replied solemnly.
Gabriel refrained from laughing but shared a mental grin with his Prime.
“As we discussed earlier, most of the dungeon functions are based on DE, which is created by a process the Eternal Dungeon builds into every Core. A fully functioning Core will tap into the leylines of the surrounding space and slowly concentrate them within the dungeon,” Sthuza explained.
“Wait. There are dungeons spread all over the world. Do you mean they could be manipulating the leylines? I thought that was supposed to be impossible,” Gabriel said.
Could Meri create a room with massively boosted Aether density? Some kind of meditation chamber or a bedroom where I could refill my pool faster?
“Yes, Master. It would be impossible, if not for the Eternal Dungeon’s influence. I believe I mentioned before that it is effectively a god. As a being with godlike power, it can create and do many things that are beyond any mortal magic-user.”
Gabriel nodded slowly. “Yeah, you mentioned that before, but it’s kind of hard to comprehend. So if the dungeon runs on DE and Meri can create it from the high-density Aether here, why do we have so little?”
Sthuza frowned. “Because there are rules designed to keep the Dungeon Cores in check. It prevents them from acting outside of the game intended to entertain the divine.”
“Even after Godfall?” Gabriel asked skeptically. He wasn’t an expert on religious history, but he couldn’t imagine any gods were still playing games after thirteen of them died in one day.
“The Eternal Dungeon is supposedly all-powerful within its purview, and completely uninterested in anything outside of its original purpose,” Sthuza said, though she sounded less confident.
“Yeah, that sounds like old ED,” Meri chipped in from her pillow.
“Oh?”
“Yep, he was always doing really outrageous things, creating stuff and conjuring thousands of monsters in seconds. But he wouldn’t ever answer a question about anything not related to dungeons.”
“Thank you for the insight, Lady Merideva. I would love to spend more time discussing your knowledge later.”
The glow brightened as the small Core beamed up at his Prime. “Anytime!”
I think Sthuza really loves learning. Need to find out more about her. Also see about getting some lessons on history. There’s so much I still don’t know, and it sounds like a lot of what I thought I knew is wrong.
“So is there a rule that prevents two Cores from being in the same dungeon? Is that why we have so little Essence?” Gabriel asked. There had to be something he had missed.
“Well… you see…” Merideva began before she sank down and wiggled back and forth.
“Um?” Gabriel glanced over to his Prime. “Would you care to explain?”
Sthuza sighed, her snakes shaking their heads as they turned to look at the hesitant Core. “Of course, Master. Lady Merideva is worried about how little Dungeon Essence she received after the battle against Kelith’s forces.”
“She didn’t get as much as she expected?” he asked. There was so much about the strange rules of the dungeon that he did not understand.
Yet.
“More or less. It is hard to gauge the precise amount of Essence that will be earned from defeating an adventurer. Dungeon monsters tend to have a more consistent value,” Sthuza said.
The glowing Core bobbed in front of her.
“Yep, I know how much a monster is worth, but ED made it so that adventurers have a vestibular output based on the challenge level and a bunch of other things that make it more entertaining to watch. Well, if there is anyone still watching. ED doesn’t know if they do anymore,” Meri said.
Sthuza, does she mean variable?
‘Yes. But I would recommend against pointing it out. Lady Merideva seems to be quite sensitive and easily embarrassed, Master.’
Gabriel agreed and flashed a grateful smile at his Prime before turning back to Merideva. “And we didn’t make it entertaining enough to get a lot of Essence?”
The orb rotated forward a little, and Gabriel was reminded of a small child staring down at their feet when an adult berated them. “Not exactly.”
Gabriel reached out through his connection with Meri. He got a strong sense that she wanted to speak but was afraid. Repressing a sigh, he glanced back to Sthuza.
“What Lady Merideva is concerned about is that the presence of a Dungeon Master in a battle greatly reduces the Essence the Core receives,” Sthuza explained.
Gabriel kept silent and thought the issue over. If I participate in the battle, Meri gets less Essence.
Does it affect how much DE or SE I receive?
‘To an extent, yes. I believe this is to encourage Core and Master to create a variety of traps and fights to challenge adventurers without ensuring that every encounter is a bloodbath. An overwhelming slaughter will choke off DE income. If you personally kill adventurers, you earn some Essence, which you can use to upgrade yourself and your bonded.’
But If I stay out of it, Meri would get more than I do, right?
Sthuza frowned but nodded. “Yes, Master.”
Gabriel sighed, then smiled, and reached out to stroke Merideva’s smooth surface. “There’s so much that I still don’t understand. You and Sthuza are going to have to make sure you let me know as issues crop up. Though I don’t think we could have won if I sat out during the battle last night.”
The powerfully muscled hellhound leaned close and rubbed up against him. “Packmaster fought great. Cindra… I loved fighting at your side.”
“Indeed, without Master’s efforts, we would have all fallen. But to secure Lady Merideva’s growth, we will need to establish defenses that do not rely on the three of us to defeat the attackers. To maximize the DE earned, we have to defeat intruders in balanced fights. For example, if a small party of Copper-ranked adventurers come in and you send a gorgon to slaughter them, it would earn us almost no Essence.”
“Does that mean that anyone you and Cindra fight won’t provide much?”
Sthuza looked thoughtful for a second before shaking her head. “Not exactly, Master. As your bonded, we are not directly connected to the Core. Which is fortunate, as otherwise the passive cost to maintain just Cindra would completely tap out Lady Merideva. Likely destroying her.”
Gabriel sat up straighter. “And you’re even more expensive, right?”
“Yes, Master. I do not know the exact amounts, but either of us alone would be far too much for a new Core with such a small Domain.”
He looked down at the softly glowing Core. “Did you know that?”
“Of course,” she boasted. Gabriel could almost feel her wanting to cross her arms and smirk. As if she had a humanoid body.
Sthuza continued, “But as your bonded, we count against the dungeon’s forces in battle at a much-reduced rate compared to if we directly served the Core. Still, Cindra and I will decrease the Essence earned from any fight we participate in. Ideally you would build traps and conjure monsters of a similar rating to send against adventurers.”
“But we can’t do that until we have the crystal back,” he finished for her.
“More or less. Traps, monsters, and even many rooms carry an upkeep cost, which prevents a dungeon from growing too deadly relative to those that dare to delve its depths.”
He sighed. “Ah, I get it. The costs are based on how useful it is to the dungeon. Not how much mana would be needed to create the effect as a spell. Which is why the pit trap is cheaper than the shock trap.”
“Yes, and given the minimal selection of monsters and traps currently available, my suggestion would be to spend most of the Essence to conjure more goblins. They could be assigned to spread out and keep watch on both the upper floors and those below us to defend against roving monsters.”
“Would monsters attack Meri?” Gabriel asked with a glance at the pink orb.
“Normally, I would say no, Master. But she is an intruder in the dungeon. And the Swarm infestation below may drive other monsters to act out of character.”
Sthuza looked over to Cindra with a sad expression.
“The arachne who killed your family were likely driven up from the lower levels by the Swarm’s presence.”
Cindra nodded, and her large eyes grew misty. “That’s right. We had seen them harass others on the floors below. Mother tried to hide us among the old salamander caves, but that spider bitch tracked us down.”
Sthuza sighed and shook her head. “That is another sign that things are not well down below. I fear we may find more trouble from other monsters than adventurers. Unless the baron hires more men.”
“Or he gives up on stealing Meri for his own use. With his son dead, he might want revenge more than wealth and reveal her to the Adventurer’s Guild,” Gabriel said.
His Prime paused. “That… that would be equally bad for all of us.”
“I think you’re probably right about conjuring more goblins, though one pit trap might be a nice addition,” Gabriel said before he stood up and stretched.
“I was wondering, are there any rules that prevent blocking movement rather than sealing an area off? You said Meri needs unrestricted Aether flow, or she would start to wither, but what if we put a pit trap in a narrow pass?”
Sthuza paused and rubbed a slender finger against her dark-green lips. “Hmm, that should be fine. The trap is easily bypassed by experienced adventurers, but it should be more than adequate against others like the baron’s men.
“Its effectiveness against most roving monsters would be even better,” she said thoughtfully. “It would not even slow down the arachne, though. But I doubt Lady Merideva could support enough goblins to defeat them, anyway.”
“Why’d you go and aggravate those dangerous monsters in the first place,” Meri muttered.
Sthuza shot Gabriel an exasperated look, but he shook his head and ignored the petulant Core.
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” he said. “It wouldn’t fare well against that spider bitch, but one pit might be large enough to block the narrowest part of the tunnel that leads here. That should reduce the risk of intruders entering Meri’s Domain and damaging it, right? Especially if we get the goblins some bows.”
“Yes, that would work, and we could set it to not activate under the weight of a goblin. That would mean only the three of us would need to avoid triggering it,” Sthuza said, then glanced over to Cindra.
Instead of following him when he rose, the large monster girl had laid down and now rolled around on the three cushions.
She paused and glanced back toward them, then grinned. “What? Cindra won’t set off trap. That would be silly,” she said casually then resumed her rolling.
Gabriel shared a surprised glance with his Prime, then chuckled. “That’s good to know.”
“I was responsible for monitoring traps on several floors for Lady Iylara. If you want to install the pit trap now, Master, I can help you inspect the site and tell you about the potential triggers. Unfortunately, most of them will be too expensive.”
“You can use different ones for it?”
“Of course, you can heavily customize anything you create through the Interface, Master. The main limit outside of Essence cost is your creativity and willpower. The more radical a creation, the more of a challenge it is to visualize well enough to add it to your catalog.”
Already headed for the hall where he wanted to place the trap, Gabriel stumbled at her startling revelation.
“We can make anything in the dungeon?”
“I believe there are a few hard limits, but as a general matter, yes. Though again, the more powerful or rare something is, the harder it will be for you to mentally conceive of it well enough to craft it.”
He nodded absently, mind racing at the many ways to use such an open-ended ability.
That means we could build a luxury mansion down here, doesn’t it? Fill it with all sorts of awesome magical items and relax with my bonded. Then just let a bunch of minions and traps deal with all the adventurers, right?
Something poked his shoulder, hard.
He shook his head and blinked at Sthuza’s face as she stared at him from inches away.
“Uh, sorry about that, I got a little distracted.” He coughed lamely, then wiped at his mouth.
“Yesss, Massster, I noticcced.”
Blushing, he grinned and stepped around her. “So I was thinking we put the trap right over there,” he said and gestured at a point where the stone walls narrowed noticeably.
Sthuza nodded. “This is an excellent location, Master. Now you need to decide what type of trigger to use. And remember, anyone can trip the cheapest ones. I believe our best bet will be to set it to weight. Otherwise, the goblins will constantly activate it.”
“Right, thanks for the reminder.”
“Yeah, I lost a few to the traps nearby before,” Meri said.
Gabriel brought up the Interface and selected the pit trap. The display flashed, and there were several options. Each one had a partially filled bar beneath it.
He focused on the one labeled depth and tried to slide the bar to the right. It worked, but the DE price of the trap doubled. Curious, he tried the same action on the one labeled width. Again the price went up, but not as fast.
So I can customize the trap to our exact needs.
‘I believe so. Mistress Iylara designed all of the traps. It was my duty to oversee them afterward.’
He played with several of the switches, testing the effect on the price. Once the trap was the full width of the hall, he lengthened it until the cost was back up to the original amount.
Wasn’t my intention to expand Meri’s Domain earlier, but we really lucked out. Not sure she would’ve had enough Essence to cover the maintenance cost without it.
‘Yes, it will make defense easier, Master. But please, do not reach out beyond her Domain and risk yourself again. It is too dangerous.’
Gabriel nodded and confirmed his choices, then asked Meri to create the trap.
The ground in front of him shimmered, and a gaping pit appeared. A thin floor materialized above it. Even though he knew the trap was there, he couldn’t tell the difference once the magical glow faded.
Have to remember the spots that are safe to walk on.
He turned to his Prime, but a bloody goblin rushed into the room, panting.
“Boss guy! Giant lizard peoples is invading the dungeon!” the goblin screeched before stumbling to his knees.
Gabriel’s bonded stood straight at the warning, while Merideva flashed to a swirling blue and yellow.




CHAPTER SEVEN

A sudden rush of emotion washed over Gabriel. The urge to hunt down the intruders and slaughter them filled his mind. To burn them to ash. It felt like the sort of fiery desire Cindra might exhibit, but it seemed to come from his own mind.
Doesn’t matter what caused it. We need to kill the intruders before they can threaten Merideva! No one hurts my Pack!
“How many? Where?” he asked. With his eyes locked on the panting goblin, it only took a second to realize the small monster was too wounded and winded to reply. Instead of wasting time with it, Gabriel dove into his Dungeon Sense.
This time he restricted his presence to the Core Room and was pleased to find it worked as he intended. Already focused on the dungeon, it took the barest thought to direct his mind to Meri’s connection with all of her monsters.
From there, he surged along the tethers that linked them to the Core, and he located the only goblin not in the room with him. Before he knew it, Gabriel was watching the goblin as it snuck along a hall on the fifth floor.
The small creature trembled and kept looking over its shoulder as it advanced down the long tunnel. Gabriel spotted movement at the far end, thanks to his better vantage point, and the fact he wasn’t actually there.
Scrying from safety makes this so much easier than scouting in person. I could go for a closer look, maybe see what they are. But after what happened last time, I’m not sure it’s a good idea to move away from Meri’s Domain and her monsters.
‘Please do not, Master. It is not worth the risk right now. We can prepare for this threat without exposing you to the Swarm.’
Gabriel exhaled as he came back to his body. That eagerness to kill anyone that threatened him and his rushed back at the same time. Again his mind brushed against the bond he shared with Cindra. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s get the rest of the goblins and set up an ambush.”
He had stomped halfway across the room, Cindra next to him, before realizing his Prime hadn’t moved. “Sthuza, is something wrong?”
The gorgon had a frown on her face, and she glanced over at the glowing orb hovering near the black altar.
“Meri?” Gabriel asked. “What’s the matter?”
Merideva wobbled a bit, then steadied. “N-nothing. It’s not important.”
“Come on. We don’t have time to sit around here. We need to hurry up and stop them,” he snapped. The fact that both Sthuza and Meri seemed less than eager to stop the intruders puzzled him.
We need to hunt these bastards down and kill them.
‘Master, please calm down. Your instinct to protect what you perceive as your Pack is influencing your thinking. You are scaring your Core.’
Gabriel flinched back like he’d been slapped. As soon as her words registered, a haze seemed to lift from his mind. Glancing over to the floating orb, he saw her reluctance.
A single brush of their bond confirmed it. Meri wanted to tell him something but couldn’t bring herself to speak of it because of his aggressive posture. All thought of needing to rush off and slaughter anyone that threatened Meri melted away from his mind.
Gabriel closed his eyes and ran a quick centering exercise before opening them again and smiling at the dim Core. “Sorry I snapped at you, Meri. Didn’t mean to worry you.”
Merideva brightened instantly. Her color shifting back to pink, she rushed over to hover close in front of his face. “Thank you for caring, Gabriel.”
“So what is bothering you?” he asked. “We’ll deal with these lizardmen, don’t worry.”
Sthuza replied for her, “Remember what I said about the reduction in Essence value if you participate in the battle, Master?”
Gabriel froze at the reminder.
This would be a chance to test out my improved Dungeon Command and to earn some more Essence for Meri.
‘Yes, Master. Direct them and relay your plans to me. I will ensure the fur coat follows your will.’
He sighed, then nodded. “You’re right. I’ll command the goblins from here.”
“You don’t mind, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
“Of course not. I just forgot about it. Now, how close are they?” he asked.
“It’s hard to tell. You added a lot of area to my Domain, and I haven’t finished attuning with it yet. But they’re down on the fifth floor, near the section of it you captured.”
“Okay, get the rest of Cuix’s troops ready. I’m going to prepare a few spells for Cindra before she and Sthuza head out,” Gabriel said as he stepped up to the muscular hellhound.
She’d just returned from grabbing her gear, and he grinned up at her.
“You ready to defend the dungeon?”
“Yep! Packmaster not fighting this time?”
He shook his head. “Not this time. I’m counting on you and Sthuza to watch each other’s back, got it?”
Cindra bobbed her head eagerly. Sthuza rolled her eyes but flashed him a grin.
“I’m going to lay the spellwork out, but refrain from activating it until you’re ready to attack. No reason to waste mana before it’s needed.”
“Does that not cause the spells to unravel over time?” Sthuza asked.
“Yeah, but it should be fine until you attack.”
His Prime nodded, then moved to Merideva and began instructing the goblins.
Cindra stared at him with her blue-on-black eyes as he took his time and layered the glyphs for a Haste spell and the most potent armor reinforcement he could manage on her. He formed each one carefully, minimizing the mana cost and the effort required.
‘How hard will it be to activate the buffs from up here, Master?’
Not bad. I’ve already anchored both spells to Cindra through the Weave. Being able to touch her while casting really reduces the cost. Activating it should only take a thought. The downside is that I can’t adjust the spell or boost the mana tap afterward.
‘Do not empty your pool to support us, Master. We will be careful. You may need a great deal of mana when we catch up to your betrayers.’
True. I’ll only cast Haste on Cindra and reinforce her armor. That won’t take too much but should keep her safe in the melee.
By the time he finished constructing the final glyphs and sealed the spell, the goblins were ready.
“Cuix, you remember what we practiced earlier?” Gabriel asked.
The little goblin, still wrapped in the shredded remains of Kelith’s gaudy red-and-gold robes, nodded.
Gabriel grinned down at the glum goblin. “Are you ready for another battle?”
“No! Big boss is a meanie,” Cuix muttered.
“Anyway, I want everyone to be careful. Once we deal with these intruders, we’re going to head out after the Domain Crystal.”
Cindra rushed over and tried to crush his ribs with a hug. “Cindra kill bad monsters for Packmaster, and then we go to inn!”
Gabriel patted her back and glanced at Sthuza.
He pushed any worry away and kissed the gray-skinned beauty. When she released him a moment later, Sthuza stepped up and replaced her.
She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her head against his shoulder. “Please be careful, Master. Do not tempt fate again. We will be fine.”
Gabriel nodded and kissed her forehead. “I’m not going to risk another jaunt around the dungeon. I’ll rely on you two and the goblins to see what’s going on.”
“Are you sure that is wise, Master? Sthuza asked while adjusting her armor.
“Yeah. The Swarm found me when I got too far away from any sort of anchor. As long as I piggyback through your bonds, it should be fine. I’ll be able to see and hear everything.”
“Packmaster can watch Cindra protect Pack territory.”
Gabriel sat down and watched the pair of monster girls set off down the hall, then turned his focus inward. He opened his connection with Meri, then dove into his bonds, and tried to scry on his Prime.
◆◆◆
 
It took a few minutes but worked as Gabriel had expected, and he silently followed the deadly duo rushing down to the fifth floor.
The only “giant lizard people” Sthuza mentioned were salamanders. If the ones the goblins spotted are from the tribe she knew, we should be fine.
Gabriel thought back to what he’d learned of the reptilian monsters in his studies.
And if they aren’t friendly, they’re fire-attuned, so Cindra should be able to handle the brunt of their attacks with ease.
While his bonded headed toward the unidentified intruders, Gabriel concentrated on splitting his focus. It took a second to do, but it was easier than casting a spell and counterspell at the same time. Once he managed it, he reached out to Meri’s goblins. He found Cuix first, then grabbed the two males near her.
Watching both groups felt strange, but the longer he held the twin views, the more comfortable it became.
This is amazing. Once we deal with the crystal, I need to test out just how much I can do.
Gabriel ordered the goblins to spread out and help scout as his bonded continued toward the intruders.
Just after they descended to the fifth floor, Cindra’s ears perked up, and she raised a hand.
When she pointed off to their left, Gabriel adjusted his viewpoint to spot anything in the dead-end room. At the far end, indistinct shapes shifted, and he pulled back to center on his bonded.
“Cindra smells several. Can hear some annoying yipping too,” the hellhound whispered.
Sthuza’s green eyes flashed, her head-snakes writhing silently, and she nodded. “My senses are not as good as the walking rug’s, but I can hear them as well.”
What are the odds they’re going to attack before we can try to talk to them? Gabriel asked Sthuza. She paused to relay his words to Cindra.
“They reek of fear, Packmaster,” Cindra said, and his Prime nodded.
Gabriel rubbed his face for a moment before exhaling.
We need to get ready then. I’ll bring the goblins, then we attack.
Both monster girls nodded and waited silently as he shifted his focus to the goblins. He felt their reluctance to head toward the enemy. It took less than a second to crush their feeble resistance with pure willpower, and he gasped when they stopped fighting him.
‘Are you all right, Master?’
Yeah, just had to force my will on the little cowards. They weren’t eager for battle. Was a shock when they buckled and complied.
A minute later, the goblins caught up to the pair. The three armed and armored goblins, with the still wounded Cuix leading the two males, joined his bonded.
Gabriel shifted his presence fully into the goblins.
First, I’m going to activate the spells I prepared on Cindra since I expect her to face the worst of their fury.
Sthuza relayed his message, and Cindra bobbed her head eagerly. He closed his eyes and reached out through the Weave to the almost completed spell circle he’d set up ahead of time.
Finishing the armor enhancing spell reminded him that he needed to find a more defense-oriented bonded. At the moment, the hellhound was their only frontline fighter.
At least I can’t rush into melee when I stay behind like this. That makes it a little safer. Plus, this time we get to choose when the fight starts, which makes buffing easier.
Casting the spells ahead of time allowed him to complete them later without maintaining them the entire time. But, they leaked a bit of mana and would slowly unravel if left too long.
When he activated the spells, a telltale glow surrounded the muscular hellhound, and Gabriel checked on the others.
Okay, think we’re all ready.
He focused his thoughts and dove deeper into the mind of one of the male goblins. It took several seconds for him to acclimate to being the goblin. Soon, he felt settled enough that he ordered the other two into formation next to him.
Cindra raised her greatsword and charged into the stalactite-filled cavern. She roared, and several high-pitched voices screeched in surprise. Her loud growling echoed oddly and all but drowned them out.
Shadows danced and twisted, and a small shape darted between two larger stalagmites. Cindra turned and rushed after it.
“Wait, Cccindra,” Sthuza called out. “It isss a trap!”
Without acknowledging the warning, Cindra continued forward. She dodged between the rough stone pillars and swung her black blade at one of the shifting shapes.
The sharp crash of metal on stone rang out, followed by the clatter of crumbling stone.
And a sharp chorus of stuttering chirps.
“Cindra, come back out here!” Gabriel shouted—in a squeaky goblin voice.
“She isss not lissstening.”
“Yeah, damn it, let’s follow her,” he said, then rushed the goblin trio toward her loud barking.
They heard the clang of metal against metal, and Cindra growled. She swung her heavy sword, and something screeched before another pillar shattered.
“Stand still and fight, you puny lizards!” Cindra grumbled, which caused Gabriel and Sthuza to slow their run.
He turned the goblin he controlled toward Sthuza. She stared down at him, then they turned back as one and looked at the two goblins behind him.
“Large to a goblin,” Gabriel said slowly, then looked up to Sthuza, who towered over his current host.
Before he could speak again, the roar of fire erupted behind them.
Pained cries rang out as the flames quieted, and then playful laughter smothered the pitiful moans.
“Cindra? What are you fighting back there?” he called out, almost hesitantly. Again it came out in a wimpy, goblin voice.
“Tiny lizards with big toothpicks.”
“Do they have fiery eyes?” Sthuza asked. “Are they around my height?”
“Nope. They’re no bigger than the green chew toys. Is… is it all right to keep a few?”
Gabriel turned toward the gorgon, who met his gaze. Sighing, he canceled the spells that were active on the hellhound. Despite his increased mana pool, he still breathed a sigh of relief as their strain vanished.
“Cindra, stop fighting and bring them out here,” he said, then pulled his mind from the goblin.
Scurrying sounds preceded the darting shadows that finally stepped out from hiding, and Gabriel stared at the “giant lizard peoples” the goblins had warned them of.
Ten terrified kobolds reluctantly approached his group. They paused every few steps to glance back at Cindra, who would flash her fangs at them.
While he wouldn’t call them toothpicks, their spears were short. No more than four feet from tip to butt.
They had scales, and one of them was a good four inches taller than the goblins.
Hardly giant lizardmen, though.
Once they got close and stood still, Gabriel realized they had red eyes.
Not fiery red. Not glowing. Just red.
Were they that terrified of a few kobolds? he asked in disbelief as he looked them over.
‘Goblins can be quite the little cowards, Master.’
Several of the slender lizardmen sported multiple patches of charred scales, and two of them limped. Gabriel figured they must have been injured in a previous fight or accident. If Cindra had struck either of them even a glancing blow, they would be nothing but gory paste on the wall.
He sighed when the tiny monsters peeked up at him and hurriedly lowered their red eyes to their feet.
Can they sense me?
‘I believe so, Master. While it is not visible, you have a sort of presence that floats nearby.’
He didn’t know exactly what to do with the kobolds. They seemed harmless enough, even if they were armed. A few days ago, he would have thought nothing of killing them. They were monsters, and adventurers killed monsters. However, he wasn’t an adventurer anymore.
Now, he actually felt a little sympathy for them. Especially considering how they trembled and kept stealing glances at Cindra in between peeking at him.
Maybe they were displaced by whatever is down below? Forced from their homes and hunted by sadistic monsters like those arachne.
“Master, if you would allow me to deal with them,” Sthuza said. “I believe they were fleeing from others and would be willing to serve Lady Merideva.”
He nodded, then realized no one could see him and spoke up without thinking. To his surprise, his voice rang out in the cave. “Sounds good, Sthuza.”
The slender gorgon stepped closer to the kobolds. Her posture shifted, and she glared down at the small, reptilian monsters. “Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm has graciously spared your lives. Now that you are here, intruding in our Domain, you will submit to Lady Merideva, or my fellow bonded will devour every one of you.”
I’m not sure Meri has attuned this area yet.
‘Quiet, Master. I am taking care of everything. Weaker monsters like this need a firm hand, or they will not obey. And kobolds can be quite the little tricksters, so this is especially true.’
He shrugged, not knowing how to respond.




CHAPTER EIGHT

“Thanks for saving us, Dungeon Master,” the tallest kobold hissed.
Gabriel focused his perspective down at the small reptilian monster. It was dressed in garishly painted leather and bone armor.
Is it a male or female?
‘Female, Master.’ Sthuza replied.
He’d never seen a kobold before. The brief mention of them in his studies hadn’t provided much beyond a warning that they favored spears, ranged weapons, and masterful ambushes. And traps.
The scaly hide of the one who thanked him was white and black. Several others were mottled green, and two had red scales. In the back of the group was a black-scaled kobold heavily wrapped in what looked like leafy bandages.
Every one of them seems dead on their feet. Their gear is in even worse shape. Just how long have they been fleeing?
He looked over the ragged group.
And what are they fleeing from?
“Uh, yeah, happy to help.”
Glad they’re not upset about Cindra attacking them.
“Hopefully, you’re all willing to help us protect the Dungeon Core. We’ve been attacked a lot lately, but we’ve started expanding the Domain.”
The little lizardmen glanced at each other and then stared up at him, confused.
Sthuza sighed, her head-snakes hissing softly.
‘Master, kobolds need strict leadership. Do not treat them as equals. You must order them, not ask for their help.’
Frowning, he looked at his Prime, saw her serious expression, then focused back to the scaly monsters.
He tested out glaring at them. The effect was immediate despite his incorporeal presence.
All ten of them, even those who could barely stand up, moved into two rows and stood rigidly, staring directly ahead.
That’s a welcome change from Cuix and her goblins.
“Which one of you is in charge?” he demanded.
The white-and-black one stepped forward and bowed. “Kestria is a shaman. Is the highest caste left in tribe.”
“Okay, Kestria, gather your wounded and get your people ready to move. Time to head back to the Core Room so we can get you settled in.”
He peeked at his Prime, who beamed with pride.
“If you have any questions, Sthuza, my Prime-bonded, will deal with them. Any orders she gives are the same as if I issued them directly, understood?”
Every armed lizardman nodded and slammed the butt of their spear against the cave floor.
“Good.”
Gabriel shifted his focus to his bonded. He paused to sigh when he spotted Cindra. The hellhound wiggled her butt and drooled as she stared at one of the kobolds she’d killed earlier.
A glance at Sthuza revealed an amused look. When she sensed his attention, she shrugged.
How can Cindra be so hungry?
‘While I expect that she will always try to eat as much food as you provide her, she was badly starved when we found her. She is likely still trying to make up for that.’
Well, she needs to find something else to eat.
‘Why? Does it bother you if she eats the dead monsters?’
He paused and thought about it. The memory of Cindra munching on one of the dead guards flashed through his mind. To his surprise, it didn’t disturb him as much as he expected.
Not really, but wouldn’t it offend Kestria and her tribe if I let Cindra eat their friends’ corpses?
Sthuza giggled.
‘No, Master. It would not bother them. You need to remember we are all dungeon spawned monsters,’ she sent to him with an amused tone.
Cindra rushed over but stopped just before she would have slammed into him if he’d been there in person. “Packmaster!” she yipped.
“Hello, Cindra. You did very good earlier. I’m proud of you.”
Think she needs some positive reinforcement until she feels more secure in her position.
With the way she beamed at him, he felt confident he’d been correct.
“I saw how you were looking at those dead kobolds,” he said.
She shrank down instantly, and her bright face shifted to a frown.
He projected a sense of pride and love through her bond. “Relax, I’m not mad. Just thought I’d rather you wait until after we get the others out of here. Then you can… dig in.”
Cindra blinked at him a couple of times before her expression brightened. “Really? Packmaster doesn’t mind? Snakey said you didn’t like Cindra eating people.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Well, that was more about humans, since it’s considered bad form. But I’m getting over it. And maybe you can strip the gear off before you eat them? That would make it less messy.”
She bobbed her head, then turned back to stare at the two dead monsters.
He was pretty sure there was at least one more somewhere, but given how messy the two she’d split open were, he didn’t really want to see the other one.
At least they don’t bleed as much as those damn goblins.
While he checked on his bonded, Sthuza had moved over to Kestria and seemed to be issuing orders. The small shaman’s red eyes were wide open, and she nodded eagerly at the gorgon’s every word.
Looks like Sthuza has them under control. Still, I need to get to know Kestria and the others. Probably just add that to the growing list of things to do when we finally get a chance to relax.
That list kept growing, but he knew their priority remained to recover the crystal.
Actually, it might be wise to make some time and get to know Cindra better. She’s obviously loyal and crazy strong, but maybe she’d calm down if I spent some time with her alone?
“Massster, I think you should hear thisss.”
At the concern in his Prime’s voice, Gabriel rushed his Dungeon Sense avatar back to where she stood with the kobolds.
“What’s up?” he asked as he tried to bury the worry that welled up.
“Tell him,” Sthuza said. Her head-snakes were all focused on the white-and-black lizardman.
“I was just thanking her for you guys defeating them giant monsters that were hunting us,” Kestria said.
“Were they ‘huge and scaly’?”
Kestria nodded.
“With fiery eyes?”
Again she nodded.
Gabriel turned to Sthuza, then toward the pathetic group of goblins huddled together near the wall.
“Cuix, these aren’t the intruders your scout was talking about, are they?” he asked, his voice flat.
“No, big boss,” she replied instantly. “They is just kobolds.”
He sighed.
“Yes, I know what they are. Why didn’t you mention that these weren’t the ones from earlier?”
Cuix stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “We’s assuming you knew that.”
Resisting the urge to scream, Gabriel turned back to the gorgon.
“I don’t think I like working with goblins,” he muttered.
His Prime giggled, and her eyes flashed with mirth.
“You will get no arguments from me, Master. Still, this means we need to decide what to do now.”
“Yeah. I thought we’d solved at least one problem. We’ve got a lot to do, but I’m not comfortable leaving whatever creatures are stalking the area here alone so they can go after Meri while we’re gone.”
Sthuza nodded, and her face narrowed in concentration. “I will try to learn more of the monsters that attacked Kestria’s group.”
“Let me know what you find out. Till then, I’m going to think about how to track down the crystal.”
He watched as the beautiful gorgon took charge of the kobolds and got them to detail their experiences over the past few days.
Apparently they’d lived on the eighth floor, in a warren of small caves that had been abandoned for decades. None of them knew how their tribe arrived there, but they were confident that they’d never met a DM before.
Their lives sounded incredibly simple and surprisingly peaceful for a tribe of what he’d always heard were man-eating monsters.
Until two days ago. That was when lumbering giants invaded their home. They were far larger than the kobolds, apparently even larger than Cindra. Some of the kobolds disagreed on the monsters’ height, but they all agreed the invaders were powerfully built.
The good news was that they only saw four of the hulking reptilian monsters during their retreat. Given that each wore a different color, it was hard to imagine they could be mistaken.
When Sthuza interrogated them about minor details and various aspects of their former home, he tuned them out to plan the group’s next move.
Either we deal with this new threat now or set up defenses to stop them.
He couldn’t imagine the goblins proving any more capable against the intruders than the kobolds.
The pit trap is a good start, but I’m not willing to risk Meri’s safety on that against these guys. If they’re close by, maybe Cindra could track them down. Then we can ambush them.
“Master, Kestria has finished her story,” Sthuza said softly, drawing him out of his thoughts.
“What? Sorry, I was just thinking,” he replied.
She turned toward his voice and said, “I believe they were attacked by adventurers.”
Gabriel stared at her.
“Adventurers?”
Sthuza nodded. “Saurian adventurers, if I am not mistaken.”
“I’ve never heard of a saurian before. How would they have gotten so deep into the dungeon? I know there are other routes down, but no one delves that far anymore.”
“Saurians are a humanoid reptilian race that is rare in this world. I believe they prefer tropical environments.”
“Rare in this world?”
“Yes, Master. It has been some time since I was privy to the dungeon’s innermost workings, but there have been portals that connected to other worlds. There is also the possibility that another dungeon has a branch that leads to this one.
“As I said before we bonded, I was exiled to the area where we met over three hundred years ago. That is enough time for the old Core to have allied with another dungeon. Perhaps it was one of the DMs he has had since Mistress Iylara.”
“Another dungeon… not in this world?”
“Correct. Because of their connection to the Eternal Dungeon, dungeons are capable of existing in multiple Realms. They can also extend branches to other planets within the same Realm.”
Gabriel took several deep breaths as he struggled to wrap his mind around the idea that they could be facing adventurers from another world. After a while, he’d focused his thoughts enough to speak.
“Okay, let’s forget about that for now and focus on the threat we’re facing. So four saurian adventurers who chased a tribe of kobolds out. Do you think they’ll keep coming?”
Sthuza nibbled at her lip for a moment as she thought. Several head-snakes hissed softly, seeming to be engaged in their own private conversations.
“Yes, I am afraid they will. When I thought they were just monsters from deeper in the dungeon, it made sense that they might have forced the kobolds out to claim their territory. After all, we know that there are serious threats among the lowest levels. If they had been driven out from another floor, like those arachne, they might have been content to settle in their new space. But if these are saurian adventurers, they are almost certainly lost.”
“Why do you say that?” he asked. Not that he doubted his Prime, but he couldn’t figure out why she thought that.
“I believe the ‘fiery eyes’ refers to a spell to enhance vision in the darker tunnels, which is more common for adventurers than dungeon monsters. And saurians are not native to dungeons. Their presence within would be like humans living in the dungeon.”
“Okay, that I get, but why do you think they’re lost?”
“Because they are not local. Which means they came from a different dungeon, delved until they wound up beneath us, and are headed toward the easier levels, rather than diving deeper,” Sthuza explained.
“If the saurians are lost, they’d likely want to head back to the surface and escape,” he replied, thinking out loud. “Would they know that this isn’t the same dungeon they started in?”
Sthuza opened her mouth, then paused before answering. “I cannot be certain, Master. Some transitions are subtle. Others make it obvious that you have left one world or dungeon and entered another.”
“Are we going to kill them, Packmaster?” Cindra asked, startling him as she approached.
“A part of me would rather allow them to slip by and let the Guild deal with them. Still, I’m not particularly comfortable leaving four experienced adventurers wandering around near Meri. I doubt a pit trap would be enough to stop them if they’re skilled enough to survive the lower floors,” Gabriel said.
He paused for a bit to think before continuing, “Yeah, I don’t want to risk it. We need to deal with them ourselves.”
The hellhound thumped a hand against her chest, which caused her tightly bound bust to jiggle, then grinned. “Cindra will kill them for Packmaster. Maybe Snakey has a sneaky plan to ambush them?”
Gabriel chuckled as he tore his gaze from Cindra and turned to his Prime. “Do you have such a plan?”
Sthuza shook her head. “Not at the moment, Master, but I think the furball is correct. We should set up an ambush with all of our forces before they can approach Lady Merideva. If we do it outside of her Domain, there is no reason for you to stay out of the fight.”
“That’s what I was thinking. Better go tell Cuix to send out her scouts,” he said, then paused to glance at the kobolds. “And let’s have Kestria send a few out before she takes the rest of her people up to Meri. The sooner we locate these adventurers, the sooner we can deal with them. We’ve let this delay us too much already.”
“I will send them out at once, Master,” Sthuza replied. She turned and headed for the pair of tiny female monsters currently engaged in a staring contest.
“What should Cindra do?”
“Shouldn’t you see about getting your food before we have to leave?” he asked.
The statuesque monster girl blushed and looked away.
“Cindra.”
“Sorry, Packmaster, Cindra already ate them both,” she confessed.
He laughed and mentally stroked her bond.
“It’s fine, Cindra. I want you ready to help track them down in case the scouts don’t locate them quickly.”
She nodded vigorously, then tilted her head and closed her eyes as if he was scratching one of her fluffy ears.
Still grinning, he continued to caress her bond until Sthuza returned. When the pair set out, he pulled back from the connection and took a deep breath.
“Did you see everything that happened?” he asked Meri after he returned his attention to the altar room.
“Uh-huh, but do you think it’s safe?” the Dungeon Core replied from where she rested in his lap.
“Yeah, we’ll deal with the four saurians and be ready to head into the city in no time.”
“Oh… all right,” Merideva whispered, though she didn’t budge from his lap. “Guess I’ll get ready for the kobolds.”
“Don’t worry, Meri, we’ll be safe,” Gabriel assured her.
The Core dimmed but floated up when he stood. A sliver of fear—or maybe loneliness—leaked from his connection with her, but it vanished a second later.
He shook his head and waved goodbye then rushed out to meet his bonded.




CHAPTER NINE

Sthuza and Cindra waited for him at the stairs.
Gabriel grinned at the pair, then chuckled when the hellhound wrapped him in a rib-cracking hug. After she released him, he pulled the gorgon into a less intense embrace and kissed her softly.
“Lead on,” he said after letting go of his Prime.
Sthuza guided them deeper into the fifth floor, and the three of them settled into a small side tunnel to wait.
While he wanted to finish and head out, there was no reason to hurry deeper after the adventurers until one of the scouts located them.
A few minutes after they’d settled down to wait, Gabriel felt a surge from his bond with the Dungeon Core.
Guess Kestria got there. Will they be able to get back before the battle? Need to have the ones busy scouting return and swear to Meri before we head out.
He still couldn’t communicate well with Meri through their connection, but he felt her happiness at acquiring new monsters. There was also a sense of pride that seemed to be at least partially directed toward him.
It’s almost alarming how good it makes me feel when she’s happy. Another aspect of being her DM?
The trio waited for almost a half-hour before a kobold slipped silently into their room.
“Dungeon Master, we have found the demons,” the small monster whispered.
Gabriel smiled at the scout. “Very good. Where are they?”
While the kobold provided better directions than the goblins he’d worked with so far, it still left him confused, and he glanced at his Prime.
At least they can agree on which direction, unlike Cuix’s scouts. Now, if only they didn’t use scents instead of landmarks. “Turn toward second dead rat, then slip under big mammal bones,” makes no sense at all.
Fortunately, Sthuza seemed to understand their descriptions. Once she explained, they raced across the level to prepare an ambush.
He couldn’t command all of the kobolds yet since the scouts still needed to meet Meri, but he sent instructions to the ones he could, along with all of the goblins, on where to meet up.
The little monsters surprised him with how fast they could be when focused, and everyone grouped up in minutes. Once organized, they slipped into various hiding places.
Again he had to rely on Sthuza’s knowledge of the dungeon, even though it was outdated. She’d picked the choke point where they would attack, and he assigned everyone to hide behind the numerous boulders and rocky outcroppings.
Really need to learn the layout of the area. It’s nice that I can trust Sthuza to plan stuff like this, but if I’m going to rule with Meri, I need to know the terrain. Even if we can modify it once we recover the Domain Crystal.
It would be much easier to set up a private retreat if we can alter the layout. Change the structure of the whole floor to make Meri’s Core Room almost unreachable. Then build a luxurious bunker down here and only let Meri and my bonded enter.
Confident that Cindra would detect the intruders once they were in position, Gabriel let his thoughts wander as he considered their plan. To keep his mind from worrying about the darkness that had attacked him earlier, he kept it busy. Just processing what he’d learned so far would take days, and he needed to master it all quickly.
He looked about the site of their ambush. Sthuza had picked a great location. There were numerous places where they could hide and a narrow passage to trap the intruders in. She was confident that the kobolds could remain hidden on the other side of it.
Gabriel was less sure, but Sthuza seemed to be familiar with the small monsters. Besides, even if the kobolds screwed up, they would wind up between the adventurers and his bonded.
Worst case is the kobolds get slaughtered, and Cindra holds the tunnel while Sthuza and I attack from range.
Mana 51%
The spells Gabriel cast before the kobold fight had been wasted, and he didn’t want to spend any more than he had to. Still, he wasn’t eager to risk his bonded, so he harnessed the mana needed for another Haste spell. He took his time to solidify each glyph in his mind as they waited.
It wasn’t long before Gabriel heard the scuff of heavy boots against stone. He darted a quick look at his Prime and felt his nerves settle at the sight of her predatory grin.
That’s right. We’re hunting them. Doubt they even know we’re here.
Three shapes stepped into view, and he held his breath as they passed the kobolds. At first, he thought one must have died, but just before the front two stepped up almost even with Cindra, a fourth one slipped in, quieter than the rest.
Gabriel silently prayed for the hellhound to hold her attack until the fourth adventurer entered the trap area.
I need to figure out how to message mentally her.
‘You need to increase your affinity with her. It will come in time, Master.’
Gabriel set that topic aside and focused on the four intruders.
They took their time and approached with caution, clearly wary of the potential for an ambush in the narrow confines. He used that time to examine each member of the group.
All four were taller than he was. They were even a few inches taller than Cindra and far broader. Their scaled bodies were all so bulky that they could barely pass in single file at the tunnel’s narrowest point. The broadest, one with three horns and a flared crest on his head, looked almost too wide to fit—a fact which clearly concerned them.
That one wore a red metal mask attached to the three large horns that protruded from his face. The other looked like a massive kobold and wore a thick padded coat, much like Gabriel’s old gambeson.
While each of the intruders wore different colored outfits, the two up front had the same blue-gray hide.
Gabriel focused his will and triggered Magesight.
The four reptilian adventurers had only a sprinkling of minor magical items on them. He’d expected them to be better geared, given that they had entered the dungeon from several floors below.
When he looked carefully, Gabriel realized all of their magical auras belonged to small tokens that hung from cords or the clay vials strapped to their waists.
The two in front argued quietly in a harsh, snarling language. As they snapped and snarled at each other, Gabriel studied their odd helmets. It took a moment before he realized they each had drastically different heads.
The tri-horned adventurer darted forward and slammed his mask into the other’s face with a loud crash that made the surprised saurian grunt. The masked one growled a few more angry words, and they started forward again.
Wish my bond with Cindra was stronger. This is the perfect time to attack.
A guttural roar ripped out from the shadows as the powerful hellhound hurled herself at the masked asshole. Seconds later, all of Gabriel’s forces attacked and trapped the four larger monsters between them.
At least until they realize there are only kobolds behind them.
Gabriel looked to the two in the rear and grinned when one of them screamed and turned. No doubt to find who had stabbed it in the back.
He finished his Haste spell and released it. Then he drew his sword and started toward the front only to realize Cindra’s oversized weapon took up too much space. The hellhound’s aggressive style blocked the entire opening.
Damn. No way I can squeeze in there. And I don’t have enough experience with attack magic to risk casting so close to her.
Grumbling at his carelessness, he stepped back and watched his bonded lay into the armored saurian. One of Sthuza’s black arrows whizzed by and struck the lizard’s narrow kite shield.
The tight passage prevented Cindra from swinging her sword with the broad strikes she typically used, but she kept the pressure on the larger monster with savage jabs. She added the occasional overhead blow whenever he staggered—which inevitably produced more staggering.
Gabriel was surprised that her opponent could still stand after the powerful strikes she brought down on his shield.
The light-gray metal shield was warped, with a gouge carved nearly to the middle, but the saurian kept it up and deflected her next predictable smash off to the side.
Cindra howled when he clipped her helmet with a heavy mace. She stumbled back a step and shook herself. Though she got her sword back up, the hellhound looked unsteady.
While it was too tight for anyone else to step up beside Cindra, there was enough space for a spear.
Desperate to aid his dazed bonded, Gabriel forced his will to one of the goblins just behind her and visualized it attacking the mace-wielder.
With a ridiculous battle yell, the tiny goblin lunged forward and jabbed under the raised shield.
Gabriel winced in sympathy as the jagged speartip tore into the huge saurian’s crotch, drawing a surprised snarl.
Then he stared as the enraged, masked asshole lowered his shield and rushed Cindra.
Still not fully recovered, she had only started to shift her balance when he slammed into her. Despite her deceptive weight, the larger monster bulled over her. He shoved her back to stumble away from the narrow passage.
Gabriel cursed and stepped up beside two terrified goblins and slashed high.
The adventurer didn’t even bother to block. Gabriel’s attack hit, but his sword scraped across thick shoulder scales. The deflected blow only sliced a small gash in the blue-gray creature.
Dark-red blood oozed from the wound, but instead of reacting to the injury, the saurian ignored Gabriel to chase the goblin that had struck him first.
Gabriel turned and cursed again, barely dodging a swipe at his head from the other armored monster.
This new opponent wielded a thick, crude-looking bronze sword. Gabriel dodged two more vicious swings before Cindra rejoined the fight.
The hellhound seemed eager for a rematch after they’d forced her back from the tighter area, and she all but foamed at the mouth when she saw the second saurian attack Gabriel.
Cindra brought her massive blade down on it repeatedly. She struck so fast that it was all the giant lizard could do to parry each blow.
Gabriel realized that the pair of intruders were sluggish and seemed unable to dodge even the most obvious of attacks. He refrained from any further desperate jabs and waited for a better opening.
With every earsplitting shriek of metal on metal, Cindra forced the massive monster back another step.
Gabriel saw his chance when her latest attack finally overwhelmed its crude weapon and caused the blade to warp.
The saurian snapped his teeth at her and threw his broken sword. He reached behind him for a heavy club strapped to his back. The move left his unarmored armpit fully exposed.
Not wasting a second, Gabriel struck. He drove his slender sword point-first into vulnerable flesh.
This time he got to hear a scream. The saurian tried to lower his arm, but Gabriel threw his full weight behind the thrust, driving it deeper.
He felt it when his sword carved through the thick joint and crippled the saurian’s arm.
The large lizardman turned its head to face him properly for the first time, and Gabriel paused at the look of fear and despair he saw in the small, red eyes that stared back at him.
He looks just as scared as that mage did last night.
Gabriel was still watching that terrified face when Cindra’s greatsword split the saurian’s gray helmet in half. Along with the head inside.
The ruined mouth fell open like it wanted to scream, but Gabriel heard nothing over the clash and clamor of combat.
“Thanks, Packmaster!” Cindra said, then rushed past him to attack the pair of saurians that were still busy defending against the kobolds.
He nodded numbly and turned back to the masked tri-horn. Three goblins struggled to keep the snarling behemoth from crushing them—by stabbing it in the groin.
Exclusively in the groin.
Gabriel forgot about the dead saurian’s expression and started to laugh as he watched them swap the enraged monster’s attention between them.
Each time one of the goblins stabbed it, the adventurer would snarl and turn on the newest offender. Then, when the lumbering giant moved to chase that goblin, they dashed away.
That gave another goblin the chance to step up and jab his pointy stick in the same place. The berserk fool let out another roar and turned his attention to the most recent attack.
Is… is he actually that dumb? What kind of idiots would follow someone this simpleminded into a dungeon?
As Gabriel watched, a black arrow slipped between two armored plates and sank halfway into the saurian’s shoulder. He noticed several scratches on the red armor where other arrows had been deflected.
Since it looked like Sthuza and the goblins could handle the tri-horn for a moment, he glanced over to Cindra.
She had forced the other two back as they struggled to deal with the kobolds that harassed them from behind. The pincer attack left the two saurians in desperate straits. It was only a matter of time until the hellhound landed a solid strike.
He left Cindra to handle the pair she had and worked his way around to the first saurian’s back. He waited until it was Cuix’s turn again, raised his sword high, and brought it down hard on the adventurer’s already injured shoulder.
That got the masked adventurer’s attention, and it spun around faster than Gabriel had expected.
Really shouldn’t get so cocky there.
The thought crossed his mind at the same time the brute swung its heavy mace right at his unarmored head.
Stance unsettled after his attack, Gabriel desperately brought his mithril sword up to deflect the powerful bash.
I hope it doesn’t break.
His concern was unfounded. The arcane conduit Sthuza had given him held up. Its sharp edge carved a shallow notch in the metal shaft, just below the massive mace head, and he managed to redirect the blow away.
In fact, he felt so good about his success that he paused in confusion at the look of triumph in the saurian’s beady eyes.
His chest exploded with pain when the giant adventurer slammed its shield into him. The powerful blow hurled him back against the wall.
“Massster!”
Gabriel’s vision blurred when his head cracked against the stone, and he slumped to the ground. He gasped and drew fresh air into shocked lungs, then shook his head and tried to clear his vision.
Looking up with unfocused eyes, he saw a large shape approaching.
I am not going to let this stupid brute kill me!
As his vision stabilized, a flurry of dark arrows struck the adventurer. They joined the several that already jutted out of the back of its head.
“Get away from him, you runty leatherback!” Sthuza spat.
The saurian flinched like it’d been slapped and turned to glare at the gorgon, then stomped closer to the downed Dungeon Master.
Gabriel struggled to breathe and cursed inwardly at his carelessness. Desperate, he sought out the dark magic he’d used before.
The Swarm doesn’t want me dead. Please work.
A quick thought brought the alien glyphs to his mind. Eyes wide, he pictured a single spear of the noxious miasma.
The enraged saurian stomped closer.
Gabriel opened a tap on his pool and filled the sinister spell with mana.
His opponent towered over him and raised the oversized mace high.
Gabriel winced at the wrongness of the spell. It writhed through him, making his stomach churn.
He lifted his arcane conduit to point at the snarling monster just as its mace reached the apex and started forward. A shaft of glowing purple-black miasma burst from the tip of his sword.
The dark bolt lanced through the shocked saurian’s neck. Its pale-blue throat erupted in a fountain of crimson, and the massive mace froze in place.
Something silver tore free from the adventurer’s neck, and Gabriel’s eyes tracked it through the air. A pure note rang out when it struck the stone floor.
A rectangle of polished silver the size of two fingers bounced twice, then settled. The seal of the Adventurer’s Guild was etched into the surface.
Sthuza was right.
The adventurer gurgled and drew Gabriel’s attention. Too stupid to realize it was over, the dying lizardman looked up at its mace, then turned to Gabriel.
He held his breath and watched as the creature staggered back a step when the bolt of sickly energy vanished.
Beady black eyes slowly glazed over as life fled the doomed body.
The saurian fell to its knees. Still, those black eyes stared at Gabriel’s face in stupefied horror.
He wasn’t sure how he felt about killing the huge adventurer. They weren’t any more similar to humans than goblins or minotaurs. But he’d just slain a real adventurer, not a greedy soldier or noble, and that thought unsettled him.
Just another concern to push aside until we’re safe. Protecting Meri and my bonded is the only thing that matters right now.
Even when the saurian’s body collapsed fully and sprawled out on the stone in front of him, those black eyes held his gaze.
Gabriel swallowed. He took a deep breath and winced in surprise at the sudden reminder of just how hard he had gotten hit.
Got to thank Sthuza for the armor. Damn thing’s saved my life again.
“Massster, are you all right?” Sthuza asked from his side.
That drew his attention. He smiled up at the worried gorgon and reached out to stroke her cheek.
She leaned into his hand, and her tense expression relaxed while several snakes caressed his hand in turn.
“I’ll live,” he said, testing his voice. “Thanks to this enchanted coat you gave me. Pretty sure he would have shattered my ribcage without it.”
“I am most pleased that it has served you well, Master. Though I hope you do not make a habit of being struck,” she said.
He chuckled, then groaned as that made the back of his head throb. “I like your idea. Hopefully, I’ve learned my lesson about getting up close to brutes with big weapons.”
“One can only hope,” she agreed before taking his other hand and carefully helping him to his feet.
Gabriel looked around. “How did it go with the other two?”
All four saurians were down, and he saw Cindra kneeling next to one while poking its face.
“Fine, Master. Cindra flanked them, forcing both to turn their backs on the kobolds,” Sthuza paused, then grinned widely before continuing. “Which is where they can do their best work.”
“Yeah, I was a bit surprised they didn’t get noticed when the adventurers passed them.”
“Kobolds are very stealthy as a rule, and I believe these few will prove quite useful in the future.”
Gabriel nodded, and they walked in silence toward his other bonded. He didn’t really need Sthuza’s help to stay upright, but he wasn’t going to tell her to let go of his arm.
Really need to stop scaring her like that. Hells, you need to stop scaring yourself like that.
When they got to Cindra, he had to clear his throat twice to get her attention.
“Packmaster!” she yipped happily, then rushed over to draw him and his Prime into a spine-cracking hug—on his already injured ribs.
He winced in pain, and Sthuza hissed in the hellhound’s face.
After a few minutes to recover, they turned to face the pack of kobolds that scurried over the corpses.
“Are they…” Gabriel trailed off, uncertain if he wanted to know just what they were up to.
“Just looting them at the moment, Chief,” Kestria said politely, peeking her head up from behind one of the large bodies.
At the moment…
“I checked their magic earlier. They only had a few tokens. None of their weapons or armor are enchanted.”
“We gathered them all. Kestria thinks most are minor trinkets but will deliver them to War Chief’s Voice once sorted,” Kestria said.
“Sounds good.” He turned to Sthuza. “I thought it was strange that Silver-ranked adventurers would have so little magic with them.”
The gorgon nodded. “This would support my theory that they are from another dungeon, Master. Different worlds are said to have drastically different levels of magic, or even technology.”
“That’s something to consider. We’ll need to be on the lookout for more wandering adventurers in the future,” Gabriel said.
“I hope that they were a rare exception, but you are correct. With your permission, I will assist Lady Merideva with organizing patrols.”
“Okay, that was a bit more adventure than I was expecting this early in the day. But we need to see what other defenses can be arranged before we head to the city.”
“Yes, Master,” Sthuza said, turning to look at the kobolds as they industriously plundered the dead adventurers. “Our new recruits should make a useful addition to that cause. Though I fear we may need to provide bows for them.”
“Yeah, some ranged weapons combined with the pit trap could ruin an intruder’s day,” Gabriel said. “I’ll let you supervise the kobolds, while I take Cindra with me back to the Core.”




CHAPTER TEN

Merideva cheered when Gabriel and Cindra entered the altar room. “Thank you for keeping my new kobolds safe!”
Gabriel grinned at the pink orb and caught her when she raced over.
“You’re welcome, Meri. Did you see the battle with the saurians?”
She bobbed in his grip. “Yep, my new warriors are super-stealthy. And they were extra polite back when they came to pledge themselves.”
“Nice. I left the kobolds to loot the dead adventurers. Sthuza is watching over them. Doubt they’ll find much of value on the saurians, but it reminded me that we should loot Kelith and his people too,” Gabriel said.
The orb in his hands shimmied side to side. A touch of their connection revealed a strong reluctance.
“Meri… what are you hiding?” he asked.
“About the whiny mage, well… you kinda…” Her glow dimmed, and she grew too quiet for him.
“I can’t hear you.”
“You… kinda ruined all of Kelith’s magical items. Drained them so dry their runes cracked,” Merideva said.
I drained them? Is that why I had so much more mana than I’d expected this morning? Maybe the ritual to save Sthuza? Whatever, it was worth it.
He knew it wasn’t Meri’s fault, but she must have expected him to blame her given the way she was acting. He closed his eyes and focused his mind.
“I’m not mad at you, Meri. It’s my fault. Not sure how I did that, but if they’re ruined, they’re ruined.”
‘You know how you did it, Dungeon Master. You drew on your true power. You had a need. A thirst. You quenched it.’
Gabriel shuddered at the eerie voice and shook his head.
Get out of my head!
He felt a trace of unease from his Prime and Merideva.
“Sorry, just thinking,” he explained in a rush, taking care to seal off his thoughts again.
Don’t want to worry either of them. Hells, it could be my own mind fragmenting like Sthuza mentioned. Stay calm.
“Okay,” Meri drawled.
“Anyway, if you checked Kelith’s equipment, does that mean you searched the others?” He recalled that most of the corpses had been stripped earlier.
The Core bobbed. “Yep, Sthuza helped while you were unconscious after the ritual where you sacrificed Kelith’s soul.”
“Good, so… where is the loot?” Gabriel asked after a glance around.
“It’s in the Inventory, of course,” Meri replied. Her voice sounded like she was shaking her head.
“Of course it’s in the Inventory,” Gabriel muttered.
A thought brought the Dungeon Interface up. It opened to a list of items and their value in Dungeon Essence.
Most of the items are useless to us, but if we can convert them into DE, Meri can use it to make traps.
Or more goblins.
That thought caused the display to shift, and the option to conjure monsters covered a portion of the loot window.
“We can conjure kobolds now?”
“Yep. I said you did a good job.”
“Yeah, but I thought you couldn’t conjure anything stronger than a goblin until we get the Domain Crystal.”
The glowing orb dimmed. “Well, yeah, but kobolds are on the same tier as goblins. We could conjure any monster of similar value.”
“Wait, if they have a similar value, then why didn’t you make kobolds yesterday? They’d have been more useful than five extra goblins.”
Merideva rotated to the side.
Is she tilting her head like Cindra? I hope she doesn’t start imitating anything else about her.
“ED says we have to unlock or earn new monster types. Something about it being unfair if a dungeon always spawns whatever they need to ‘hard counter’ an adventurer,” Meri explained.
Gabriel bit back the urge to snap at her.
She’s a young Core, be patient.
“Okay, so we unlocked kobolds and can convert the gear from those adventurers into DE?” he asked.
“Yep, that will make things a lot easier. I was sorta hoping you’d approve conjuring a few more. With the extra income I’ll have after attuning my expanded Domain, we could support like twenty goblins and twenty kobolds. Then maybe you could stay here where it’s safe.”
Stunned by the idea of forty of the little monsters running around, Gabriel stared at her. “What? Are you serious?”
Merideva’s glow morphed to a dark blue, and he felt a trace of loneliness from her. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to help,” she muttered.
“No, I’m not against it. Just surprised you could manage so many. That would be great.”
Sthuza, can you hear me?
‘Yes, Master.’
Meri suggested conjuring enough goblins and kobolds to give her twenty of each. I like the idea, but I’d appreciate a second opinion since there’s still so much I don’t know.
‘If she believes she has the income to support that many, it sounds like an excellent plan.’
Yeah, my thoughts as well. Forty of the little guys would keep this whole area secure. Plus, it might make her feel better. I think she’s worried that I don’t need her.
‘Why do you say that, Master?’
Nothing definite, but she seems a bit off right now. And I thought I felt some loneliness from her earlier. She might be intimidated by how awesome you and Cindra are.
‘Hmm, that is a good point. Please do as you feel best, the kobolds and I are on our way back.’
Gabriel grinned at Meri. “I like your plan. It sounds great if you’re sure you can handle them.”
The Core shifted back to pink and bounced in midair.
“Yep, I can totally handle them. Your Prime helped me with conjuring a drone, so now I can carve extra rooms for them. It’s a lot cheaper than shaping a room with DE.”
“Sounds good,” he said. “How long will it take?”
“I’m not sure, I’ve never conjured more than five monsters at once before. Maybe I should do them slowly and give the drone more time to dig?”
Gabriel knew nothing of drones, or how to dig a dungeon room, but he nodded to support the uncertain Dungeon Core. “I trust you to do it right, Meri.”
She beamed. Even if he couldn’t see her glow, the pleasure that radiated across their bond made her feelings perfectly clear.
Once we recover the crystal, I’m making time to learn more about her. Need to know what life is like for a Core. She doesn’t have a body, but she’s a person. Don’t want to forget that and treat her like a tool.
‘That is an admirable sentiment, Master. As I said when we met, you will be a very different Dungeon Master than those I have known before.’
He turned his attention back to Merideva. “Before you do that, though, what kind of equipment can you create for them?”
The Core flickered twice, then darkened. “Would… spears be good?”
Gabriel shook his head and sighed. “How much would it cost to make a suit of armor like the original goblins had?”
“Around twenty-five or so. There is a degree of randomness to items. And quality has a big effect on the price. You should be able to check in the Interface.”
He grinned. “One day I’m going to remember that without being told.”
Please don’t show nude goblins when I open this.
Gabriel focused on the Dungeon Interface. A thought brought up a display filled with small images of weapons. A mental swipe and the panel scrolled.
A gray tint covered most of the items depicted. His eyes focused on the top one and froze. It was the first sword he’d ever seen.
That’s Mother’s longsword.
Dozens of ornate swords, maces, and spears sat at the top of the list. As he scrolled further down, the items looked cheaper, and there were fewer grayed-out weapons.
“Meri, when I checked the Interface, it’s showing hundreds of weapons. Including my mother’s sword.”
“Well yeah, it mostly can only present things you’ve encountered in person. ED said that’s to stop people from ‘nuking things from orbit,’ though I never understood what he meant.”
“Okay, but they’re all sized for humans. Is there a way to see weapons for…” he trailed off as the Interface shifted.
It displayed a much shorter list of gear. Mixed in with the weapons were several styles of armor—all sized to fit goblins.
Or kobolds.
With a catalog of viable equipment, he sorted through the list for bows. Again it responded and removed all the melee weapons.
Not a lot of options on ranged weapons… though that crossbow might work.
At fifty DE, the weapon cost more than two goblins but didn’t have an upkeep cost. They couldn’t afford one for each of the monsters Meri intended to conjure.
Think we could manage a few, though. Maybe five or six. The hall near the trap won’t let too many line up at once, anyway.
‘A sensible idea, Master. And crossbows are definitely the better choice. Bows require more skill to use, not to mention a fair bit of strength.’
His Prime’s words reached him right before she entered the sizable room. A half-dozen kobolds trailed behind her, lugging large bundles of bloody hides. Scaled, blue-gray hides.
They skinned the adventurers?
Gabriel shook the question aside and watched the small lizardmen settle into the now crowded room.
Definitely need more space if Meri’s going to conjure more monsters.
Sthuza directed the kobolds with a sharp tongue, and they responded like eager dogs, excited to obey.
He ensured his mind was sealed before he studied the gorgon.
She looks so… content. Peaceful. Maybe the chance to instruct some reptilian monsters reminds her of life under Iylara? It suits her well.
Sthuza and Merideva began to discuss the various loot the kobolds had brought. Their chat reminded Gabriel of his original reason for asking about the spoils earlier. He pushed them out of mind and returned his attention to the Interface.
Let’s see if there’s anything useful among the crap they looted from Kelith’s group last night. If I’m lucky…
As before, damaged suits of armor and assorted weapons made up the majority of the salvaged gear. Gabriel scanned through the list quickly, looking for any books.
Yes!
He pumped his fist when he found what he’d wanted.
“Is everything all right, Master?”
Gabriel turned toward Sthuza and grinned. “Yeah. Oh yeah. I found Kelith’s spellbook.”
“You want to keep the whiny mage’s book?” Meri asked.
“That pompous ass always boasted about the spells inside it. He carried the damn thing everywhere.”
“Books are the things with words, right?” Cindra asked.
Gabriel blinked.
Can Cindra read?
‘It is unlikely that her Pack would have bothered with books. Despite her being a furbrain, I am confident she can learn. If you wish for her to do so.’
He flashed a wordless affirmative to his Prime, and the gorgon nodded.
“Yes, Cindra,” he said. “But this is a special book. Spellbooks contain the glyphs a mage knows. More importantly, it contains the different combinations they’ve learned to form spells.”
“Do you believe Kelith knew spells that you do not, Master?”
He grinned again. “Definitely. Not sure how many, but he knew at least a few fire spells. I heard rumors that he knew some mental domination ones as well.”
Sthuza flashed a feral grin of her own. “Mind influencing spells are… challenging for most mages since they lack the strength to overcome natural defenses.”
“Exactly. I bet I can perform some serious mental magic with the raw power boost Meri gave me.”
“Is there a spell in there to get my crystal back?” Meri asked as she darted over to hover in his face.
Gabriel chuckled. “I doubt it. But the glyphs alone will be useful. I’m going to peek through it real quick and see what’s available before we head out.”
“Oh, you’re leaving already?” she asked. The concern in her voice made him blink.
She wanted me to rush out and get the crystal, but now it sounds like she doesn’t want me to leave.
‘I think you are right, Master. She is worried. Lady Merideva needs you far more than you need her. And you intend to take her strongest defenders on a long journey.’
Yeah. But we can still sense each other through our bond, right?
Long seconds passed before Sthuza replied, ‘I am uncertain. Given the strength of you both, the connection may be too weak to reach her.’
Oh. Then Meri would be stuck with nothing but goblins and kobolds for company.
‘Yes. And thank you for taking them in. It is nice to have some cleaner, furless monsters about.’
He snorted, then settled in to study the spellbook.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel knew studying the spellbook would take weeks, and he didn’t have that kind of time. He spent a few minutes and examined the ornate, red-and-black tome.
The book had a magical trap, but Kelith was sloppy. More than a few fellow students had seen him disable it, and Gabriel remembered how.
“Pussy hound.”
“Master?”
“Kelith’s idea of a password.”
“Ah.”
“Packmaster, what’s a pussy hound? You aren’t going to replace Cindra, are you?”
“Never.”
“I will explain it to you later, you fur-covered boob-monster,” Sthuza said.
Gabriel shook his head and opened the spellbook. As he had expected, it contained more spells than he’d ever had access to.
Ten minutes of perusing left him with a decent awareness of the book’s content.
Most of these will take longer than I can afford right now.
To his surprise, almost half of the book was taken up by several utility spells.
I don’t see why you’d want an enlarging spell that powerful. Even if you find a woman who can handle a dick that big, wouldn’t all the blood rush to fill it and make you pass out?
Sthuza burst into giggles across the room.
‘If that is the nature of the spells within that book, Master, it makes me question your eagerness to acquire it.’
Gabriel smirked at his Prime, then returned to reading.
While some spells were common knowledge and taught at the Academy, most were closely guarded secrets. The more glyphs needed to form a spell, the more varied options there were to create them.
Gabriel knew of at least five different versions of the Fireball spell, but he’d never had access to a complete glyph diagram of it.
Since I never planned on a dangerous life, I didn’t study many attack spells. Especially large scale ones like Fireball, but it’s a famous enough spell. And his glyph combination looks sound.
‘Do you believe you can learn that one before we catch up to the adventurers?’
Yeah. I already know most of the ones for Fireball. The few I don’t are relatively simple. Might take a few days, but I can do it. There are several other glyphs I don’t know in here. Mostly related to mental magic. Can’t wait to learn some of those.
‘Promise me that you will not push yourself too hard, Master. Do not meddle with magic you cannot control, please!’
The extreme concern that washed across their bond alongside her words startled him. He snapped his mind shut before his unfiltered thoughts could reach her.
Whatever happened to Iylara, it was probably related to magic. Maybe she pushed herself too hard?
Once confident of his self-control, Gabriel opened his mind and assured Sthuza that he would be careful. She calmed quickly, and he skipped ahead to the mental magics in the back of the tome.
Now, these I’ll have to take my time with. If I even want to learn them.
He shuddered as he read the notes written next to some of the glyph combinations. The majority of Kelith’s scribbles related to a collection of mental domination and memory altering spells.
He was handsome, rich, and powerful. Why the hells would he want so many spells to manipulate women?
Despite his misgivings about the creepy notes, Gabriel forced his way through the book. There were several new glyphs for him to learn and dozens of spells.
Looks like Kelith was a far more capable mage than I gave him credit for. Have to respect his mastery of mental magics, even if he was an entitled prick. You can’t buy skill and understanding.
While the book might not aid them against Estrial, it would boost his study of magic by years.
Despite the dangers and massive time investment required, a lot more people would study if casters didn’t all hoard their spells like a dragon’s gold.
“Perhaps, Master. I believe most mortals are unwilling to invest the decades of effort to gain a reasonable proficiency. But we can discuss philosophy later.”
Gabriel looked up and blinked at the sight before him. Cindra stood beside a beautiful redhead. The slender beauty wore cream-colored pants and a green shirt. Her thick auburn locks shifted, almost like… snakes… and his mind finally caught up.
“Nice disguise. Though, it’s not as sexy as the real you.”
The pale beauty blushed, but her lips turned up in a slight smile. “Thank you, Massster, it is a minor enchantment, but it should sssufficcce. We are ready to leave if you are.”
“Oh right, I got a little more into the book than I’d planned. If you’re both set, let’s go.”
His bonded nodded, but Merideva flew over and slammed into him. “Please don’t leave me, Gabriel. Can’t you just send them to get it?”
He reached up and palmed the glowing gemstone. “I don’t want to leave, but we have to get that crystal, right?”
Meri sniffled, but she bobbed. “Ye-yeah, I won’t survive long here without it. But can’t they go get it? They’re super strong.”
Gabriel glanced at his Prime, who shrugged and looked as uncertain as he felt.
“Meri, I have to go. I need to deal with Estrial myself. But we’ll move quickly and be back before you know it.”
She sniffled again, but her dark-blue glow softened. He held her up to eye level. “You promise?”
“Yeah, I promise. You’re going to conjure lots of goblins and kobolds, so there’ll be plenty of work for you to manage, right? Plus, you have Cuix and Kestria to take care of anything you need.”
“Okay, but please hurry back,” she whispered.
“I will.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

The trip up to the guard post at the dungeon’s sole entrance took almost an hour.
Gabriel had paid it only passing interest on his way in, far more focused on the grand adventure he’d embarked on.
Or at least the grand adventuress’ tight ass while Estrial led me around by the nose.
‘No more such thoughts, Master. She was a duplicitous bitch, and you were rocked by your expulsion from the Academy.’
Maybe, but I still should have known better than to trust that a famous adventurer would want me to join them. And to seek me out by name was a huge red flag.
Sthuza sent him the mental equivalent of an amused smirk as she listened to his demeaning worries. ‘Perhaps, but have you considered that if you had thought with your big head instead of your… lower one, you would not be here with us? With me?’
True. Thanks.
She flashed him a smile, and they continued on in comfortable silence until they reached the fortified outpost erected to prevent any dungeon monsters from escaping into the city. The exact thing they were attempting.
The dungeon tunnel ended in a square space, half the size of Meri’s Core Room. Massive walls of magically smoothed stone enclosed the checkpoint. A steel portcullis hung above the entrance, and they passed by the foot-thick reinforced door.
Gabriel swallowed hard, painfully aware of the sudden dryness in his mouth at the sight of four armed and armored guards watching their approach.
Two human males wearing enchanted heavy armor and full-face helmets were closest. Behind them, a pair of lithe elven spellcasters in elegant dresses watched Gabriel and his bonded intently. Each magic-user held a sinister-looking staff.
As dangerous as the four defenders might be, Gabriel knew they weren’t expected to hold back an outpouring of dungeon monsters. They were the canary the miners kept around to warn of danger.
Each guard carried an enchanted necklace that would trigger an alarm in the city barracks and the Guild. Within minutes of one guard calling for aid, or losing consciousness, a horde of warriors and mages would be seeking Gabriel and his bonded.
He struggled to fight down the urge to run and met their watchful gazes. When he opened his mouth to greet them, nothing came out.
Shit.
Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his eyes widened until his Prime spoke up. Her cultured voice was confident and calmed him instantly.
“Greetings, was there a shift change while we were in there?” she asked with a more arrogant tone than he’d expected.
One of the guards nodded. “Yeah, you must have gone in on Harold’s shift. Cause I know I’d remember a pretty little thing like you.”
Given their desire to avoid drawing attention, Gabriel was surprised when Sthuza flashed an annoyed, almost outraged look at the bold guardsman.
She sniffed haughtily. “Well, at least this, Harold, had decent manners.”
Gabriel’s fear of discovery ratcheted up at her confrontational tone. Then the other three guards all broke out laughing.
“Damn, Alder, that’s bad, getting compared to Harold,” the other man said with a laugh.
The two elves giggled, but their stunning blue eyes were fixed on Gabriel the entire time.
Last time I came through here, I’d have been thrilled to have either one of them look at me like that. Now I’m practically praying that they’ll just turn away and ignore me.
Estrial wasn’t the first elf to ever catch his fancy. Gabriel had always found the slightly exotic women to be stunning, both due to their physical appearance and the incredible magic and feats they could accomplish with their lengthy lifespans.
‘If you favor older women so strongly, Master, perhaps we should have been looking for a dragoness rather than a salamander?’
He bit the inside of his cheek hard and glanced away, desperate to keep from blushing.
Gabriel forgot to breathe as he approached the guards. The elves kept their eyes on him, and it took all of his will to remain calm.
He stepped up to let them scan his adventurer’s tag, but Alder waved them through without a word. The two men had their attention entirely on his beautiful bonded.
Sthuza’s disguise was complete, but it still left her looking like a beautiful human woman. Unlike his Prime, all Cindra had done to disguise her nature was put on her gloves.
In the skintight armor, she appeared every bit as powerful and sexy as usual. With her claws and most of her fur concealed, only her wolf-like ears and fangs gave her away as a beastkin. The hellhound could easily pass for an exotic inutari, which made it easy to see why the men were distracted.
Given I’d never heard of a humanoid hellhound, I can’t imagine anyone suspecting her. And there are countless variants of the almost human-looking anitari out there. Even some with skin as gray as Cindra’s.
As Gabriel passed, the two elves began speaking in their native tongue while still staring at him.
A few years before, when he’d known no concerns about life after the Academy, he started studying Elvish. He didn’t remember where he’d gotten the smart idea to learn such a complex language. Still, he’d hoped it would help him charm one of the many elves studying magic alongside him.
Instead, it ate up yet more of his limited free time. After four years without any girls showing interest in the overworked student, he had dropped the course.
Which meant he understood just enough words to realize they were talking about him. He would’ve loved to have had that kind of attention a couple of weeks ago.
They’re attractive but definitely not as appealing as my bonded.
‘Aww, Master, you think the sweetest thoughts.’
Her words in his head distracted Gabriel from his anxiety. He even managed to smile at the staring elves.
Then his Prime paused and touched his arm, so he stopped next to her. Sthuza spoke aloud again, this time talking about him.
In perfect Imperial Elvish. Which she helpfully translated in his mind.
She went into rather exquisite detail as she described how dominant he was in bed, paying particular attention to his incredible size and prowess.
Those elven gazes turned hungry. Gabriel blushed, and his ears felt so hot he wouldn’t have been surprised if they combusted.
Almost as predatory as Sthuza looked when she tried to seduce me.
‘Tried to seduce you? Do I need to work harder, Master?’
He was saved from the need to respond when the unnamed man laughed. “Not sure how you can handle one that spicy, but good on ya.”
Gabriel nodded mutely at the man’s jovial words and waited for Cindra to join him before following the gloating gorgon through the massive gatehouse and into the glaring sunlight.
“Ah, that is rather refreshing,” Sthuza said, her arms spread wide as she turned her face to the morning sun.
Seeing her basking in the sun’s warmth drove any remaining concern about their encounter with the guards from his mind. He looked around at the bustling crowd that filled the well-paved stone street.
Despite being in decline, Lostbarrow still feels cramped.
‘It looks much… different from how I remember, Master.’
They stood in the center of the city, the imposing bunker that controlled access to the dungeon behind them.
Guards, merchants, and laborers passed by, and he noticed more traffic than usual. The familiar smell of the sea and too many people packed in tight reminded him of how much had happened since the last time he saw the sun.
“Packm—uff,” Cindra grunted when Sthuza elbowed her in the gut. “I mean, Gabriel, it’s nice here.”
He turned and smiled at the tall hellhound. “It is a lovely day. Hopefully, we’ll have some time to look around a bit on this trip. There’s a lot I’m sure you’d enjoy seeing.”
She beamed at him, her dark-gray face filled with eagerness and joy.
“But first, we need to head to the Careless Queen Inn and see if we can get back in my old room. Hope Estrial didn’t report me as dead,” he muttered.
“There is no point in worrying about it until we find out, Mas—Gabriel,” Sthuza said.
◆◆◆
 
It took Gabriel half an hour to lead his bonded through the Guild Quarter’s more prosperous section. The trip would have been quicker if he and Sthuza hadn’t been forced to restrain Cindra every time she smelled something interesting.
He paused and stared at the large, rundown inn where he’d stayed ever since being expelled.
With its cracked masonry and narrow windows, the Careless Queen looked exactly as it had when he’d last seen it, which struck him as strange. He walked up the creaking front steps to the weather-beaten double doors.
Feels like a lifetime since I was here last.
‘It has been a “lifetime” for you, from a certain point of view.’
He snickered at Sthuza’s interjection in his thoughts but turned to smile at her.
Still, I don’t remember the stairs creaking so much.
‘You did not have a hellhound with you last time, Master.’
Gabriel glanced down to the thick boards beneath Cindra’s feet. Despite a slight bow, they held her supernatural weight.
After taking a deep breath to ready himself, he continued up, opened the door, and then led his two bonded into the inn’s smoky first-floor tavern.
They’d made good time all things considered, but it was still past noon. The place was moderately crowded as several lower-ranked adventurers, and more than a few tradesmen were present for lunch.
He’d barely had time to look across the room when a warm voice cried out.
“Gabriel Grimm, as I live and breathe. I thought that slutty elf would be the death of you for sure!”
He winced as several heads turned to watch the rotund, red-faced woman waddle over and wrap her arms around him.
“It’s good to see you too, Mrs. Spaulding,” he said, patting her back awkwardly.
Sthuza grinned at him while Cindra turned and stared toward the kitchen.
Mrs. Spaulding wore the same beige dress and stained apron he’d always seen her in. Light-brown hair, with more than a few streaks of gray, perched messily over her round face.
Age and years of hard work had lined her face, but her warm brown eyes had a forceful presence few people in the area could resist.
“Oh my, did you get stretched while you were in that terrible dungeon chasing after that naughty booty?” she gasped as she leaned back to get a better look at his taller build.
Gabriel laughed at her outrageous comment. Thankfully he could explain it away as a sudden boost in Essence.
Everyone had heard stories of adventurers delving dungeons and getting lucky. While most focused on the tales of riches, there were tales about delvers who acquired noticeable Soul Essence in a dungeon.
Doubt anyone got as much in one go as Meri gave me, but still, a reasonably believable excuse for my physical growth.
“Well to be truthful, the… group did not work as well as I’d hoped,” he said while trying to keep any lingering rage at the beautiful elf’s betrayal hidden.
It wasn’t too hard given the embarrassment he felt at how blatantly he’d lusted after the sorceress.
“I don’t want to say I told you so, but I am delighted to see you whole and well,” Mrs. Spaulding said with a wide smile.
“Though you are looking a bit more whole and well than I recall,” she said and grinned up at him.
Gabriel matched her expression. “Yeah. The delve didn’t go so great, and I ended up going my own way. After we separated, I got in over my head, but got lucky and found these two ladies who helped me out of a jam.”
He pointed to his bonded. In the short time they’d stood by his side, the pair had already captured the attention of the mostly male crowd in the noisy tavern.
They’re both far more beautiful than the usual patrons. I need to get a brush for Cindra’s hair, though. She looks a little too wild.
“By the time we got through it all, I’d stumbled onto quite a tidy Essence boost. Most of it went to enhancing my body.” He gestured at his much more impressive figure.
The bright-eyed matron stared at him doubtfully. She chewed her lip as she studied him. “Hmmph, well, long as you’re safe and sound, that’s all that really matters.”
Finally letting him go, she smiled at the two beautiful women with him. “And thank you lovely ladies for keeping this young man safe. He’s sweet, but I worried about him getting mixed up with that Guild stuff,” she huffed.
“It was our pleasure, Madam.”
Cindra kept her mouth shut, thankfully, and only nodded when Sthuza greeted the portly innkeeper and made introductions.
“I was wondering if we could get rooms for the night, maybe for the whole week,” Gabriel said after she finished looking over his companions.
She sighed and frowned. “I’m afraid we’re all booked up. There have been a bunch of outsiders arriving lately. Word is there’s war brewing up north.”
“Oh, did you save my stuff? I didn’t leave much in my room, but I’ll take it off your hands.”
She stared at him in shock for a second. “We didn’t rent out your room, silly. You paid for the month, remember? It’s just like you left it,” she said with a grin. “But we don’t have any extra room… although,” she trailed off as her gaze swept the tavern.
“Do you have a possible solution? We would be willing to pay extra if a patron is willing to give up their room,” Sthuza suggested quietly.
Mrs. Spaulding shook her head, stray strands of brown hair whipping loose. “No need, dear. But I do believe I have the answer if you three are willing to share a double room,” she said, her eyes glinting mischievously as she looked from his bonded back to Gabriel.
His cheeks flushed, and he practically groaned in humiliation when Sthuza chuckled.
“Two beds would be most acceptable, Mrs. Spaulding,” Sthuza said graciously.
They both grinned conspiratorially and stepped away to acquire her solution.
A minute ago, she was getting onto me for chasing Estrial like a lovestruck teen, and now she’s practically throwing me into bed with two other adventurers.
‘I like her, Master.’
It didn’t take the pair long to return, smiles on both their faces.
“Okay, dearie, this is the key for the third-floor suite on the left. It’s three times the size of your old one and has two beds. Mr. Gavins was more than happy to downsize to your much less expensive room,” the innkeeper said.
Gabriel hesitated to take the offered key, suddenly reminded that he had spent almost all of his money before delving into the dungeon. And of course, anything he’d had left was stolen by the assholes that murdered him.
“I took the liberty of paying for a full week, Ma—Gabriel,” his Prime said.
They both glanced at the older woman, but she showed no sign of acknowledging Sthuza’s near slip.
He relaxed and accepted the key. “Thanks.”
Mrs. Spaulding left them to it after only a few more minutes of worried hovering and questioning.
She seems more concerned about me than my own mother was.
Sthuza smiled after he led his bonded into their room. ‘I get the impression that she is fond of you, Master.’
The sturdy oak door was no different from the one to his old room, back on the second floor.
But that was the only similarity he saw between the two. The lodging they had traded for was a single room and easily three times as large as the one he’d first rented. A thick curtain was pushed back against the far wall but could be pulled across the room between two inviting looking beds.
Proper beds, at least as much as one could find outside of a noble’s estate. Blackened iron frames held the wide mattresses off the ground. A quick test of their firmness revealed them to be soft, but not too soft.
I’d rather sleep in the dungeon to take advantage of the denser Aether, but that would draw too much attention. It’s not normal for adventurers to delve back to back. Since we need to stay here, we might as well enjoy the beds.
He glanced around the rest of the room as Cindra entered and shut the door. The bright floral patterns decorating the bedcovers and the curtains that concealed the large window were not to his taste. But he had no intention of complaining.
We’re lucky that guy wanted to swap. I don’t mind getting cozy with them, but that tiny bed I had last time would hardly be enough for me alone now.
‘With only two beds, Master, how ever shall we decide on our sleeping arrangements?’
His face flushed at his Prime’s teasing, but she was innocently unpacking when he glanced over.
He forgot all about the humor, watching the disguised monster girl methodically take out armfuls of clothes, three large pillows, and a random assortment of bottles and jars.
“How many dimensional bags do you have?”
“A few, Master,” Sthuza replied without turning from her task. “Though none that would hold Cindra’s sword. We should look for one that can. She drew too many curious looks carrying it through the city.”
A loud bark slightly
preceded Cindra leaping onto the leftmost bed. The hellhound was still in her humanoid form, but down on all fours as she ruffled the comforter and spun around chasing her tail.
Gabriel shook his head. “Cindra, stop that.”
It took her a bit to settle, but she slowed and eventually wiggled her leather-clad ass toward him delightfully before curling up in the center.
“I suppose that settles our sleeping arrangements,” Gabriel said as soft snoring escaped from his now snoozing bonded.
Kind of odd she’d want to take a nap this early.
With Cindra asleep, he spent several minutes helping Sthuza organize the supplies she’d unpacked.
Not long after they’d finished, and he was starting to think they should test
out the other bed, someone knocked on the door.
“Gabriel? I brought you and your lady friends some of my stew,” Mrs. Spaulding called through the door.
He leapt up, but before he could get there, Sthuza opened the door and stepped into the hall.
Glad she didn’t drop her disguise when we came in here.
Enhanced as his hearing was, he could only make out parts of the whispered conversation before Sthuza returned alone. She carried a wooden tray laden with three large bowls, a tall pitcher of ale, and three mugs.
“Is everything okay?” he asked, a little surprised at Sthuza’s effort to keep him from overhearing.
Her face reddened slightly, but she flashed a happy smile and nodded. “Everything is fine, Master. Mrs. Spaulding just had a few questions.”
Not entirely sure how to feel about her blushing and vague answers, Gabriel shrugged and focused on the food. The bowls were filled with a hearty lentil stew. It was the regular lunch served at the Careless Queen.
He half-expected Cindra to ignore the vegetarian dish and keep snoozing. On the contrary, the hellhound leapt from the bed and rushed over before Sthuza could set the tray down.
“Ooo! Smells great. Is this bowl Cindra’s?” she asked while bouncing. Her breasts threatened to capture his attention, but Sthuza scolded her when the floorboards creaked.
Once Cindra calmed down, the trio sat on the floor. Gabriel took a moment to savor the fragrant scent of Mrs. Spaulding’s cooking, letting it cool before his first bite.
After tasting it, he turned to Cindra and blinked. She was busy mopping up the last dregs with her long, blue tongue.
She turned to him with a bright smile. “That was good! Will we eat more of it soon?”
Sthuza hissed, but Gabriel chuckled and nodded. “I’m sure we can arrange something. Though you may not be interested in any others once you try her oross stew. It’s the reason they’re able to stay open. Wait until tonight. The place will be packed for dinner.”
Cindra returned to the bed and went right back to napping. It didn’t take him and Sthuza much longer to finish the thick lentil stew. Once she piled their dishes back on the tray, he stood and turned his attention to their mission.
“Getting this far was a lot easier than I expected. I’m surprised we had no trouble with the dungeon guards,” Gabriel said, sitting on the bed next to Cindra. Smiling down at her, he gently stroked her unruly hair.
Sthuza set the tray outside their door, then walked over to sit beside him.
Definitely wouldn’t have been able to sit like this with them both on my old bed.
“Thank you, by the way, for covering the bill,” he said. “I can’t believe I completely forgot about money until she offered me the key to the room.”
Sthuza leaned close and kissed his cheek softly, her lips barely grazing his skin. “It is my purpose to support and protect you, Master, just as you must protect and support Lady Merideva.”
Her green eyes flashed, and her voice took on an amused tone. “Plus, I had a sneaking suspicion that you might not have any coin on you since you wore nothing but that hideous robe a few days ago.”
Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh and accidentally dragged his hand across Cindra’s face, waking her.
The well-built monster girl stretched her arms high overhead, pulling her form-fitting armor even tighter. Her luminescent eyes snapped open and watched him.
“Hello, Packmaster.” She yawned, revealing lethal fangs and an impressive blue tongue. “Did you want to mate now? Cindra is ready.”
He grinned at her and leaned down to plant a kiss on the tip of her cute nose. “Not right now, you silly puppy, we need to plan out our next step.”
Already large, her blue eyes widened further—almost comically—and she slid across the bed to snuggle into his side. “Whenever you’re ready, Cindra is good to go!”
He just nodded and gently rubbed her head.
Guess I’m finally coming to terms with their flagrant sexuality. Didn’t even feel a hint of embarrassment that time.
“For the moment, I’d say we’re safe here. But as long as we’re outside of the dungeon, Meri is horribly exposed,” he began, changing the subject and drawing both monster girls’ attention.
“Yes, Master. I am most uncomfortable with the thought of leaving her security to Cuix and the goblins. Kestria’s tribe helps, but they will need time to learn the terrain. And even forty of them would be of little use against a serious threat.”
Cindra nodded at the gorgon’s words but remained quiet. Instead, she nuzzled her face against him and worked her head under his arm until he resumed stroking her silky ears.
“Now that we’ve made it to the city, I can’t help but worry that we’ll be too late,” he confessed.
Sthuza nodded and reached up to idly run her hands along her auburn locks. “It is essential that Estrial and her cohorts are not alerted to your survival. Since they did not report your death, I doubt anyone here would bother to tell them about your return. But they may have allies at the Guild Hall. To avoid that possibility, I believe it best if I head there alone.”
A frown formed on Gabriel’s face as his hand paused. He froze there for a moment until Cindra nudged him.
He sighed and resumed petting her. “Yeah, I see what you’re getting at. Someone there might recognize me and remember that I delved with Estrial. I was in there every day after I registered, practically begging for a party to join.”
She nodded. “Yes, Master. You should also stay away from the Academy, and anyone related to the recently deceased Kelith, just to be safe.”
The reminder that Kelith, his longtime bully, was dead did much to lessen his anxiety.
That’s one problem I don’t have to worry about anymore. Always seemed like I couldn’t escape his harassment.
‘Yes, Master. We have survived until now, and you have defeated your oldest tormentor. Soon we will deal with the rest.’
Hearing his Prime’s soothing presence in his mind further calmed his fear and worry, allowing him to relax. “Once we deal with Estrial and recover the crystal, we can take our time and decide what to do about the baron.”
Gabriel paused for a moment, his gaze slack as he thought. “Perhaps Cindra and I could do some scouting as well.” He held up a hand to stop Sthuza from interrupting.
“Not anywhere where we’d likely find her. Just loiter about and get a better feel for the city. I didn’t really get out much before, and it might be helpful to know what’s what currently.”
He framed his thoughts to reach his Prime. I was thinking it might help me bond with Cindra better if I took her on a date. Her focus on sex is a little excessive, so I want to see what she’s like outside of battle and mating. Maybe it would help us better understand each other.
Sthuza frowned, her beautiful human face scrunching up as she put her mind to work. “I suppose that does make sense,” she said at last. “Though I must admit, I have some fear for your safety here without me by your side.”
“I’ll have Cindra with me,” he said.
Her frown deepened. “Yesss, Massster, that isss what I meant.”
A wide grin spread across his face at her sibilant response, and he beckoned her closer with his free hand.
She glared at him, for only a second, then scooted over and draped herself almost as tightly to him as the hellhound on his other side.
She pouted her lips at him, and he kissed her, unable to resist how cute it made her look.
Though I kind of miss the green skin.
Eyes closed, Sthuza moaned softly into his mouth as he deepened the kiss. Cindra rubbed against them, adding to the experience.
After several pleasurable minutes hugging both his bonded while kissing his Prime, he pulled back with a satisfied sigh.
“As much as I’m enjoying sitting here with you two, it’s already afternoon. We can’t risk leaving the Core unguarded any longer than we have to.”
Both monster girls nodded.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Gabriel and his bonded left their room fifteen minutes later. Much of that time had been spent restoring the hellhound’s suspiciously disturbed leather armor.
Sthuza headed out the front door while he and Cindra dropped off their dirty dishes and thanked Mrs. Spaulding for the delicious stew.
The pair exited as soon as the beaming matron released them both from a surprisingly powerful hug.
Before they’d left their room, Sthuza had passed over a coin purse with dozens of copper and twenty silver pieces. He’d initially worried it was all of her money. That concern vanished when the gorgon revealed the other hundred silver pieces and fifty plus gold coins she had stashed in another pouch.
Gabriel grew up in Lostbarrow but had spent most of his life within the confines of the Academy’s extensive campus.
Not like I ever had the time or money to venture outside much.
“So, Cindra, is there anywhere you would like to visit?”
She tilted her large head down toward him and cocked it curiously to one side. “Back to the bed?”
Gabriel stopped halfway to slapping his face. Instead, he ran the raised hand through his dark hair and sighed.
“Not exactly what I had in mind. No problem, we’ll just walk around for a while and see what looks interesting, okay?”
She tilted her head to the other side, and her brilliant blue eyes stared without blinking. Several seconds after it became rather awkward, she smiled and nodded.
Then she reached over and slipped her powerful hand into his, interlacing their fingers.
Definitely don’t understand her well enough yet. I have no clue what she was thinking about.
With no particular destination in mind, Gabriel led her back through the marketplace, pointing out the few stores and other businesses that he recognized.
They had passed the permanent buildings and were weaving their way through the crowded main square of the Merchants’ Quarter when a sharp jerk on his arm nearly ripped it from his shoulder.
Then he was moving to the left, his feet sliding across the stone-paved street.
He turned to look and was unsurprised to see Cindra pushing her way through the crowd of shoppers. Heads turned, and people blinked at what he hoped they saw as an oversized inutari.
“Cindra, stop. Calm down,” Gabriel called out to no avail.
The towering monster girl continued to carelessly deflect anyone and everyone out of her path. A few seconds later, a scent caught his attention.
Ah. Meat cart.
More heads turned, and the crowded parted to let her pass.
Gabriel surrendered to the inevitable and started to walk. He followed his drooling companion over to a soot-stained wooden cart.
The dwarf behind it had his attention split between the customers lined up and the hot grill. When the crowd parted to let Cindra approach the cart, he looked up and blinked.
Gabriel and the dwarf both stared expectantly at the drooling Beastkin.
Cindra ignored them. She continued to drool, her eyes locked onto the skewers of glistening seared oross cooking just beyond her reach.
The proprietor’s eyes shifted to Gabriel, and he grinned.
“I’d like to get tw—”
Cindra growled, startling both men.
“Make that fou—”
Another growl, this time soundly suspiciously like it came from the hellhound’s midsection.
“Si—”
He winced when a bronze covered elbow banged into his ribs.
“Maybe ya need an even dozen, lad?” the dwarf said as a toothy grin split his thick red beard.
Gabriel chuckled, and his face heated, but he nodded. Both their grins widened when Cindra didn’t interrupt him again.
Monster and Dungeon Master waited patiently as the older dwarf spent a few minutes carefully checking and turning the grilling meat. The hellhound continued to drool. It reached the point that Gabriel became slightly alarmed at the sheer volume she was producing.
The dwarf seemed more amused than disturbed, so Gabriel let it go. He kept his attention on the crowd that slowly shifted around them now that Cindra didn’t look likely to maul anyone.
“Here you are, lad, a dozen oross skewers for ya and ya lovely lady,” the dwarf said with another toothy smile. “Be twenty coppers.”
Gabriel nodded and withdrew the necessary coinage from the purse Sthuza had given him. While he handed it over, Cindra accepted the bundle of savory grilled meat. He thanked the dwarf, then sighed when he noticed the proprietor’s dumbfounded look and turned back to his bonded.
Cindra stood there with six large wooden skewers peeking out between her brilliant white fangs.
Opening his mouth to speak, he paused when the apparently starving woman let out a throaty moan. Or maybe it was the crunch of fire-hardened skewers snapping as she messily chewed the street food that made him hesitate.
Twitching at the astonishing display, Gabriel turned back to the proprietor and flashed a crazed, broken smile.
The dwarf didn’t seem to notice. His brown eyes were wide open and locked on the beautiful beastkin. She had devoured enough food for an ogre, skewers and all.
Gabriel sighed heavily and grabbed Cindra by the arm, then led her away from the staring crowd.
She followed along without resistance, her focus entirely on savoring what remained of the meat.
By the time Gabriel had dragged her far enough from the people who had directly witnessed her outrageous behavior, she’d finished eating. She hadn’t put her gloves back on when they left the inn and was now using one wicked-looking claw to pick pieces out from between her fangs.
Hope no one notices those claws. They’re nothing like the nails an inutari would have.
Feeling his gaze upon her, Cindra glanced down, her hand freezing in mid-pick as she blushed furiously. Her gray skin darkened and took on an almost blue tint.
Her cheeks burned more when he laughed, and her overly expressive eyes flashed with fear.
“Silly puppy,” Gabriel chided softly with a big smile plastered across his face.
Hope filled Cindra’s eyes, and she leaned toward him when he reached up to brush her cheek. Then she frowned down at him as he wiped some grease off her face.
He laughed again but held his messy fingers up to her in offering—which she quickly accepted.
Cindra sucked both fingers instantly into her mouth, and her powerful tongue licked the meat juice off. For several seconds she suckled insistently on his engulfed digits. Her mouth and tongue were so hot Gabriel thought his fingers might be burnt to charcoal before she finished.
Cindra raised a hand and captured his arm in a firm grip. She held him still as she withdrew his fingers but continued to lick them more sensuously.
A woman cleared her throat loudly and drew them both back to their surroundings.
Fighting down the urge to blush, a battle Cindra had long since abandoned, Gabriel turned to meet the scandalized gaze of a trio of women.
All three were human and at least twice his age. They wore the practical but well-crafted dresses common to the wives of merchants.
Each of them glared at him like he’d committed murder.
Cindra’s unnecessarily erotic cleanup had pushed him to full mast. With his manhood straining at his pants, he felt a little cocky. He maintained eye contact with the outraged ladies and winked saucily before pulling the tall beastkin down for a deep, sloppy kiss.
Either keen to help him torment the prudish busybodies, or just eager to taste him again, she met his embrace passionately. His lips had barely brushed her dark-gray ones before she opened her mouth and thrust her incredibly agile tongue against his.
Just like the last time he’d kissed the excitable monster girl, she quickly dominated the pace. His defenses lasted longer this time, by several seconds, but before he realized it, she had that limber muscle invading his mouth.
Her arms wrapped around him, tensing hard as steel while one hand gripped him with enough force to bruise him even through his armored coat.
The offended women muttered and huffed, but Gabriel pushed them out of his thoughts.
Cindra had closed her eyes when he kissed her, and he flinched when they suddenly snapped open. The bright-blue glow was shockingly intense so close.
Despite his fear of suffocating, they continued to kiss for several long minutes. Yielding and accepting that they were going to keep going until Cindra was satisfied, he ran his hands along her backside.
A glance behind his bonded revealed the trio of offended women rushing away. One of them kept looking back, blushing.
While Cindra’s armor concealed more of her spectacular body than seemed right at the moment, he still found it pleasurable to trace along the powerful muscles of her back before coming to her plump butt and grabbing both cheeks.
She must have liked that. When Gabriel grasped her ass and squeezed, she whimpered deep in her throat and started to grind her crotch against him.
Damn, she is so hot!
As their frantic makeout session continued to escalate, he felt sweat bead up all over. The wetness seemed especially damp along the front of his pants.
Gabriel smiled at the thought of Cindra being so wet for him. He found that idea incredibly arousing.
Then he realized that same dampness was pressed against his chest.
Cindra was sated not long after, and she released him. She pulled her pliable tongue back into her mouth after a final few licks across his face.
Licks that left a surprisingly familiar wetness—a lot like the one slowly soaking into his crotch and chest.
Did she do that on purpose?
He stepped back from the suddenly demure hellhound.
Between the greasy food and their kiss, she’d managed to drool all the way down her front.
She knew what she was doing.
Gabriel tried to glare at the innocent acting monster girl, but it quickly morphed into a smirk, and an amused chuckle slipped past his defenses.
Cindra raised her head slowly, setting her anxious gaze on his face. The tension in her shoulders vanished, and she beamed down at him happily.
“You are a very messy eater, aren’t you?” he teased.
She blushed again but smiled and nodded. “Saved you one, Packm—Gabriel,” Cindra whispered shyly.
He glanced down at her hand and realized she’d been holding on to a single skewer of perfectly seared meat the whole time.
Bet she even got the grease on my back.
Gabriel flashed her a grateful smile and accepted the snack. Still steaming, the oross meat was salty and crunchy on the outside but succulent and tender beneath the tasty crust.
Cindra watched him closely, so he ate it almost as quickly as she had. Though, he was careful not to eat the wooden skewer.
“Sorry Cindra got you messy,” she said, sounding not even a little sorry.
Of course, it’s Cindra not I when she’s being a brat.
He laughed again, which caused her to watch him intently until he smiled back.
“No big deal, Cindra.” Proving that he meant it, he focused internally and harnessed a positively tiny sliver of his total mana pool.
Not even enough to move the bar. Wonder if upgrading the Interface further will add more detail to that.
Gabriel formed the arcane glyphs and released the simple spell in seconds.
He stood still for a moment while the arcane energy washed over them and cleaned away all the dirt and grime they’d acquired and the sodden wetness of hellhound slobber.
A whimpering giggle from Cindra drew his attention back to his bonded. “Are you all right?”
She blushed again but nodded. “Is fine now, just tickled.”
He reached up and ruffled her thick mane of gray hair and smiled. “Good. Then perhaps we should continue our date?”
The tall beastkin tilted her head sharply and stared at him. “Date? Is that the thing where human males spend money to impress a female so she will suck his penis?” Cindra asked.
His smile turned brittle, and his lungs ceased working. It felt like the whole world froze for a long, silent moment.
Then she poked him between the eyes, careful not to cut him with her claw.
He shook his head clear and snorted. “I’m not even going to ask where you got that idea.”
“Lady snakes was edu—” Cindra cut off and frowned before starting again, “teac—” she cut off a second time, “learning me about your customs.” After struggling to explain herself, she looked away from him.
This time it was only his heart that seized up. “What’s wrong, Cindra? You can tell me.”
The statuesque monster girl sniffled loudly before she spoke. “Snakey said Cindra needs to change and act more ‘ladylike’ before Packmaster will mate with me and mark me with your seed.”
Gabriel stared at her in shock. The poor thing was practically sobbing at this point. Despite being a good four inches taller and at least eight-hundred pounds heavier, it was still a heart-wrenching sight.
Without thinking, he stepped close and wrapped his arms around her protectively. He nuzzled his face into her neck, feeling her cloak puffed up against him by her thick collar of fur.
“It’s okay, Cindra. You don’t need to change at all. I like the real you, so don’t worry about trying to act differently or anything.” He stroked her strong back soothingly.
She sniffled before rubbing her cheek against his hair. “Are you sure, Packmaster? Should Cin— should I act ‘ladylike’?”
He chuckled again and reached up to stroke her exposed cheek.
She leaned into his hand, and he stepped back enough to look her in the eyes.
“No. You don’t need to act ladylike. And if you feel more comfortable referring to yourself by name, you don’t have to force yourself to do otherwise. Not for me. Not for anyone. Besides, I think it’s kind of cute.”
A few tears welled up in her eyes, but she smiled happily, still rubbing her cheek against his stroking hand.
“Now that we have that cleared up, how about we go look around the docks? Are you still hungry?”
Cindra glanced away then back and nodded.
“Okay. Lostbarrow has some great seafood. Maybe we can find a stall that sells cooked fish.”
She perked up in a flash, grasped his hand, and led him toward the waterfront.
Not sure if it was the heartfelt speech or the hint of food that had the larger effect.
Chuckling, he followed the eager hellhound across the district and down toward the docks.
◆◆◆
 
Two hours later, Gabriel was now leading Cindra along by the hand.
Whatever war was happening up north had made a far more direct impact on the docks than it had in the Merchants’ Quarter.
Refugees and soldiers had the whole area packed almost shoulder to shoulder. A variety of ships lined every pier, and a small army of stevedores hustled about, unloading cargo.
Gabriel and Cindra had spent most of the two hours fighting their way along the docks in hopes of finding a seafood stall.
Unfortunately, no one seemed willing to cook anything, as entire shiploads were bought up before they were even unloaded.
“Come on, Cindra, I’m sure we can get something tasty back at the inn,” he said in yet another attempt to cheer up his disappointed bonded.
She blew out a long breath but nodded.
“Sorry, Packmaster,” Cindra growled softly.
He winced at her mistake and pulled her closer. A glance around them revealed no one paying them any more mind than usual.
Well usual for an adventurer accompanied by one of the largest, most beautiful females in the city.
“We have to stay undercover up here. Remember not to say anything that would reveal the truth about any of us, okay?”
She looked bashful and nodded.
“Just make sure to call me Gabriel in public,” he said, then pulled her down to kiss her nose.
Instead of responding, she blushed and averted her gaze.
He shook his head and chuckled. “Whatever. We should head back and see if Sthuza has learned anything.”
Cindra was staring at her feet but nodded, and they proceeded to head back.
As they crossed the city again, he thought back on the few hours they’d spent walking around. Cindra had been excited by almost every new smell and sight they discovered, even though they didn’t manage to get her any fish. He found it refreshing to see such unbridled zest for life.
I’ve lived here for over twenty years and never seen anyone so excited just to take in the sights. Energetic company makes a world of difference in how enjoyable it is, I suppose.
While showing his bonded the few interesting spots people had mentioned over the years, he had kept alert for any rumors about Estrial, the baron, or the dungeon.
Didn’t learn much of anything worth knowing. People suspect the baron of buying more beastkin slaves, which, while disreputable, is perfectly legal.
I’d love to know if he’s changed his behavior since we killed so many of his guards and his only son. He knows about Meri, so he’s a threat we’ll have to eliminate.
The only people I heard talking about Estrial were busy discussing the finer points of her sex life. And what they would do if she invited them into it.
No one had anything to say about the dungeon. Gabriel wasn’t surprised, since most people who were interested in the dungeon hung out in the Guild Quarter.
As long as the baron doesn’t tell anyone about Meri, there shouldn’t be any renewed interest in the dungeon.
Still, a couple of men had argued about the increasing cost of Magic Stones over the past few years. Fewer monsters to kill meant fewer adventurers delving, which added up to a major reduction in the collection of the valuable resource.
As Meri grows, the dungeon will become more profitable again. What kind of changes will that cause in the city? Lostbarrow has been in decline for a century or so. Need to be careful that we don’t draw too much attention too fast.
They made it back to the inn without any real issues. When they went inside, a few men stared at Cindra longer than was proper, and Gabriel found their lust-filled gazes offensive. Once again, the fiery need to defend his Pack filled him.
I should kill them for looking at her like that!
‘Calm yourself, Master. The hound’s bond is influencing your thoughts again. Please hurry up to the room. I believe I have found a clue.’
Sthuza’s voice in his head had an instant effect, and his anger cooled as quickly as it had heated.
Gabriel was eager to see his Prime. He’d missed her more than he’d expected given the few hours they’d been apart, so he led his second bonded through the mostly empty tavern.
Thankfully they didn’t encounter Mrs. Spaulding this time and were able to reach their room with ease.
He’d barely opened the door when Sthuza rushed over and embraced him. “Master, it is good to see you again,” she whispered in his ear.
She pulled away again a moment later and led them all over to the ruffled bed Cindra had claimed earlier.
“It seems that your date was a success,” the gorgon said with a wry look as she watched the hellhound practically melt against his side. Her expression didn’t prevent her from sitting next to him.
“Cindra loved it! Packmaster was amazing!” the hellhound gushed. She leaned toward her fellow bonded and looked like she wanted to hug the slender gorgon.
“Yes, well, while you two were otherwise occupied,” Sthuza said. “I have discovered a potential lead.”
“You mentioned that. What did you find? Did you have any trouble?” Gabriel asked eagerly.
Sthuza leaned in against him, bookending him with the hellhound, and sighed.
She shook her head at his worried look. “There was no trouble, Master. But it was harder than I had expected.”
“To find information on Estrial?”
“Well, yes, that too, but it was mostly how differently the people at the Guild behaved. I fear I may need to study up on modern social etiquette more thoroughly if we are to do much infiltration work,” she said primly. Sthuza seemed absolutely shocked and appalled by the experience, and he couldn’t help but chuckle.
“As long as you’re safe, I’m not too worried about it. So, what did you learn?”
“Several people saw her and her fellow traitors visit the Guild the night they… betrayed you. Then they left the city via the west gate.”
He nodded and sighed as he struggled to consider just what kind of lead Estrial could have by now.
How far could they have gotten in five days?
Sthuza brushed a hand along his jawline and drew his attention back to her. “That is not the interesting part.” She paused to smile. “After investigating further, I found a woman who saw them return to the city two nights ago with a captive beastkin female of some sort.”
“Did Estrial, by any chance, sell her to the baron?” Gabriel asked after he thought back to one of the few things he’d heard.
Sthuza’s eyebrows rose, and then she smiled, nodding. “Yes, Master. They were seen entering the castle with her in tow, and they left a short time later without their prisoner. They spent the night, then left the city again in the morning.”
He grinned.
“We’re not that far behind Estrial then. We can definitely catch them if we hurry,” Gabriel said, and he didn’t even try to contain the excitement in his voice.
She smiled softly but shook her head. “We could do so, but I am concerned that they exited via the east gate yesterday.”
His expression faltered. “But they went out the west gate the first time. That means we can’t be certain they’re actually headed east.”
She nodded. “That is my concern, Master. If Cindra had encountered one of them, I expect that she could easily track them and lead us right to them…”
“But she never met them, and Cuix’s goblins ate my corpse, so no scent to pick up,” he finished for her, then paused. “You have something more, don’t you?”
“I was very thorough, Master,” she said archly. “The beastkin slave was restrained by the two humans in the party during their trip to the castle. If they were that close to her the entire time, Cindra might be able to pick up their scent. Or perhaps, the beastkin could be convinced to aid us.”
“Aid us? Why do you think that?”
Sthuza stared at him in disappointment. “Really, Master? A beastkin abducted in the wild by a party of adventurers and then sold to a notorious noble? I would expect her to beg for a chance at revenge.”
“Good point. Which just leaves breaking into the baron’s castle and rescuing her before the bastard tires of her and kills her or ships her off,” Gabriel said.
“Almost. Technically we only need to break into the prison, which is in a separate building outside of the wall.”
That would be a lot easier.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Gabriel was a little surprised to learn the baron had a separate prison outside of the castle proper. It had once been used to house dangerous prisoners away from the nobles.
From what Sthuza had gathered, the baron had converted the lower floors of the prison into a sex dungeon. All because his wife didn’t want him to play with his slaves in the family estate.
Further evidence of the corrupt noble’s morally bankrupt life meant little to Gabriel at this point. He had despised the man for over a decade because of how Kelith had bullied him. His bonded hated the baron both for the attack on Meri, and what Kelith did to Gabriel.
Since the plan to steal Meri was the baron’s, Kelith might have been telling the truth about his father being the one that set Gabriel up.
Still doesn’t mean the arrogant shit wasn’t a complete prick.
Gabriel shook his head to clear out the unnecessary thoughts and focused on the tour through the wealthiest section of town.
His Prime walked at his side, with one arm threaded through his, and they appeared as no more than a pair of young lovers on an afternoon stroll. It was the perfect cover for spying on the baron’s sex dungeon.
Cindra remained back in their room despite her intense desire to accompany them. She had been worried she would miss out on the mating if she didn’t.
Sthuza had refused to let her join them, and Gabriel agreed with his Prime. After several minutes of solemn promises that no one would be doing anything of the sort while they were out, she had consented to stay behind.
No telling what Cindra would decide to chase after without warning. Besides, I’m pretty sure she’d have been bored to tears within seconds. There’s no food or mating.
That thought made him smile, and he continued to escort Sthuza on a slow lap around the dark, well-fortified castle.
Sthuza leaned in close and spoke quietly, “Getting past the castle gate would have been a serious challenge. Fortunately, we do not need to. There is only a small detachment to guard the prison where he keeps his conquests.”
“Are you sure it’s safe to talk so openly here?” Gabriel asked. He glanced around again, wary of eavesdroppers.
She giggled and patted his arm affectionately. “Yes, Master, as long as we do not raise our voices, no one will hear anything other than soft murmuring between us.”
His curious look melted away when she discreetly tapped the silver and ruby bracelet she wore on her right wrist.
She didn’t have that on earlier.
“You have a lot of lovely little toys, don’t you?” he teased.
She smirked. “You have no idea. If you are a very good master, maybe I shall show you some of my other toys.”
He stumbled slightly at her unexpected response. His pants grew tighter as vivid images flashed through his mind, and he subtly adjusted himself.
Sthuza didn’t laugh or tease him any further, though amusement glimmered in her eyes as she gazed up at him.
Determined not to become careless, or let her tease him too much, he returned his attention to the drab stone bunker up ahead. While they were fortunate the baron’s slaves were kept far from any guardhouses, the place was still fortified.
The strolling pair slowed their already leisurely pace. They pretended to inspect the various high-end businesses and restaurants that lined the street opposite the castle.
Several shops with large glass fronts were filled with garishly bright clothing. The style was in vogue with the local nobility.
Most of those colors are bright enough to blind a man.
To his surprise, Sthuza appeared sincerely interested in the displays. Gabriel figured it would be fine for her to window shop for a bit, so he kept a careful watch on the sinister blockhouse that was their goal.
Thick bars sealed off the few windows on the single-story building , and the lone door was similarly reinforced with wide strips of hardened metal.
Sthuza’s deceptively strong grip tightened around his hand momentarily. “Massster, if you keep ssstaring at the prissson, people will take note,” she whispered.
He flinched and twisted back to face the shop in front of them. It struck him that his Prime was using the reflection in the glass to spy on their target.
Damn, I should have thought of that.
‘Do not be too hard on yourself, Master, I do have a slight experience advantage on you.’
That caused him to snort in amusement, and she flashed an irritated look at him. Despite her harsh expression, his bond with her glowed with warmth and love.
What the—
Someone murmured, and Gabriel looked at the people passing by. Most of them studiously ignored the couple, and he realized Sthuza was further discouraging others from paying them too much attention.
Long as we don’t get loud, nobody will look too closely while she’s glaring. Well, no one but gossips, and they’ll be busy imagining what I did to piss her off.
‘Precisely, Master.’
He followed her lead but kept his focus on the guard that stood watch in front of the prison.
They spent what felt like an hour pretending to view the various outrageous garments on display before something finally happened.
Another armored man walked up and greeted the visibly bored guard. They chatted for a couple of minutes, then the new arrival opened the door and vanished within.
Almost as soon as he’d ducked inside, two more showed up. This time the conversation between the guards was more heated. However, when they finished and broke up, no one seemed particularly angry.
The first man took off down the street. One of the new pair took his place and opened the door for the other who waved and headed inside.
“Interesting,” Sthuza mumbled so quietly Gabriel barely heard.
“What is?” he asked, keeping his voice as soft as hers.
She shook her head slightly, auburn locks fluttering oddly with the motion. “Later, Master. We need to keep watch for just a short while longer.”
He nodded and pretended to be fascinated by the rather scandalous skirts on display in the store before them.
That might look rather nice on Cindra. It would really highlight the blue of her eyes.
The slender hand that held his tightened. Painfully.
He instinctively closed his mind.
Shit, she heard that, didn’t she? Almost forgot how strong she is.
Gabriel made a mental note to take the time to remind Sthuza just how much he cared about her. He knew better than to compound his folly by turning to her or saying something that could be misconstrued as empty flattery.
Probably best to keep my thoughts to myself for the moment. Letting Sthuza hear how much I’d like to see her wearing that silky lingerie from earlier might not be taken as intended right now.
He kept his mind closed and accepted her crushing grip without complaint. Sthuza had yet to share much detail about her past, but he knew she’d been left alone in her lair for a long time. If she was a little insecure about her position, he’d do what he could to relieve her worries.
Really need to get to know her better. Might be able to help her if I knew more about her past. But we don’t have the time to spend resolving long-term issues right now.
He thought back to how poorly his social life had gone as a human. Plus, I might just make it worse. Can’t risk that before we get the crystal back. Once Meri’s safe, I’ll have plenty of time to work things out with my bonded.
Sthuza squeezed his hand long enough that his already pale fingers started to turn blue, but he suffered in silence until she finally relaxed.
“I believe we can return now, Massster,” she said, her voice carefully neutral.
“Ok—”
“Unlessss you wish to purchassse that ssskirt for the dog,” she finished before pulling away from him.
He tried to swallow down the lump in his throat. “Uh, no. I think we should head back and go over our plan.”
Sthuza turned and speared him with her gaze for a long second, then nodded.
As she spun around and stomped off toward the inn, he couldn’t fully restrain an amused chuckle at the cute way her nose scrunched up when she got frustrated.
The luckiest day of my life was stumbling into her hunting grounds.
The day when Merideva saved his soul and granted him potential immortality was arguably his luckiest. But that was also the same day he’d wound up naked and strapped to a sacrificial altar.
He followed the silent gorgon back to the inn. She cut a swath through the late afternoon crowds almost as well as the imposing hellhound. Though, some of the people that shifted out of her way stared after the frustrated beauty. Most of the ones that moved out of Cindra’s path were too busy escaping to look back.
They entered the tavern together, and Gabriel saw Mrs. Spaulding step out of the kitchen and walk across the large, smoky room.
She carried a wide tray overburdened with plates and drinks, but she waved at them with her free hand before moving to a crowded table.
The dinner crowd, and the numerous nightly drinkers, had started to filter in, and the place was rapidly filling up.
Sthuza beelined for the stairs, so Gabriel hurried to keep up as they returned to their room.
Hope she’s not really mad.
He’d discovered one positive thing from her chilly attitude. It was much easier to keep his thoughts in his head when he was worried about pissing her off.
It might be good practice for controlling my mind, but I’d rather not screw up in the first place.
His Prime tried the door, then hissed and spun to face him.
Nodding, he pulled the key and stepped up. He unlocked the door and moved aside, then waved Sthuza in.
She blushed slightly, and he thought her gaze looked a little warmer.
Or at least less arctic.
◆◆◆
 
Any further observation was blasted from his mind when a powerful and furry arm reached through the open door and jerked him inside.
“Packmaster’s back!” Cindra growled happily as she pulled him into a backbreaking hug.
He grunted as the air was blasted from his lungs. “I’m glad to see you too, Cindra, but we need to—”
She cut him off by pressing her hot lips to his, smashing them against his teeth.
Gabriel could feel the fiery heat of her nude body through his clothes. He shuddered in her arms when she started to grind her crotch on his thigh.
Their kiss deepened when he reflexively opened his mouth, which allowed her aggressive tongue to invade. It twirled around wildly, tracing along his teeth, wrestled briefly with his own smaller appendage, and then withdrew and lapped all across his face.
The growing wetness of her slobbery kisses hearkened back to their last, very messy kiss. His memory of the event was still so vivid that he could feel her drool soaking into his pants leg.
“No, Massster, that isss current wetnesss,” Sthuza said coldly from one side.
He froze at her icy tone—and the dawning realization of the moist heat rubbing against his thigh.
Cindra continued to slobber all over his face for several seconds before he got her attention.
“Cindra, stop, please!” Gabriel all but yelled, finally getting his second bonded to calm down.
She shrank in on herself but didn’t whimper like she did the last time he’d tried to stop her sensual assault.
“It is rude to do that with Sthuza standing right there,” he explained after swallowing several times and readjusting his rock-hard arousal.
The tall hellhound nodded eagerly at his statement. “Cindra understands. It was naughty of me to ignore Lady Snakes like that.”
He smiled, grateful for her quick comprehension, then blinked as she let go of him and darted away so fast he almost fell.
By the time Gabriel was steady again and looked back to her, Sthuza was wrapped in an intimate embrace and pressed against the wall.
Cindra was treating his Prime to the same ruthlessly aggressive kiss with which she’d greeted him.
He could see Sthuza’s cheeks bulge as the prodigious blue tongue violated her mouth. She had both hands grasping Cindra’s arms. But it wasn’t obvious if she was trying to escape.
There was a faint hissing, possibly her disguised head-snakes expressing their displeasure—or arousal? Again he couldn’t be sure as the hungry moans the hellhound was making were far too loud.
Suddenly the redhead in Cindra’s embrace shimmered. When her appearance stabilized, the beautiful gorgon was fully revealed.
Why do I find this so hot?
That thought reminded him of Sthuza’s issues with furry monsters, and he moved to help her. But before he could pull the overenthusiastic hellhound off of her, Sthuza relaxed her grip.
Her slender hands trailed up her forceful partner’s shoulders, then along her neck before they tangled in Cindra’s thick gray mane. Several head-snakes leaned in and brushed against the larger monster girl.
Gabriel froze at the unexpected movement, and his eyes widened when Sthuza showed no sign of trying to force the hellhound back.
It almost looked like she pressed her body against the far more muscular woman.
His initial concern for his Prime’s discomfort had limited just how aroused he got at the sight. But with her apparently willing, even eager participation, he couldn’t help but stare in rapt fascination.
His own arousal continued to rise, and it felt like his pants were crushing his member.
Shit, if they don’t stop, I’ll have to join them.
Sthuza flinched slightly. After a few more excruciatingly erotic seconds of kissing, she pulled back from the exuberant hellhound mauling her face.
Cindra panted, her impressive tongue hanging out of her mouth. A string of saliva, no doubt cinnamon-flavored, connected the pair for a moment.
Sthuza’s eyes were closed, and her lips curved in a slight smile. Her usually pale face was flushed a vibrant green, and she took a deep breath, then swallowed several times.
Vertically slit, emerald eyes snapped open and stared at Cindra. Sthuza turned away from the larger monster girl, first toward Gabriel, but upon seeing his hungry gaze, she flinched and looked to the opposite side.
“Let me go thisss inssstant you… you… giant tongue!”
Both Gabriel and his second bonded blinked at the gorgon’s ridiculous insult. He started to laugh, while Cindra leaned forward and licked Sthuza’s cheek. That caused his Prime to sputter before the hellhound finally backed off.
Sthuza kept her back to them as she retreated to one corner. She spent several minutes adjusting her clothes and petting her head-snakes.
While she was busy collecting herself, Gabriel led Cindra to the far bed and sat beside her.
“Cindra, you can’t just go kissing anyone you want to,” he said firmly. He kept almost all of his burning arousal from his voice.
Her gray eyebrows shot up. “Cindra would never kiss anybody outside of the Pack!”
Damn right. The thought of some other man touching…
The moment it occurred to Gabriel, a surge of fiery outrage washed over him.
No one touches my Pack.
He glanced down and noticed his hands shaking. He forced his anger back and relaxed when it melted away as quickly as it came. The soothing calm that replaced it took most of his lust with it.
“I know you wouldn’t,” Gabriel said. His words instantly calmed the agitated hellhound. “But you can’t just force a kiss, or more, on a member of the Pack either,” he explained with an amused grin.
“Cindra would never say no if packsister wanted to kiss,” she muttered. “Or more,” she continued, and her eyes flickered playfully.
He chuckled. “Still, you need to make sure that we are okay with it before you proceed,” he said.
She sulked, her tall ears flopping down flat against her thick hair, and nodded. “Okay, Packmaster, Cindra will ask first.”
An easy smile spread across his face, which she quickly mirrored as he reached up and ruffled her wild hair.
“Now that you have straightened out the fur rug, we should go over what we learned about the prison, Master,” Sthuza said in a relaxed tone.
Gabriel glanced over to her as she approached and sat on the bed across from him.
She held herself tall and proud, her bearing just as refined as ever, but Gabriel snorted when he noticed a wet spot on the crotch of her light-colored pants.
Sharp emerald eyes snapped to his but looked away again when he didn’t flinch. He took pity on his Prime’s embarrassment and nodded.
“What did you learn about the guards that showed up?” he asked, drawing a grateful smile from her.
“It appears that there are only three guards on a shift. The one at the door, and two inside.”
“That seems a little low, doesn’t it? Didn’t you say the place has multiple subterranean floors?” he asked.
“Yes, though I believe it is likely to be no more than three floors at most. Any deeper and they would risk breaching the dungeon.”
They definitely would have avoided that. Never ends well if you try to dig into a dungeon.
“How confident are you that there are only three guards?”
“I cannot promise it, Master. Still, it makes sense if you consider the reputation of the place, and the baron’s use for it.”
Gabriel thought about that for a moment. Most of the people Sthuza had spoken with sounded terrified of the baron and his ominous sex prison. Rumors abounded about the cruel tortures he indulged within.
Gabriel had heard hints back at the Academy of the man’s sadism toward beastkin especially.
Slavery was legal in Ailannor, though only for certain races. All manner of beastkin tended to find themselves targeted for enslavement if they traveled far, so most of them remained with their tribes and clans.
They were desirable as slaves for both sex and physical labor, but many free beastkin found great success as adventurers. And in a city that was famous for its dungeon, there were quite a few beastkin to be found living in Lostbarrow.
They despised the baron and would blame him whenever a young female disappeared. Each time such allegations were made, he’d put on a show of force and “serve justice”
to any that dared slander him.
As Gabriel considered the man’s reputation, he nodded in agreement. The baron wouldn’t need more than three guards to watch over a handful of sex slaves.
“Yeah, most people would never risk invoking his wrath. Still, it sounds too good to be true,” he said at last.
Sthuza nodded, and her snakes weaved about her head. “I understand your concern, Master. I assure you I will remain on guard in case there are more.”
“Cindra will help too, Packmaster!” Cindra interjected cheerfully. She’d snuggled up against him when Sthuza sat down.
“Now that we’re done planning, is it time to mate?” Cindra asked, her deep voice filled with desire.
He chuckled and adjusted his still tight pants.
Before he could reply, or more likely Cindra could try to mount him, his Prime shook her head.
“I am afraid not… Cindra,” Sthuza paused to stare at the horny monster girl. “We have only an hour or so until nightfall, and we must be ready to strike.”
Cindra frowned, but she refrained from unleashing the dreaded puppy-dog eyes on them, and he sighed in relief.
With that, the gorgon gestured at the hellhound. “That means you should put your armor back on,” Sthuza said pointedly.
Gabriel grinned at the nude woman cuddled up next to him. “She’s right, Cindra. You really need to get dressed.”
She got up and pouted, though he was ready for it and refused to meet her pitiful gaze.
That was much easier than normal as her spectacular breasts bounced and jiggled with the slightest movement.
Distracted by her gravity-defying bosom, he didn’t say anything else until Cindra turned her back and hid her hypnotizing bust.
Then she exposed herself fully when she bent over to pick up the discarded leather armor.
His eyes threatened to leap out of his head as her nether lips parted to reveal the wet blue flesh within while she wiggled her bum toward him.
Sthuza hissed loudly, which reminded him to breathe, and he quickly turned away.
“Cccindra, bad dog!” the gorgon snapped.
Gabriel resisted the urge to take another peek at the hellhound’s glistening folds. When his Prime yelled, he forgot all about his intentions and looked back.
Still nude, Cindra ducked her head and squatted on the floor. Her thick round ass pressed to the soft rug, and she had her hands flat on the ground next to her feet.
If he’d thought the brief glimpse of her glowing slit was arousing before, this view was positively erotic.
He drew a deep breath and stared transfixed as the scowling gorgon stood and lectured the squatting, subservient hellhound for several minutes.
Sthuza’s words were a vague droning in the background as he struggled to stop staring.
Once Sthuza finished, Cindra bobbed her head sadly and picked up her armor. She stood and dragged her feet slowly across the floor until she reached the corner Sthuza had retreated to earlier.
There, she quickly dressed without the provocative hip wagging and then stood staring back at the pair of them forlornly.
“Is… everything all right, Sthuza?” Gabriel asked when she finally turned to face him.
One angular eye twitched erratically at him, but she nodded. “Everything isss fine, Massster.”
He shrugged and turned away.
Definitely don’t want to get into that right now. Shame I got so worked up without release though.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Two hours later, Gabriel and his bonded had slipped out of the inn and were hiding between two expensive shops as they watched the prison across the deserted street.
There were a few lights along the stone road, but only one near their target. A single guard leaned against the stone wall beneath the lantern. The man barely shifted, and he hadn’t walked more than three feet from the door since the trio started watching.
Gabriel had been eager to get out of the tense atmosphere in their room. Unfortunately, it had carried over to the narrow alley where he crouched with Cindra and Sthuza.
There’s more going on here than just Sthuza being mad at Cindra for running around naked. I feel like they’ve got something planned. Though, it might just be that kiss.
He was tired, cramped, and frustrated with the high tension between his bonded.
Waiting any longer is pointless. Sthuza said I need to start taking the lead more, and I know it’s true. Now is as good a time as any.
Gabriel focused a mental shake to his Prime and grabbed Cindra’s shoulder.
“We’re going now,” he said. “It’s dark enough, and he has to be bored to tears by this point.”
Cindra’s expressive eyes widened, and she nodded eagerly.
Sthuza’s response was more muted, but he saw a flash of approval in her green eyes. Back in her human disguise, she slipped out into the street and walked over to the guard.
Gabriel gave her several seconds to get the weary man’s attention, then released his grip on the hellhound’s shoulder.
Cindra bolted across the street in the blink of an eye. Even with his superior hearing, Gabriel detected only the slightest pop as the powerful monster snapped the unsuspecting guard’s neck like a dry twig.
Gabriel looked both ways for several breaths before he moved onto the street and followed his bonded.
I need to learn how to fight better. That and make time to study more combat magic.
Part of him felt disappointment at watching his bonded do all of the work. But another, smaller, part was glad that he did not have another man’s blood on his hands—at least not directly. He reached the pair of monster girls just as Sthuza inserted a looted key into the door.
She opened it carefully but was unable to prevent a loud screeching as the hinges cried out for oil.
He tried to fight down his panic as his pulse thundered in his ears.
That was a lot louder than it was during the day.
Thirty seconds of tense waiting passed without another sound, and the three relaxed and moved inside.
Cheap gas lamps were anchored to the dreary whitewashed walls of the narrow hall they’d entered.
The ceiling and floor were both constructed of rough wood planks, which he thought was odd after the thick stone walls, but he followed Cindra, who now carried the dead man’s sword.
Her massive greatsword had been left in their room. The idea of sneaking around with the eighty-pound weapon would have been crazy. Even so, she’d sulked for a while after Gabriel and Sthuza forced her to leave the highly enchanted blade behind.
They found four doors on the first floor. Two of them led to rooms for the guards. The third was a storeroom overflowing with piles of mundane supplies. And rats. Lots of rats.
Sthuza screamed when a rat ran out of a burlap sack and across her boot.
Gabriel snorted.
Never would have pegged her for being scared of rats.
Demonstrating a complete disregard for stealth, Cindra fell to the dusty floor and howled in laughter.
Gabriel found her reaction even more amusing than Sthuza’s but bit his cheek as he clamped down on his mirth, drew his sword, and checked his mana pool.
Mana 50%
Gabriel had more left than he’d expected after the previous night, but he still wanted to avoid casting spells to deal with the two guards if possible.
Fortunately, the arcane conduit Sthuza gave him also served as an excellent melee weapon.
Now, if only I’d paid more attention to my training all those years ago.
Blushing furiously, Sthuza moved to quiet the rollicking hellhound.
That or she was trying to smother the other woman.
By the time she got the larger monster girl to stop moving, they all could hear someone muttering darkly from beyond the fourth door.
Gabriel crouched quietly in the shadows, hoping to ambush the annoyed-sounding guard. Cindra hid among the rat-infested bags while Sthuza pressed into one corner.
“Hey, Will, the hells are you doing up here?” the man grumbled after opening the door.
He seemed to pause for a moment, then footsteps drew closer.
“Will?” he called out again. He sounded less irritated and more concerned.
Gabriel rushed out around the door he’d hidden behind with his sword raised.
A tall, broad-shouldered man wearing thick vanguard plate armor froze as Gabriel approached. It was the kind of armor favored by powerful adventurers who had the strength to handle the massive weight.
We should have let Cindra bring her greatsword!
Gabriel caught the guard by surprise and took a second to aim for the heavily armored man’s head. His strike landed solidly on the dumbfounded guard’s helmet.
A flare of magic lit up the room as his sword was deflected.
Shit, the bastard’s wearing enchanted armor in a damn prison?
Sthuza’s concern rushed across their bond, but before Gabriel could respond, Cindra burst out of her hiding space and struck the man as well.
Her pilfered sword was similar to his arcane focus in size but had a single, curved edge. She brought it down on one of the man’s thick pauldrons.
The defensive enchantment flared again, brighter this time, but her attack still dented the thick steel plate.
“Are you two fucking crazy?” the guard gasped as he staggered back and drew his own weapon.
Cindra cocked her head and stared at the warped sword in her hand while the man raised his heavy mace to strike.
Fear clenched Gabriel’s heart tight, and he lunged toward her. He brought his blade up just in time to parry the overhead bash.
He nearly dropped his sword when the impact numbed his fingers. His entire arm tingled, and his knees threatened to buckle.
Damn, felt like that was one of Cindra’s swings!
Painful lessons from his childhood about the different weapons of war flashed through his mind, but he forced them aside to focus on countering the next strike.
It didn’t come. Steel flashed through the air between them, forcing the man to dodge a flying blade.
After hurling her bent sword at the guard, Cindra growled deep in her chest and rushed him.
The hallway wasn’t as tight as some of the ones in the dungeon, let alone the alley they’d squatted in earlier, but it made it hard to fight side by side with the riled up hellhound.
Gabriel turned sideways and let her face the well-armored human.
Cindra threw herself at the guard. The tips of her gloves flared with blue flames as she lashed out. Her claws scored his breastplate, and the noise made Gabriel flinch.
How durable are her claws?
The guard focused on the greater threat, which let Gabriel abandon defense. He took every opening that his bonded created but failed to do more than nick their opponent.
Cindra exacted a heavier toll on the backpedaling guard. But, with how slowly they were whittling him down, he was going to reach the open door leading downstairs first.
If one is this tough, I don’t want to let him group up with the other down below.
The man’s gray eyes, barely visible through his helmet, suddenly flared. He screamed and flung his mace toward Gabriel.
He dodged the reckless throw, but the guard spun on his heels and bolted away.
Shit! Can’t let him escape.
“Sthuza, he’s—”
Cindra calmed any concerns Gabriel had. Her instant tackle and the screeching of claws across metal left him to wonder why he had worried in the first place.
The downed guard screamed as Cindra dug into his underarms with her vicious claws.
She’s a natural predator. Worst thing you could do is try to run from her.
With the threat under control, Gabriel focused on calming his rapid breathing.
Sthuza stepped up to his side. “I believe that one is dead.”
He glanced down at Cindra. She straddled the man’s enchanted breastplate and had both hands sunk wrist deep inside. Gabriel watched as she pulled gory bits of human through the twisted gaps.
How strong is she that she can bend magically hardened steel with her bare hands?
A hint of amusement teased across the back of his mind and drew his attention to his Prime.
Sthuza grinned, and her eyes shined as her snakes curled and flexed languidly.
Oh, she let down her disguise to scare him into bolting.
Her grin widened, and the gorgon nodded fractionally, then pointed at the hellhound.
His bonded had pried a plate loose, and she was gnawing on a hunk of bloody flesh.
“Cindra, she’s right. No one could live through that,” Gabriel said with a chuckle.
“Hmm?” the bonded monster girl responded. She glanced toward him but turned back to stare at the motionless guard.
“He’s dead. You did a good job, Cindra. But now it’s time to leave him alone and hunt down the other guard. If we have time, we should check this guy’s gear on the way out. He might have something useful.”
Cindra shook her head and growled low in her throat. “Not—”
“This is no time to be foolish, Cindra. We need to hurry,” Sthuza interrupted.
The muscular woman frowned at them, but Gabriel stared at her until she nodded and stood.
What has gotten into her?
‘It may be anger and shame, Master. You had to intervene to protect her, and she is no doubt upset by that. I am sure she will get over it soon.’
I’ll talk to her later then.
The three of them entered the last room, and to no one’s surprise, discovered the staircase leading below. They quickly descended, with Sthuza, still undisguised, quietly leading the way.
There was another door at the bottom of the stairs. It was closed and looked thick enough to dampen sound. If they were lucky, maybe the other guard at least hadn’t heard the fight above.
Lighting in the large room was provided by a single gas lamp at the base of the stairs. The floor and walls were smooth natural stone.
Most buildings have worked stone walls. Maybe this place was carved with magic?
Gabriel cast aside all thought about whatever motive inspired the construction and pressed an ear to the darkened wood door.
He didn’t hear anything, then laughed silently at his mistake and waved his bonded up.
Either one of them can hear far better than I can.
When they stood next to him, he moved aside, and Cindra pressed one of her much larger ears to the door.
They didn’t wait long before she pulled back and grinned.
She sniffed at the gap along the door’s edge twice then stepped back. She crouched and motioned for them to join her.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Packmaster, there is one foul-smelling man in there, and a female,” Cindra whispered.
So she knows how to be sneaky some of the time?
“Did she smell like a beastkin?” Sthuza asked. She leaned in close, almost putting her mouth against the crouching hellhound’s ear.
Cindra nodded, and her furry ears and thick hair flopped about. “She smells wild, powerful. Maybe she could join Pack? Cindra bets Master will like her scent too!”
Sthuza frowned slightly, but Gabriel barely noticed as the shock of Cindra’s suggestion stunned him.
Bond someone from outside the dungeon?
Is that even possible?
‘Yes, Master, it is. Though it would be best dealt with once we are safely away from the city. Until then, we should refrain from mentioning the dungeon to her. For her sake as much as ours.’
Gabriel nodded. “Okay, I’ll open the door. Cindra, you rush the last guard.”
Seeing both bonded nod, he took a steadying breath, and then yanked the door open.
There was a long stone hallway headed directly away from the door. More gas lamps were mounted on the walls.
Every ten feet, a pair of iron-bar doors led to more cells. At the far end was a room as large as the one they exited. Through the open door, Gabriel caught a glimpse of a black display rack.
And a naked girl.
A man stepped in front of the nude prisoner. “Whatchu doin down here? Did that idiot let more random people in… you’re not—”
He and Gabriel stared at each other for a couple of seconds, then the lightly armored guard rushed off to the side and disappeared from view.
“After him,” Gabriel called out needlessly.
Cindra sprinted toward the fleeing man, entering the room just as a piercing alarm erupted from the walls themselves.
“Hah, the baron’s gonna have a fun time breaking you in mongrel,” the unseen man shouted at Cindra.
She went around the same corner he had and out of sight.
It took Gabriel three times longer to cover the tunnel. He ignored every cell as he ran past in his rush to support his bonded.
Up ahead, a loud growl rang out, and the wailing siren ceased.
Sword in hand, Gabriel leapt into the brightly lit room and halted.
Well, that takes care of all three guards.
Cindra stood casually off to the side over a headless corpse. Her intense focus wasn’t on him for once, and Gabriel actually felt a twinge of jealousy as she stared unblinkingly at the nude girl.
At first glance he mistook her for a child—or a really tall gnome—because of the odd contraption she was strapped to. After a second look, he realized she was a fully mature but petite human female.
Despite her short stature, her legs were thick and well-muscled. Her entire body was fit, though she lacked some definition compared to Cindra.
Maybe early twenties? But I thought she was going to be a beastkin.
He was so surprised to find a human prisoner he got distracted studying her.
“Hey, fuck-face, if you’re planning on raping me with your limp dick, can you get on with it and get out of here? I’ve got people to murder!”
The sheer dissonance of her gruff voice, petite body, and outrageous words startled him.
Gabriel stared mutely at the bellicose girl.
Sthuza was somewhat more vocal in her response. “You dare addressss Massster with sssuch disssressspect?”
The foul-mouthed prisoner inhaled visibly, no doubt intending to insult his Prime, but she gasped as Sthuza stepped into her field of view.
“A gorgon?”
“Don’t forget Cindra!” the hellhound growled, moving up to the thick metal bars that enclosed the nude woman.
While his bonded argued with her, Gabriel focused on the cage and the young woman’s substantial restraints. The bars were thicker than a spear shaft; he wasn’t sure he could even wrap his hand all the way around one. They were also enchanted enough that he could sense the arcane power without activating Magesight.
As if the closely spaced cage wasn’t sufficient to hold the five-foot-nothing human, she was tightly strapped to a black X shaped frame. Each beam was thicker than Cindra’s thighs, and a shifting black goo thoroughly coated the prisoner’s hands and feet. The restraints left her spread-eagle, back pressed against the frame.
“Hey, my eyes are up here! How did a fucking pasty-assed pervert like you tame a gods-damned gorgon?” the belligerent woman snapped, drawing his attention to her scowling face.
She’d probably be cute if she didn’t look ready to rip my guts out with her teeth.
The young prisoner had intense amber eyes, long lashes, and delicate platinum-blond eyebrows above a slightly upturned nose. With her small mouth and perfect teeth, it all combined to form an attractive face.
Except for the foaming snarl she’s shooting me.
Gabriel shook his head at the restrained girl’s outrageous attitude.
Both of his bonded were focused intently on her, though their expressions were drastically different.
Cindra, joyful scamp that she was, had a dopey smile on her face and was trying to slip her head through the bars to get a better sniff.
Sthuza, on the other hand, glared death at the prisoner. She looked angry enough that he briefly wondered if she might overwhelm the spell shielding them from her petrifying gaze and turn the nude woman to stone.
The gorgon turned toward him, and a look of doubt flashed over her face, but she remained silent.
“Packmaster, I like the smell of this one,” Cindra interrupted before things got any more awkward. “You should make her Pack!”
Sthuza twitched. “There isss no reassson for Massster to do anything with thisss foul-mouthed harlot. She will be of no ussse to usss.”
“Hey, I ain’t no ass-licking harlot, you fork-tongued statue-fucker!” the blonde growled. She tugged violently against the thick, pliable restraints.
Sthuza snapped forward as well. Her snakes coiled and lashed angrily until Gabriel reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Calm down, my Prime.”
“My apologies, Master,” she said after a deep, calming breath.
“There is no reason to let a little human girl get you so worked up,” he said lightly.
Sthuza frowned.
“What’s wrong?” Gabriel asked.
“Who you calling little? Or human! And I’m one hundred percent, full-grown, motherfucking woman, you limp-dicked shit-licker!”
Sthuza lunged toward the prisoner, her slender hands clenched tight to the bars, as though she intended to bend them far enough to let her pass.
Growling and snarling erupted, but Gabriel ignored it as he watched his Prime.
Sthuza soon made it very clear that she was, in fact, trying to pry the bars apart.
Those things are thicker than her arms!
After long seconds filled with angry hissing and growling, she sagged at the effort and sighed.
“Yeah, that’s right, you stuck up, fake gorgon! You can’t get me, so take that pathetic tamer of yours and go fuck yourself outta he—” the woman ranted before choking off in a startled rasp.
Gabriel had been staring at Sthuza, but he turned back to the mouthy prisoner when her jaw dropped.
Cindra stood calmly next to the now gasping nude woman.
She struggled to draw breath because of the hellhound’s strong hand clenched tight around her throat.
Cindra’s strong enough to bend those enchanted bars?
Gabriel looked for any gap where she could have squeezed through, but Sthuza interrupted his thoughts.
‘No, Master… She unlocked the door.’
His eyes snapped to Sthuza, and then he slowly turned to look at the door swinging back and forth. A bloody key jutted out from the lock.
Gabriel peeked at his Prime and had to restrain his amusement.
Sthuza would never forgive me for laughing.
The gorgon’s face was a deep green as she blushed furiously. She said nothing, but he felt a surge of wild emotions through their bond.
More gasping called his attention back to the naked prisoner, so he moved up behind Cindra and patted her armored shoulder.
“It’s all right, Cindra. I think you can let go now.”
“You sure? Cindra likes her spunk, but she was kind of rude to you.”
“I’m sure.” He kept his eyes on the woman’s blue face. “You’re feeling more grateful for being rescued now, right?”
She nodded as much as she could with the large hand wrapped around her neck.
Cindra shrugged her shoulders, then relaxed her grip.
The petite woman drew in several loud breaths, then coughed painfully. Tears streamed from her small, amber eyes, and she looked away from the trio in shame.
Both monster girls continued to glare at her, though Cindra’s expression looked curious. Gabriel let the nude woman have a few minutes to collect herself before he asked any questions.
She was probably just being rude as a defense mechanism. There’s no telling what horrible things they’ve been doing to the poor girl down here.
While she recovered, he gave the room a more thorough inspection. Besides the large cage and the frame she was strapped to, there were numerous other unpleasant contraptions in the sinister chamber.
Several sets of shackles hung limp against the stone walls. Off to one side was a padded table with leather straps. Racks of knives, whips, and worse filled the other side of the wide room. Organized and clean, they were no doubt intended for the baron to use on helpless beastkin.
And apparently human ones as well.
The baron’s reputation toward beastkin was despicable, but not unheard of among humans.
Never caught a hint of him enslaving human women. How did he hide this?
‘Master, pardon the interruption, but she is not human.’
Gabriel froze and turned to Sthuza. “She’s not?”
Sthuza shook her head slightly. “No, Master. She is a lycan.”
Maybe the baron makes them shift? I’ve heard of potions that can force a lycan into their hybrid form.
While not truly related to the many humanoid races with animal aspects that make up the traditional beastkin, most people lumped the various lycan breeds in with them. Given the fact that both groups merged animal and humanoid, it wasn’t too surprising.
“Of course I’m a damn lycan! You think that fur-sniffing shithead would touch a human girl?” their new friend called out, letting him know she’d recovered.
A smirk spread across his Prime’s face as Gabriel laughed loudly.
“Hey! Why are you laughing, you stupid monsterfucker!” the prisoner snarled.
That caused him to laugh even harder, though Sthuza’s fading blush flared up again.
“Oh shit. You are a monsterfucker!” the woman said. She sounded more subdued this time, almost introspective. “You must have a huge fucking cock if you managed to bed a gods-damned gorgon. Or at least balls as big as a minotaur’s.”
Gabriel shuddered at the mention of bovine monster balls and thought back to his battle with Gromp.
“Please don’t talk about minotaurs in a sexual manner. Ever,” he said.
“Packmaster’s penis is the biggest Cindra has ever seen!” the happy hellhound pitched in.
Looking up, Gabriel noticed the nude prisoner eyeing him very differently now.
“Hmm, still not my type,” she muttered after several seconds of intense staring. She turned away, her tanned cheeks heating slightly.
Sthuza snickered, and he saw that she now looked amused rather than furious.
“Okay, so you’re a lycan, which is why the baron has you locked up here in his creepy sex dungeon,” Gabriel said in an attempt to get everyone focused.
“Yeah, so if you three can just finish whatever you came in here for, I’d like to get back to being the helpless fucking victim again.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Gabriel rocked back at her strange, surly response. “You want to be trapped in the sex dungeon of a man who tortures beastkin women?”
The restrained woman glared at him and nodded. “Yes! Why is it so hard for you to understand? You think those creepy shit-licker twins would have caught me if I didn’t let them?”
He watched her for a moment. The strange intensity in her eyes bothered him, but he couldn’t figure out the reason.
“I believe he is more curious about why you are eager to be abused, Miss…?” Sthuza said to draw the surly lycan’s attention.
“Reyna. My fucking name’s Reyna,” she said after a moment of hesitation. “And I’m not planning on being raped! Well… unless that’s the only way to…” Reyna trailed off, muttering to herself.
“But you are aware of the disgraceful man’s proclivities?” Sthuza asked.
Reyna sighed dejectedly and slumped against her restraints.
She replied in a deathly quiet voice, “Yeah, I know exactly what happens to the girls that go through here.”
Gabriel flinched at the raw pain in her voice. Cindra let out a sympathetic whimper and reached for the nude woman, but stopped when Reyna flinched.
“You wish to punish him for what he did to someone close to you,” Sthuza stated while ignoring the hellhound who vacillated next to the bound lycan.
Reyna turned away and glared at the far wall.
Gabriel frowned at the sight of tears leaking from her angry eyes.
“Were you captured by a band of four adventurers? An elf sorceress, two human twins, and a dwarf?” Gabriel asked. He was confident she had been, but he needed to hear her say it.
She continued to glare off in the distance, but finally turned and nodded. “Yeah, those damn murder hobos brought me back and sold me to that ass-faced baron a day or two ago. I’m not sure how long I’ve been here.”
Gabriel smiled. It was the most civil exchange they’d managed so far with the abrasive lycan.
Now that she wasn’t glaring at him, or at least she looked less surly, he noticed her odd hairstyle.
The top of her head was covered with long, white-blond hair. The thick, unruly mess had initially distracted him from the fact that the black hair on the sides of her head was shorn rather short.
He held her angry gaze. “You want revenge on the baron, right?”
“Yeah, I’ve been dreaming about it for months now. I’m gonna rip his balls off and make him eat ‘em,” she growled. Her eyes gleamed with unshed tears, but she refused to look away.
Gabriel nodded at her words and smiled.
“Master, while I respect your attempt to charm the prickly… girl over, we need to hurry. I do not know if the alarm the guard triggered was only for the prison or if it alerted soldiers in the castle proper.”
“Shit. Thanks for reminding me. So look, I’m willing to help you with the baron if you can help us track down the adventurers that captured you.”
Reyna grimaced. “They didn’t capture me, I got myself caught!” she snarled reflexively. “But if you’re willing to swear that you’ll help me hurt that shitbag, I’ll do the same and help you track down the hot elf and her butt-sniffing buddies.”
He wasn’t quite sure how to respond to her descriptions of his former allies but figured it didn’t really matter.
“Okay. We’d have to deal with the baron eventually anyway,” he said aloud. “Sthuza, Cindra, do either of you have a problem with this?”
“I like her, she should join Pack.”
“Let’s just try friends first, Cindra,” Gabriel replied.
Need to see how she gets along with Cindra and Sthuza before I even think about bonding with her. Check with Meri too.
Sthuza sighed. “Perhaps I should have been less specific when we discussed prohibited races before. Still, you have my full support, Master.”
He grinned at his Prime but had the decency to blush at the not-so-subtle reminder that she had issues with furred races.
Not that she seemed to mind when Cindra was kissing her.
Gabriel and Reyna exchanged a quick Soul Oath to seal the deal, and he learned that her full name was Reyna Keenclaw. Once they’d finished, she glanced around and grumbled again.
“So, now that we’re all super lovey-dovey butt-buddies, are you going to cut me loose before more guards show up?” She glared at each of them for a moment, then continued, “Cause I can’t chop my own limbs off up here.”
“Wait, what the hells are you talking about?” Gabriel asked.
“Unless one of you have that creepy prick’s rape wand, how else are you getting me outta this fucking goo?” she said. “Shit’s tougher than steel, and it shifts around me if I try to escape.”
Sthuza sighed. “I have never encountered this substance myself, Master, but I believe it is designed to absorb kinetic energy. It is unlikely that we will be able to remove it quickly enough to escape.”
“Yeah, so just get the doggy over there to gnaw off one of my arms. Or if the bitch is too-weak stomached for that, grab a sword and lop it off for me. I can take care of the other three myself.”
Gabriel stared at the deranged lycan for several long seconds.
Maybe we shouldn’t free her? She’s clearly insane, and I’m not sure I want to endanger you and Cindra with this nutjob.
‘I doubt she is insane, Master. Most likely, Miss Reyna let herself be captured to get close to the baron, but her simpleminded plan to attack him failed when they restrained her so thoroughly.’
He exhaled, rubbed his face, then sighed again. “Okay, let me just try to remove them with magic first.”
Reyna’s eyes widened at his words, but she shook her head. “Nah, that crap won’t work unless you’re secretly some kind of archmage. This crud will absorb magic almost as well as it does physical energy.”
We can’t waste any more time. Bet that miasma spell will cut through it.
He stepped over to the bound beastkin, uncomfortably aware of her fully exposed body, and tried to ignore how sexy she was up close.
Definitely a fully grown woman.
Reyna’s bust was smaller than Sthuza’s, but her breasts were quite eye-catching given her tiny frame. Still, the lycan might as well have been flat compared to Cindra.
Gabriel focused on the heavy wood frame and the magical goo that bound her hands and feet.
Restraining her this much is ridiculous, even if she is a lycan.
‘Master, please tell me you are not planning to—’
Don’t worry, I’m only going to form a small blade this time. It’ll be fine.
He closed his eyes and drew a trickle of mana, then worked it into the dark magic he’d first used against the ghasts two days ago. Since that first cloud of miasma, he had used it as magical darts against Kelith, and then as a spear against the saurian adventurer.
He still couldn’t decipher the glyphs involved, but he knew enough about spell structure to remove a few of them. Withholding the glyphs that would turn it into a projectile made it far less horrible. Forming the spell circle still sent a shiver down his spine and gave him a mild headache, but he could handle that much.
As he’d expected, he found it easier to alter the spell into a tiny blade. The spell seemed to respond to his desire. It was one of the most instinctive magics he’d ever worked with, but the sinister nature worried him.
It feels almost natural… even as it makes me want to vomit.
Someone gasped, and Gabriel felt fear spike across his bonds. He opened his eyes and stared at the slender shard of purple-black miasma that floated just above his open hand.
He shifted it back and forth with a gesture. After a few seconds, he had a feel for the unsettling energy and turned toward the restrained lycan.
“Wait, keep that shit away from me,” Reyna said. She stared at him with wide eyes. “Jus-just have the mutt cut off one hand. It’ll grow back quick. I promise I can get loose on my own after that. Won’t slow you down or nothing.”
Sthuza smirked at the ranting lycan. “Now, dear, that is quite rude. Master is saving you from extreme pain and suffering. You should get down on your hands and knees to grovel once he finishes.”
Gabriel ignored their odd back and forth. Instead, he walked up to the restraints and experimentally brushed the flickering blade of shadowy death against a gooey blob.
The material displayed incredible resilience. It took almost five seconds to shear through, and when Gabriel finally split the gunk, he had to pull back as the spell ate into the heavy wood frame like it was made of warm butter.
The cut material hardened in seconds. He didn’t know if it was because he’d damaged the magical force that kept the goo pliant, or a side effect of the strange spell he’d used. Whatever caused it, the stuff soon turned to powder and fell away from her bruised wrist.
After seeing the results, he removed the other three blobs, all the while ignoring the lycan’s muttered pleading to pull the foul magic away from her and let her claw her way free.
Gabriel freed her and canceled the spell within thirty seconds. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when the sinister magic faded from reality.
That was nowhere near as bad as using it as a weapon. But… why should that make a difference?
Gabriel pushed the thought aside when the still nude Reyna stomped over.
She glared up at him. “You better not expect me to call you Alpha or any shit like that. Just cause those two worship your dick doesn’t mean I’m gonna. I’ll join your damn adventuring party, but I won’t be part of your harem.”
“Thought never even crossed my mind,” he said. His Prime grinned, but Cindra looked disappointed.
“Not that I’m worried about your scrawny ass trying anything, but do any of you have some clothes for a naked bitch?” Reyna asked as she rubbed feeling back into her discolored extremities.
Gabriel started to reply but paused when he saw the smug grin on Sthuza’s face.
And a similar, if more amused looking one on Cindra’s.
“I believe we did, in fact, find a single set of clothing that should fit your… frame nicely,” the gorgon said.
Reyna looked over eagerly, then slumped at the clothes on display.
Cindra held up a richly trimmed, black-and-red corset and skirt on one long arm. A scandalously tiny set of lacy lingerie was draped over the other. The silk fabric was so obviously crafted for the sole purpose of titillation that Gabriel blushed almost as brightly as the nude lycan.
There is no way that can be comfortable. The back of those panties is just a silk string!
His Prime turned her smirking face to him and winked.
“Fine, I’ll just grab something off the guard you hobknockers killed,” Reyna grumbled, pointedly ignoring the outrageously provocative outfit.
Doubt a streetwalker would wear a skirt that short.
He watched as Reyna stomped over to the headless guard and jerked at his clothing.
“Asshole!” she screamed after discovering that his armor and clothes were thoroughly soaked in blood.
And excrement.
“What kind of shit for brains craps his pants just cause a chick with watermelons for tits rips his gods forsaken head off?
She glared up at Gabriel. “Are the other guards in any better shape?”
Reminded of the way Cindra had mauled the second guard, he shook his head. “Not really. One we left outside on the street, she snapped his neck. But the other one makes this guy look clean.”
“Shit titties,” Reyna muttered. “Give me the gods-damned slut suit. But if you fucking look at me funny, Imma rip off your pecker from the root, huge dong or no!” she snarled at Gabriel.
“You’re too small for Packmaster,” Cindra growled back, which caused the tiny lycan to flinch.
“We also found this, if you are feeling… kinky, Master.” Sthuza held up an obviously expensive, leather and silk muzzle. Black and red, it matched the lycan’s new outfit perfectly. “It has some interesting enchantments.”
Gabriel snorted at her provocative tone—and Reyna’s wordless scream.
“I’ll keep that in mind, but maybe you could put that away for now.”
“Of course, Master,” she teased, then turned serious. “We do need to get moving, it would not be safe to be cornered down here.”
◆◆◆
 
Without further issue, and only a little growling, they made their way down the hall and back upstairs.
In less of a hurry this time, he peeked into each cell they passed but found the dark rooms unoccupied.
“Guess someone came to investigate,” Reyna whispered.
Cindra sniffed, then shook her head.
“Uh, yeah, you can’t hear the asshole up there? Did your master fill those huge ears with too much cum?” Reyna snapped at the hellhound.
Cindra’s face fell, but she shook her head and pointed up. “Is the guard. Probably healed enough to crawl around.”
“I thought you broke his neck,” Gabriel said.
Again she shook her head. “Is the other one. Shiny neck armor protected his throat.”
That guy she butchered is still alive? She was wrist deep in his chest! I thought she was just making a mess.
“This is not the time to worry about past mistakes, Master. Besides, I was the one that said he was dead,” Sthuza replied then turned to Cindra. “He looked human; was he a lycan?”
The hellhound nodded. “Think so. Smelled kind of like a wild dog. Very musky.”
“Werewolf,” Reyna and Sthuza said at the same time.
“Right. Sorry we doubted you, Cindra. Let’s deal with him quickly this time, then get clear before we return to the inn,” Gabriel said.
His bonded nodded, and to his surprise, the short lycan did as well.
Gabriel headed for the stairs, then Reyna growled loud enough to hurt his hearing. He turned to her and stepped back.
She was petite compared to the modestly built gorgon. Next to the hellhound that towered over her, she looked like a small child.
But she was rapidly growing.
Thick, black-and-white fur rippled across her toned body. She grew taller and packed on dozens of pounds of corded muscle in seconds.
A streak of white-blond fur traced down her back and formed a distinct striped mask on her snarling face. A light gray covered her stomach and inner thighs. The rest of her much larger body was now coated in thick black fur.
Sthuza sighed.
What’s wrong?
‘She is a werebadger.’
A what?
‘Werebadger. One of the most dangerous lycans. She will be nothing but trouble, Master.’
Let’s not be too quick to judge. We did help her.
Sthuza didn’t respond, and he watched as Reyna finished shifting, stretched, and then turned to face them again.
She’d gained a good half a foot in height, and probably fifty or more pounds of lean muscle.
The erotic lingerie had grown with her.
Lace stockings, complete with satin garters, covered her legs from the thighs down. Somehow, her fur was kept in check by the fabric, which Gabriel realized was enchanted. It created an oddly appealing blend of short dark fur set off by the black-and-red ensemble.
The sexy corset had expanded to stay on her broader torso. Gabriel absently noted that her breasts didn’t grow during the shift and looked smaller on her expanded frame.
Reyna noticed his look and bared her fangs. “Hey, not everyone gets to have cow udders for tits, asshole!”
His eyes darted to the hellhound for a second, before they returned to Reyna’s much-altered face.
It was now covered in the same short fur as her body. Black stripes ran along her pronounced muzzle, up passed her eyes, and to her ears.
That lines up with what I’d expected from the baron’s reputation. The rumors were always about the more animalistic beastkin, not the mostly human-looking anitari.
While her previously human teeth were now vicious fangs, her amber eyes remained the same, and they drew him into their golden depths.
The pair gazed at each other until Sthuza cleared her throat. “We still need to get out here.”
Gabriel blushed and turned to face the gorgon.
“Cindra likes that shape better.”
He glanced back at the lycan at Cindra’s words.
Reyna’s facial fur was puffed out, and she wouldn’t look him in the eye.
Is that what a blush looks like on a lycan?
“Yeah, whatever,” Reyna said before rushing up the last few stairs.
They followed and caught up just as Reyna tackled a bloody, helmetless werewolf propped against one wall.
He groaned. She snarled.
Cindra growled and leapt into the frantic pile. Then it was Sthuza’s turn to sigh.
“This is yet another reason to hate all of the furry races, Master.”
Gabriel grinned at her, and together they stood back as the three beastkin clawed and bit at each other. Fur flew into the air, mixed in with copious amounts of blood. Most of it came from the wolf, but Reyna had several dark patches of wet fur.
The fight took longer than Gabriel was comfortable with, but eventually, the pair overwhelmed the still wounded man. Cindra ripped one arm off and grappled the other. That allowed Reyna to dig into the man’s unprotected head.
Which she did. She revealed long claws that shredded the werewolf’s flesh and, after repeated slashes, carved through bone to expose the dying lycan’s brain.
A minute or two after he stopped struggling, Reyna ceased excavating his brainpan and stood up. Cindra gnawed on his knee for a few more seconds until Gabriel got her attention.
She dropped the limp limb, then bolted over to squat at his feet. “Packmaster pleased?”
He chuckled. “Yes, Packmaster pleased,” he said and ruffled her hair. “Though we need to do something about the gore covering you both.”
“Not sure we’ll be able to find anything that would fit Miss Breasts-bigger-than-her-head,” Reyna snickered as she went through the dead man’s belongings.
Sthuza grinned when Gabriel cast the same basic cleanse spell he’d been getting so much more use out of over the past few days.
Swirls of arcane power glowed about the bloody pair for several seconds before fading and revealing two perfectly clean beauties.
“You two clean up pretty nice,” he chuckled.
Reyna spun and glared at him.
“You… you!”
“Me what?” Gabriel asked snarkily.
“You butt-munching, fart-sniffing, snake-lover! You could have cleaned that other guard’s clothes. But no, you let your fucking cunts force this stupid outfit on me!” Reyna ranted, spitting foam and snarling.
His laughter vanished, and a blue-white tide of fiery rage surged over him. All thought stopped.
The air cracked. Before anyone could blink, he had Reyna by the neck and slammed her against the wall.
The belligerent lycan froze.
Gabriel held her up to his height with casual ease. Staring into her eyes, he watched as the amber vanished into expanding pits of darkness.
Reyna shrank in on herself, and her dilated eyes looked anywhere but his face.
Gabriel drew in a deep breath. The acrid stink of her fear filled his nostrils. A hint of something… else lay beneath the fear. It aroused a primal hunger within him. His fury burned even hotter.
She swallowed. His hand tightened further. The feel of her neck yielding to his grip felt right.
‘Kill the impudent bitch!’
Every fiber of his being longed to snap her neck—or rip it out with his teeth.
No!
He wanted to release her and apologize. He also wanted to tear out her throat and watch her lifeblood spill.
“I don’t care what you call me. But if you insult my packmates like that again, I will lock you in the dungeon and harvest your hide to make coats for goblins,” Gabriel growled between clenched teeth.
“Fuck… fine,” she gasped.
He let go.
The petite lycan slid down the wall and collapsed on her butt. The only sound in the room was her ragged breath as she sucked down much-needed air.
She stared at her bare feet while his bonded moved to him. Both women wrapped their arms around him.
“Are you okay, Massster? What wasss that magic?”
He clung to his bonded. “Magic?”
“Packmaster was next to Cindra, then you were next to Grouchy Panties,” Cindra mumbled between licks of his hair.
“I… I don’t know. I’m not sure what came over me,” Gabriel said. “Forget about it. We need to get out of here.”
“Of courssse, Massster.”
“I’m sorry,” Reyna whispered. The hugging trio turned at her meek tone. Cindra leaned toward her and sniffed loudly, and the lycan’s facial fur puffed out.
“I forgive you, Misss Reyna, but pleassse show more ressstraint in the future,” Sthuza said. She stepped away from Gabriel and pulled the lycan aside for a private chat.
The hellhound tilted her head and stared inquisitively at Reyna. “Packmaster not want her to join Pack?” Cindra asked quietly without releasing her grip. “She smells good.”
Reyna sniffled, and Sthuza hissed something too soft to hear.
“I don’t know what I want right now,” Gabriel said distractedly.
Where did that rage come from? Was I really ready to straight-up murder her over some words? Everything was fine, and then it was like an inferno of rage. And the scent of cinnamon.
“Master, we are ready.”
“Yeah. Good. Let’s go.”
Reyna walked over to the butchered corpse and stripped its armor. “Co-could you clean this coat for me first… please?”
Gabriel winced as the previously brash lycan held the bloody gambeson up with trembling hands.
She won’t look at me.
“Sure.”
It only took him seconds to clean the filthy armor, and Reyna flashed a fragile parody of a smile as she pulled on the tattered coat.
“Let’s get out of here. Might still catch dinner if we rush,” Gabriel said before heading for the exit.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Reyna and Sthuza were the first two out the door. His Prime was once again disguised as a redhead, and the pair started across the deserted street while Gabriel checked on his pool.
Mana 50%
At least whatever magic they said I used didn’t consume much mana.
Cindra followed behind Gabriel, and they quickly crossed over and caught up to his Prime.
Guess the alarm didn’t alert anyone at the castle.
Relieved at the lack of resistance as they slipped across the city, Gabriel finally started to relax as they made it to the Merchant Quarter safely.
Do you think it’s safe to take her back to the inn?
‘I believe so, Master. We left no witnesses, and it will take time for the baron to spread the word. Until he identifies Miss Reyna, people will be on the lookout for a beastkin.’
Good point. I just don’t want to cause trouble for Mrs. Spaulding.
‘Agreed. Fortunately, we will be heading out of the city long before they can get a mage to track us. Once we return with the Domain Crystal, it will be time to punish the baron for his greed.’
Despite Sthuza’s confidence, he was still tense and kept looking over his shoulder, half-expecting to see guards chasing them.
Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief when Sthuza opened the door and led Reyna into the inn. He motioned Cindra to enter before him and closed the door once inside.
The place was even smokier now than it was before they left. Instead of lanterns, the tavern was illuminated primarily by rushlights, most of which had burned down to nubs.
Still, the place was very crowded, with several groups of drinkers clustered around tables or along the wide bar off to one side.
Sthuza had claimed a table in the back. He joined her and the others just after Mrs. Spaulding waddled off with their order.
“I felt it would be best to discuss things here first, Master.”
“Good thinking.”
Reyna switched between staring at him and the disguised gorgon. “Okay, so when are we going to fuck up that crusty taint-licker?”
Seems like she recovered well.
Sthuza snickered. “Charming as ever. We will not be dealing with him tonight. Our first order of business is to get you settled away without drawing any more attention than you already have with your current style of dress.”
The short woman glared up at Sthuza but held her tongue when the innkeeper returned with a tray of drinks.
Mrs. Spaulding handed off three large ales, then gave Sthuza a tall glass of red wine. The kind matron tittered with small talk the whole time. His Prime handled the gabby woman with ease, while he sat back and savored the flavorful ale.
It wasn’t something the wealthy would drink, but the dark gnomish brew was better than anything he’d been able to afford the few times he’d gone out with classmates.
Not that I had the time, or money, to waste on booze. Still, this is good. Though it’s nothing compared to Sthuza’s wine. That was exquisite.
‘Ah, I am glad you enjoyed it, Master. I will be sure to acquire more for you when next we visit my lair.’
He sputtered at her sudden presence in his head, but she merely grinned from behind her wine glass. Thankfully, Mrs. Spaulding had already turned and didn’t notice.
“As I was saying, we need to situate Reyna somewhere safe. And I am not certain that would be in the same room as you. Word might spread,” Sthuza explained, and her eyes darted to the retreating matron.
“Yeah, I get your meaning. Still, I don’t like the idea of dropping her off somewhere else,” Gabriel said with a sigh. He turned to Reyna. “Are you from Lostbarrow?”
She drained her ale, shook her head, and belched loudly. “Nah, I grew up in the east. Mom never much cared for the city life, so we…” Reyna paused and swallowed. “Anyway, I mostly stuck to the wilds. I know enough hunting and stalking to get by out there.”
Not wanting to pressure the lycan any more than they already were, Gabriel nodded and looked to Cindra. “Do you have any thoughts about our next move?”
He’d asked to be polite, expecting the hellhound to shake her head. Instead, she nodded eagerly.
“Oh great, we’re letting her make plans?” the blonde grumbled.
“Cindra… that is, I think we should keep her close at hand. Not right to leave packmate out in the cold.”
“Yeah, I don’t like the idea of splitting up either,” he said.
Cindra nodded eagerly, then beamed at the petite woman. “Also makes it quicker if she wants to mate with Packmaster after Cindra gets a turn.”
Gabriel covered his face with one hand and shook his head.
“I am not sure Master will have time for mating with anyone tonight.”
“Tonight nothing! I’m not fucking this little magic man any night!”
“Please keep your voices down,” Gabriel said as he reached his free hand out pleadingly.
“Little?” Sthuza gasped.
“Cindra can be quick, doesn’t mind going after Lady Snakes!”
Really?
“Okay, just calm down, everyone!” he ordered. All three women sat back and remained silent as he glanced at each of them in turn.
“Our priority right now is to keep anyone from identifying Reyna and recapturing her.”
He held up a hand when the lycan opened her mouth.
“After that, our primary goal is to track down Estrial and recover the stolen crystal.”
He turned to face Reyna’s sharp glare. “I know that you want revenge on the baron, and we’re going to help with that, I promise.”
“You damned well better. I’m not leaving the city until he’s dealt with,” she growled.
Sthuza raised a hand to stall her. “Miss Reyna, I understand your concern, but we are on a very tight deadline.”
“Doesn’t matter to me. I let you loony adventurers lure me out, but I ain’t taking one step past the gates till the baron pays his debt. In full.”
His Prime glared at the petite woman. “Now look here, you fur-covered rodent—”
Sthuza was cut off by Cindra leaning across the table and pressing her nose up against Reyna’s. “Packmaster promised to help you. Don’t trust him?” Cindra asked.
“Wh—what are you bitching about? I didn’t call him a liar,” Reyna said.
The hellhound didn’t flinch. When Reyna tried to pull back, Cindra followed, staying nose to nose.
Gabriel glanced at Sthuza. The gorgon had a smug grin on her face.
“It’s okay, Cindra, I get what she means,” Gabriel said. He reached over and rubbed the muscular monster girl’s back.
Cindra withdrew from the werebadger’s face and leaned into his hand.
“Look, I know you gave me your oath. But we didn’t nail down the specifics. I-I don’t want you pushing it off to eventually,” Reyna said as she turned her golden eyes to Gabriel. “That ass-sniffing shit-stain has to pay. He…”
Sthuza’s glare softened. “I sympathize with you, Miss Reyna, but the adventurers that captu—sold you to the baron stole something quite valuable. If we fail to recover it in the next few days, it will be too late.”
“But—”
“I am sorry. Master gave you his word, and we will help you, but not until after we get the crystal back. Our mission is time-sensitive, yours is not.”
Reyna glared at his Prime, and Gabriel watched as the lycan’s amber eyes glistened with unshed tears.
“Sthuza, how many did we kill when Kelith attacked? Of the baron’s men?”
All three women turned their attention to Gabriel.
“Thirty-four, Master. Why?”
“Doesn’t matter how many die unless that bastard gets his!” Reyna said. Sthuza turned back to glare at the shorter woman.
Gabriel ignored them both. Instead, he thought back to everything he knew of Baron Alberik.
How many guards did he have? I’ve heard people talk of the reduced size of his personal forces. Think he took losses in some squabble with another noble a couple summers back, right?
‘Master, what is this about?’
Gabriel shook his head and blocked Sthuza from his thoughts. He turned further inward, confident that he knew the answer.
The surrounding din grew louder, but he shut out the distractions and concentrated. It took a few minutes, but he added up all of the rumors he’d heard and the patrols he’d seen over the years.
The baron can’t have more than a hundred guards in total. We killed about a third of them when they attacked us. If we choose the fight…
“We can do this,” Gabriel declared. He turned his attention back to his companions, then froze at the odd sight.
He blinked, half-expecting the scene to vanish. When he looked again, it was the exact same spectacle.
Reyna was almost foaming at the mouth as she glared at Sthuza. The disguised gorgon’s baleful stare put the petite lycan’s to shame.
Glancing down, Gabriel noticed the toes of Sthuza’s boots barely scraping the weathered floorboards. Reyna was half a foot off the ground.
At least Sthuza has the grace not to kick and scream like a toddler.
Cindra, the last person Gabriel would expect to provide a calming effect, stood between the pair and held them up like misbehaving puppies.
Glad she kept them from brawling. Would prefer she didn’t show off her strength so blatantly though.
Gabriel looked at his Prime, then the snarling, spitting lycan. He turned to Cindra.
She was the only one who had noticed him move. She watched him pick up his ale and down half of the mug in one go.
“Thank you, Cindra,” he said. “Please put them down now.”
Sthuza froze at his words. Her face went white, and she slowly turned toward him. Reyna kept spitting and growling.
Cindra dropped both women in an instant. “Sure thing, Pa-Gabriel.”
“If you two are done, would you like to hear my idea?” he asked.
Sthuza’s pale cheeks flushed red, but she nodded.
Still sulking, Reyna glanced at him, then inclined her head. She scowled and crossed her slender arms.
“We must have killed at least a third of his men when they invaded,” he said.
“Truly, Massster? I expected him to have over two-hundred men-at-armsss.”
“Wait, that ass-licking noble invaded your place? Is that why you’re living in this shitty rathouse?” Reyna asked.
Gabriel instinctively glanced toward Mrs. Spaulding. The innkeeper was busy delivering more drinks across the room.
‘Relax, Master. I activated my bracelet before we started. And my apologies about earlier.’
It’s fine.
He turned his attention back to Reyna. “Not exactly, but yeah, he tried to steal something of ours, and we killed all the men he sent.”
“Packmaster shredded his sniveling pup too,” Cindra added with a broad grin.
Reyna’s eyes widened. Her golden-brown gaze flicked between Cindra and Gabriel. “Really?”
Gabriel blushed and looked away, but Sthuza smiled and nodded. “Yes, Master permanently eliminated his son, Kelith, and saved my life.”
Reyna scoffed. “Permanently? I don’t know. All those rich, inbred shitheads collect Divine Favors to get resurrected if they die young, don’t they? I’ve heard they’re hard to get, but the baron’s got plenty of money.
“Still, I bet dying fucking sucks. Did he beg? Please tell me the little turd-licker begged.” She kept her intense gaze focused on Sthuza as she spoke.
The disguised gorgon grinned and nodded. “Yes, he did. And it was most certainly permanent. Lady Merideva and Master told Kelith what was going to happen and then shredded his soul.”
Reyna raised her small fists and pumped them above her head, wiggling in her chair. The move caused her borrowed coat to slip off, and more than a few men shot her hungry glances. She didn’t notice.
“That’s fucking awesome. Can we do the same thing to inbred shitstick senior?”
Gabriel laughed and shook his head. “I don’t know about doing the exact same thing. There were extenuating circumstances that I’d rather avoid if possible.
“But yeah, we can end the baron. If he actually racked up enough credit with a god willing to stomach his behavior, we’ll just have to kill him again, won’t we?” Gabriel said, matching the lycan’s eager grin. “And we can do it tomorrow, but then we’ll have to get right on the road.”
“Hells yeah! You’re not too bad, kid.”
Gabriel rubbed his eyes when that drew another round of growls and hisses.
“What he can’t be more than like fifteen, right?” Reyna asked with a straight face.
Sthuza’s incredulous stare was an identical match for Gabriel’s as they both gaped at the outrageous statement. But Cindra threw her head back and howled.
“If Packmaster isn’t even an adult yet, he’ll get way bigger than Cindra!” she declared while rubbing her hands together.
“Uh, Cindra, that’s—” Gabriel choked off when his Prime kicked his shin under the table. Hard.
‘Remember her size issues, Master.’
She’s going to realize it, eventually. You know… when it becomes apparent I’m not growing taller.
‘Trust me, Master.’
He sighed, but nodded and turned his attention to the last of his ale.
Before either of the boisterous pair could say anything else outlandish, Mrs. Spaulding arrived with a large tray laden with steaming bowls of stew.
She looked them all over, and her eyes lingered on Reyna’s outlandish outfit. “I thought you and your friends might like a late dinner, dear.”
“You’re a lifesaver,” he said. The moment he caught the first whiff of her famous oross stew, his stomach reminded him that he’d had a busy day and needed to eat.
She smiled, her rosy cheeks bright as she passed the heavy bowls around the table. “I had Elrick heat some back up for you lot. I hope you all enjoy it.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Spaulding, this smells divine,” Sthuza replied with her typical class and grace.
“Anytime, dear. Friends of Gabriel are always welcome here. Now I better be off and make sure that fool husband of mine doesn’t make a mess cleaning my kitchen,” she said and waved before leaving.
Gabriel turned back to his companions and was going to suggest they eat while it was hot.
His advice was wholly unneeded.
Cindra had her bowl tipped back and was pouring the steaming stew into her open mouth. The sounds escaping her throat as she swallowed the thick stew would have panicked him if she wasn’t tilting the bowl back further as she drained it.
Well, she can breathe fire, so I guess it wouldn’t be too hot for her.
Reyna’s bowl still sat on the table like a normal person’s.
Almost normal.
Gabriel watched as she scooped the thick, red stew with her bare hand and shoveled it into her mouth.
Then she exhaled and swore loudly at the scalding heat that burned her hand and mouth.
She… actually makes Cindra look reasonable… ish.
Reeling from their complete lack of etiquette and common sense, he hesitantly turned to Sthuza.
His Prime stared back at him with a look of smug satisfaction. She quirked an eyebrow and indicated the messy eaters with a tilt of her head.
You don’t even need to say it. Is every furry monster girl so outrageous?
His Prime didn’t answer him. Instead, she unrolled her cloth napkin and picked up the exposed spoon.
Sthuza winked at him before she started in on her stew like a civilized person. “Mmm, this tastes every bit as good as it smells, Master. It is even better than what she served before. We must get her recipe.”
Gabriel grinned at Sthuza and nodded as he took his first bite. A subtle, peppery heat complimented the shredded oross meat and the starchy vegetables.
Several round loaves of crusty bread accompanied the meal, though Cindra and Reyna devoured most of them.
I think Cindra swallowed one whole.
The tavern and inn might be a bit rundown, but the place stayed in business thanks to the fantastic food the Spauldings served.
The foursome sat in relative silence until Gabriel and Sthuza finished.
“Do you think we could get more, Packmaster?”
“I gotta agree with the fu—uh with the boob monster.”
“If there is any more already heated up, it might be a wise idea, Master. We will need to get some rest and then set out quickly if we are to deal with our newest issue before leaving the city.”
He chuckled and flagged the innkeeper down.
Everyone enjoyed their second serving as much as the first. Though Cindra pouted when Sthuza glared at her request for thirds.
“It’s nice to see ladies with such healthy appetites,” Mrs. Spaulding said while she collected the dishes. Each bowl had been licked spotless by a certain gray-skinned patron.
“Thanks again for the wonderful meal, Mrs. Spaulding, it was even better than the last time I had it,” Gabriel said.
“That’s probably because of the beautiful company you’re keeping now, dearie. The stew’s the same as I’ve been serving for thirty years.”
Two of the women grinned at that, while the shortest glared at him in challenge.
“Four of you might get a wee bit crowded in that room, but we had to throw a deadbeat out of one on the second floor just after sundown. I’d be happy to let your new friend claim it if she needs a place to stay. Just give me a bit to tidy the room up.”
Gabriel sighed at the turn of good fortune.
“That would be excellent. Reyna was most insistent on needing her own room,” Sthuza said.
“You all look exhausted. Perhaps you should head on to your room, and I’ll go grab the key then lead the lass up to where she’ll be staying.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Barely ten minutes later, Gabriel found himself locked in the comfortable room with his bonded.
Before he could ask either of them anything, Cindra wrapped him in a crushing hug that blasted the air from his lungs.
Sthuza watched with surprising patience as the powerful hellhound rubbed against him for several minutes before she cleared her throat. “That is quite enough for now, Cindra. Release Master so we may discuss what we need to before bedding down for the night.”
Cindra sulked, but loosened her grip and reluctantly pulled away from him. “Cindra is good girl. She listens to Alpha Bi—Female.”
“Yes, you have been very good. Thank you,” he said, then reached out and ruffled her hair affectionately.
“Now, Master, we should discuss Reyna and the situation she presents.”
He nodded but had to yawn. “Sorry, it’s been a very long day.”
The disguised gorgon grinned and waved away his apology. “That is putting it lightly. Today, or yesterday at this point, has been longer and more stressful than anything I have experienced in centuries, Master. Perhaps you would like to get more comfortable while we discuss your plans?”
Seeing the heat in her eyes, he grinned and nodded. They all started to strip off their armor and prepare for bed.
Gabriel finished with his boots, stretched, then looked over to his bonded.
Cindra was bent over and fussing with something on the floor. He didn’t see what it was because his eyes were glued to her round ass and glistening slit right in front of him.
Sthuza hissed and chased after the nude hellhound. Once he got over the surprise, Gabriel chuckled, closed his mind off from his Prime, and watched as the pair of gorgeous monster girls raced around the room.
He was more than a little surprised at how energetic they were, and he let them be for several minutes.
“Calm down, both of you,” Gabriel ordered when it became clear neither was going to stop on their own.
They slowed then moved to stand before him, eyes downcast.
“Relax, I’m not mad. Maybe a little embarrassed, but your attention is very flattering. Still, I think we need to discuss our next step.”
The idea of just staying in the room for a week and trying to break both beds with them has some serious appeal. But that would doom us, or at least Meri.
He smiled at the beautiful pair. “As much as I’d like to further explore the physical aspects of our relationships right now, I’m exhausted, so let’s settle down and decide what comes next.”
Both bonded monster girls nodded and flashed bright smiles.
That’s a lot better. They are both so incredible. And not just in looks. Bonding the pair of them, and Meri, was definitely worth almost having my soul destroyed.
Gabriel thought back to the horrific torture he’d endured when Estrial and her companions sacrificed him.
Still want to kill that duplicitous elf when we catch her, though.
His bonded argued about their sleeping arrangements for a moment. As a compromise, the three of them pushed the beds together, an easy feat with Cindra’s aid.
It took several minutes for them to convince Cindra to wear anything. She finally relented when Sthuza leaned close and whispered something in her fluffy ear. Then his bonded disappeared behind a dressing screen.
He took the time to strip down to his underwear and settled onto the combined bed. When they stepped back out, their appearance stole his breath—and his train of thought.
Sthuza wore a sheer, black silk nightie that provided tantalizing glimpses of her flawless body as she slunk over to the bed and sat beside him. All she had on beneath it was a pair of dark-green panties.
The blue satin nightgown that Cindra wore looked like it was sized for Sthuza, and it struggled to restrain her breasts while barely descending past her hips. Unlike the prim and proper gorgon, his second bonded wasn’t wearing panties. That became clear the moment Cindra lifted the hem and twirled to show off her sexy lingerie for her Packmaster.
Gabriel gulped at the blatantly erotic scene. His Prime was a touch more subtle, and he enjoyed the feeling of Sthuza pressing her cool breasts against his bare chest. He found it rather challenging to keep focused on the discussion once the two scantily dressed monster girls snuggled up to either side.
They leaned back against the headboards to discuss the day’s events.
For her part, Sthuza was happy to keep the conversation flowing. She brought up several points about their newest companion that he hadn’t considered.
When Gabriel reminded her that he’d never heard of werebadgers, Sthuza took a few minutes to tell him what she knew of them. She looked less than eager as she explained that they had a well-deserved reputation for belligerence when provoked.
And a tendency to claim provocation at the slightest offense.
Sthuza also assured him that the way he’d dealt with the lycan in the prison had cemented him as the boss—regardless of what Reyna might say.
Gabriel blew out a sigh. “I still can’t believe that I got so angry. I was going to kill her.”
“Your bond with the fur coat is having some influence on your thoughts, Master.”
“Am I going to become as violent and short-tempered as a male hellhound?”
Sthuza shook her head, sending head-snakes whipping about. “No, Master. I do not believe it will alter you that much. Your life has changed greatly, and it will take time for you to settle into who you truly are. I have faith that you are on the path to greatness.”
“Cindra has lots of faith in Packmaster.”
Gabriel grinned, then kissed each of the monster girls.
When the talk returned to Reyna, Sthuza mentioned that he could bond with the surly lycan, if it was what he wished.
A part of him wanted to pursue the idea the moment his Prime mentioned it. Then he remembered Reyna’s foul attitude.
Her mouth’s even worse.
He kissed the gorgon again, then sealed his mind to think.
Reyna does seem competent. But Sthuza doesn’t like furry monsters due to… something that happened with those catgirls she petrified. I want to ask her about it, but it clearly still bothers her. At the same time, her reaction to kissing Cindra was the opposite. But this isn’t the time to stir the pot. Think it’s best to hold off on the idea of bonding Reyna for now.
The topic shifted again when Cindra sleepily voiced her support for hunting down Kelith’s father and ending that threat. She’d suggested doing just that before they left the dungeon.
“I agree that taking out the baron would help reduce the risk to Lady Merideva,” Sthuza said. She then continued on for several minutes as she explained her thoughts on the pros and cons of Cindra’s idea.
Tired as he was, Gabriel struggled to keep his attention on the topic. Despite his best effort, he faded in and out, catching only a few words—until a soft hand grasped his manhood and gave a gentle tug.
His hips rocked upward without conscious command at the surprising but welcome touch.
He gulped and looked over at Cindra. The statuesque woman was staring at Sthuza, though her blue tongue slipped out and traced along her lips as she listened to his Prime.
A glance at Sthuza revealed her to be equally focused on their conversation. Her face was a perfect mask of elegant beauty as she continued to talk.
The hand feels almost hot, so it’s Cindra, right? But she looks far too calm.
With his arms pinned beneath his bedmates, he couldn’t reach down and check. Besides, whoever was stroking him obviously wanted to keep it secret. It wouldn’t do to upset their intentions.
So Gabriel bit his lip as the mystery woman tightened her grip, then stroked his engorged member with more confidence and speed.
Keeping quiet became increasingly hard, especially once she achieved a steady pace. She would stroke him right up to the point of release, but either through skill or luck, left him hanging right on the edge.
I wish she’d stop teasing and let me finish.
She didn’t. Instead, the hand wrapped around him slowed and squeezed gently several times before releasing him. Then a cool claw teased along the length of his erection.
His aroused lust fled to the back of his mind when he felt the sharp claw trace his manhood, teasing along the head and back down the shaft. But he sighed and relaxed when the hard edge withdrew.
Gabriel glanced over to Cindra and blinked at her sleeping face. Her full lips had a hint of a smile, but she let out a soft snore and cuddled tighter against him.
Just as he started to wonder if the game was over, soft fingers encircled his girth again.
Feels like her hand can barely fit around me. Does that mean it’s Sthuza?
He swallowed at the renewed, eager stroking that quickly pushed coherent thought from his mind. When he realized the gorgon had fallen silent, he peeked at her.
The hand gripping his member pushed him closer and closer to release as he watched his Prime. Her eyes were closed, and her head-snakes lay motionless.
If she’s also asleep… It couldn’t be Reyna… could it?
Intent on checking for the gruff lycan, Gabriel looked to the foot of the beds. He and his bonded were under the light cover, but he didn’t see a lump large enough for the petite blonde to have slipped under with them.
The hand that stroked him changed pace and raced to push him over the edge.
Some part of him was unwilling to disturb either of his bonded. He didn’t want to wake whichever one wasn’t part of this secret stimulation, so he bit his lip and kept silent. His hips bucked despite clenched muscles as the pleasure reached a crescendo.
Gabriel felt his seed spray out under the covers, coating the hand that still milked him. He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned quietly when the warm, and now very sticky, hand slowed its frantic pace. He felt a few more tender tugs at his flagging erection, but he still had no clue which of his bonded was responsible.
I should cast that cleaning spell. But sleep sounds so good right now. Cleanup later.
The tension he hadn’t even noticed burdening him had fled with his spent seed. He stayed awake only long enough to place a chaste kiss on each monster girl’s exposed cheek.
I’m the luckiest man in the world.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Gabriel reeled from a terrible dream. He struggled to organize the fleeting memories. His mind felt disconnected from his body. Like he’d been using Dungeon Sense while sleeping.
A sinister voice had called out to him. Echoing oddly, it offered teases of power, wealth, women—anything and everything Gabriel could ever want.
But beneath the splendor and excess, a cloying, fetid stench suffused the air. It smelled wrong. So wrong, he could taste it.
The moment he recognized the flavor, the feeling, as Swarm, everything vanished.
Was that just a nightmare? Or is that horror haunting me in my sleep now?
A slurping sound startled him, and suddenly he felt the soft linen beneath him. Then he noticed the cool gorgon cuddled tight against his right side.
Sthuza’s silk negligee was all that separated her firm breasts from his chest, and he spent a moment enjoying her soothing presence. With his arm curled around her, it felt natural to stroke down her slender side. He traced the curve of her hips and further down along her smooth thigh.
Enjoying the feeling of his bonded pressed against him reminded Gabriel of last night. He tried to hug the hellhound who’d fallen asleep against his left side but found only rumpled covers.
Where’s Cindra?
Hot wetness dripped onto his balls and reminded him of the mess they’d made last night.
Hard to believe it didn’t dry.
Then a thick, dexterous tongue licked the full length of his painfully hard morning wood. A long, hot tongue. It coated his shaft in drool as thick and hot as melted wax.
Cindra is—
His thoughts blanked as the tongue wrapped around his manhood, and the mouth—which he knew had to be Cindra’s—engulfed him hungrily.
Please don’t bite it off!
Or burn it!
With Sthuza still snuggled tight against him, Gabriel focused on not disturbing the slumbering gorgon as Cindra sucked him off. The longer she worked his shaft, the more pleasurable the experience.
Her viscous spit flowed down his erect member. The hot fluid drenched his balls, then formed a puddle beneath him. Her tongue lacked the gripping ability of Sthuza’s, but she made up for it with her enthusiasm.
Cindra moaned around his girth, and the vibration was enough to push him over the edge. He bucked against her face, but the solid hellhound didn’t budge as he shot thick ropes of seed into her throat.
Eyes closed and mind overwhelmed by lust, Gabriel jerked back when the light comforter was ripped off the bed.
“Cccindra, Thisss wasss not part of the deal!” Sthuza said angrily.
He cracked his eyes open and slowly focused on the barely dressed gorgon as she turned on the hellhound who eagerly sucked the last of his seed.
Thankfully, Cindra withdrew him from her mouth and fell back submissively rather than bite down in surprise.
So glad she was in humanoid form.
Sthuza didn’t seem to notice. She ignored him entirely and stood over the squatting monster girl. The gorgon hissed so angrily that her words were barely decipherable. Adding to the chaos was the furious spitting and hissing of her head-snakes.
Gabriel was grateful his manly bits were still attached, and surprisingly clean, after being in the hellhound’s mouth. He got out of bed and quickly began to dress.
“Sorry, Lady Snakey, Packmaster just smelled so good, Cindra had to clean him up,” Cindra whimpered.
“I do not care what excuses you make, you agreed to wait until I approved,” Sthuza said, though she at least sounded calmer than before.
“Oh, good morning, Master,” she said when she spotted him grabbing his pants.
“Morning, Packmaster.”
“Good morning,” he replied.
Last night was fun, but I’m curious how you managed it.
‘I am pleased to hear that your night was pleasant, Master. But if you enjoyed yourself, perhaps you should let it be? Besides, asking a lady for her secrets is quite rude.’
Sthuza turned to glare at the much larger monster girl and said, “We will discuss this further at a late date.”
“Okay,” Cindra whined.
Gabriel didn’t want to let their argument, or the apparently secret deal about their sex life, derail the plans for the day, so he continued to dress. Once ready, he checked his pool.
Mana 57%
The seven percent recovery fit well with his expectations. Before he became a Dungeon Master, it had taken him just over two weeks to refill his pool. The denser Aether in the dungeon let him recharge about twice as fast.
But it also risks drawing unwanted attention if we go back and forth too frequently. Besides, once we get the crystal back, we can stay down there all the time.
Sthuza restored her disguise and gave Cindra another pair of gloves to conceal her claws. It took several minutes to get the hellhound armored up, and she insisted on bringing her sword this time.
“Bout time you lazy murder hobos got off your asses and joined me,” Reyna said when they entered the common room. She glared at them, looking even more irritated than she had last night.
“Gah, you bastards reek of sex. What did you do, spray yer nasty jizz all over them?” she grumbled with a shudder.
Sounds like someone isn’t a morning person.
Sthuza giggled, obviously having overheard his thoughts. Gabriel smiled at her before he moved to join their potty-mouthed companion.
Breakfast was generous bowls of porridge with a few cold sausages on the side. They ate in relative silence. No one spoke, but Cindra provided plenty of ambient noise as she scarfed her food down.
After finishing their meal, and thanking the proprietor, they headed out to the Noble’s Quarter again.
“I still think we should split up to scout the place out, Master,” Sthuza said.
“Don’t worry so much. I’d much rather we risk standing out instead of leaving one of you to be attacked without the rest of us there to help. Besides, if anyone does look twice at us, they’ll probably assume we’re just starry-eyed tourists.”
Sthuza met his gaze, then pointedly looked at the towering juggernaut that was Cindra in full armor with the giant’s blade on her back. She could still pass for an exotic inutari, though Gabriel doubted anyone would notice her looks after they saw her sword.
He grinned. “Okay, so we’re really well-defended tourists. Or just paranoid.”
Sthuza shook her head, and reddish-brown hair billowed in the breeze, though a faint, serpentine hissing hung about her.
“Cindra will keep people from looking twice!”
Reyna snorted. “Yeah, that’s not happening unless you can do something about those ridiculous sweater puppies you’ve got stuffed into that armor. Seriously, did you not have enough money to buy a properly sized suit? That leather’s tighter than a gnome’s foreskin.”
Cindra glanced down at her breasts and cupped one curiously. “Cindra doesn’t have any puppies yet. Will Packmaster give me some soon?” she asked as she continued to idly grope her breast.
Reyna snickered and glanced at Gabriel. “Yeah, I bet he will, fucking letch.”
Mrs. Spaulding had provided the lycan with a clean set of clothes for today. Loose brown trousers and a cream blouse left her looking far more appropriate for the city than the highly enchanted sex costume she’d left the prison wearing.
I wonder if she kept it. Would the enchantment expand it enough to fit Cindra?
Sthuza hissed loudly behind him, which reminded him they were supposed to be investigating the castle’s security.
They had killed a lot of the baron’s guard when Kelith invaded, leaving the garrison weakened. Despite that, Gabriel had planned to leave the noble alone until after they recovered the stolen crystal.
But Reyna demanded that they’d deal with the bastard before they left. Getting her the revenge she craved would also punish the arrogant lord for his part in Gabriel’s murder and the attack on Merideva.
If the city wasn’t in such a decline, I doubt we’d have a chance, even with bonded as powerful as Sthuza and Cindra. Most nobles can afford more magical items than Adamantite-ranked adventurers.
Baron Alberik was about as low as a noble could be and remain landed. Even so, his title provided more power and wealth than most adventurers could dream of.
That’s how the spoiled pricks stay in power. One ancestor does well and sets the rest up for centuries of privilege. With so much wealth, they can literally buy power.
Gabriel had paid the few expenses his scholarship didn’t cover by selling mana to the Guild and its vast mana vaults. The Guild was one of the few buyers outside of the nobility. He knew the baron paid as well as the Guild for mana, but Gabriel had never trusted the noble after how harshly the baron’s son had treated him in school.
Course now Kelith is dead, and we’re about to punish his asshole father.
‘Yes, Master, but now is the time for calm.’
He took a few relaxing breaths, not having even noticed how worked up he was getting.
Thanks.
‘I will always protect you, Master.’
He grinned back at the smiling gorgon as they settled into a small teahouse that afforded an excellent view of their target. The luxurious two-story building had large, magically created glass windows that let the group watch the guards out front.
Cindra had made it very clear that she was not eager to hide in a cramped alley while they spied on the gatehouse. Gabriel hadn’t said anything aloud, but he privately agreed. So he was almost as excited as she was when Sthuza had picked out the quaint teahouse for their stakeout.
Seems like most of this trip has been spying, then rushing in to murder everyone we encounter. We even turned the tables on the saurians. Isn’t that basically what adventurers do to dungeons?
Sthuza giggled beside him. ‘Perhaps similar, Master, though Dungeon Cores want them to intrude, and unless I am much mistaken, our target does not.’
Good point. I’m going to spend some Essence to boost my magic before we do this.
‘A wise decision. We will keep watch.’
Trusting his Prime to manage their boisterous companions, Gabriel brought up the Interface.


Unassigned Essence: 151


That’s a lot more than the ninety-seven free Soul Essence I had earlier.
‘Is something wrong, Master?’
I have over a hundred and fifty free Essence now.
The moment he sent the thought to Sthuza, he realized where it came from.
It’s from killing that saurian adventurer, isn’t it?
‘I imagine so, though I must say, it is more than I would have expected you to receive.’
Doesn’t really matter right now. I’m going to stick to my plan and only spend a small amount right now. Don’t want to rush it and make a costly mistake.
Gabriel spent several minutes considering the options before him.
Intelligence and discipline are the main attributes that increase magical power. But I’m already pushing the limits for a normal human. Until I know why the cost multiplies, think I’ll pass on boosting those. How about the section under Prowess?
It took a second to navigate the Interface to the correct pane. The display looked just like it had the last time Gabriel checked: a long list of magical skills, most of which were grayed out. At the top, Arcane Magic had eighty-six. He concentrated and invested a single point of SE into it. Instead of the one point increase he’d hoped for, it climbed to eighty-nine.
Three for one?
Gabriel continued to spend one point of Essence at a time on Arcane Magic. He paused when the skill only went up by two, from ninety-five to ninety-seven. Investing three more points only raised it to one hundred and one.
Why did the ratio drop so quick?
Curious, he added points in Harness Mana and watched as it climbed up by three each time. It had started out one lower and jumped from ninety-four to ninety-seven, but then followed the same pattern as Arcane Magic.
When it reached one hundred, Gabriel stopped and switched to the last row with a rank.
Accuracy. Given it’s under the magic section, it has to help with aiming spells. Not sure how useful that will be.
Despite his doubts, Gabriel raised it to a hundred as well, then closed the Interface.
Yet another thing I need to learn. Does the growth slow because I tried to raise it several ranks at once? Or are there cutoff points where the rate changes?
He blew out a sigh and looked at his companions.
They’d started watching in the early morning. Since their arrival, the teahouse had grown noticeably busier as the lunch crowded dined.
The four of them kept a watch on the flow of people in and out of the imposing gatehouse. There were guards but also several robed bureaucrats and servants.
Gabriel spent much of the time studying the glyphs that formed the Fireball spell. Despite what he’d told his companions, his plan was risky and had no margin for error.
The crowd diminished as the lunch rush passed, and Gabriel became increasingly aware of the waitress watching them closely.
“Do not worry about her, Master, she is no doubt curious why you have three beautiful women with you, and yet you do not flirt or behave inappropriately with us. Adventurers are not known for their decorum.”
“I could suck Packmaster’s—” Cindra offered loudly before Sthuza covered her mouth.
In mid-drink, Gabriel sputtered and sprayed hot tea out of his nose. That set off Reyna, who cackled from where she sat next to the hellhound.
Tears welled in his eyes as the still steaming tea seared his sinuses, and he coughed wetly.
Reyna snickered. “Don’t look at me, you pervy dog-lover, I ain’t wiping your nose or sucking your dick.”
“You truly are quite the charming young lady, Miss Reyna,” Sthuza replied.
“Aww, thanks, your scaliness. Glad you can see how special I am.”
A muffled growl made everyone focus on Cindra, whose mouth was still covered by one of Sthuza’s long-fingered hands.
“Oh, sorry, Cindra.”
“No worries, Snakey. Just wanted to say the group of soldiers left like you wanted.”
They had been waiting and watching in the hope that the baron would still deploy the weekly patrol. Every Godsrest, a squad of ten or more soldiers, led by one of his mage retainers, would head out and inspect the outlying villages and check for roving monsters in the barony.
Gabriel had been skeptical that they’d go. Sthuza assured him that the last thing a self-important minor noble would want to do is reveal any hint of weakness to his peers. Or the Guild.
Gabriel and his Prime glanced at each other.
“This may be our best chance. We give them time to get out of the city, but then we strike,” he said.
Sthuza paid for their drinks, then they split into pairs to track the patrol and keep watch on the gatehouse.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Gabriel and Reyna met up with his bonded an hour later.
“You were correct, Master, there are far fewer guards than I expected to find. The main gate is manned by only two soldiers, both of whom wore gambeson and mail. The baron’s family has indeed fallen hard from the last time I traveled through the city,” Sthuza said.
Reyna flashed the gorgon a strange look but kept her mouth shut.
“Yeah, I’m still surprised that he’d send out the full-strength patrol after how many he lost in the dungeon,” Gabriel said. “We watched all twelve of them march out the east gate.”
“That crusty shit-stain screwed up big time lowering his guard. I can’t wait to get my claws into his flesh. I’m going to make that pig squeal for hours before I kill him,” Reyna all but snarled.
Gabriel glanced at the petite hellion, then over to his Prime.
‘Yes, Master. We will need to keep a careful watch on her. We cannot afford to let her indulge her revenge too long. But I may have something that could work for her.’
What’s that?
‘When you mentioned how Estrial and her party treated you, I decided to prepare a special punishment for them. When we defeat them, my plan is to trap each of their souls in S-Crystals.’
But they don’t work on most humanoids.
‘Ah, but these do. They are a dungeoncrafted version of the S-Crystals that summoners use to house monsters. Unfortunately, I only have four, and Lady Merideva is nowhere near ready to produce more. They are harder to create than a Domain Crystal. If I offer one to Miss Reyna, we would have to let one of the adventurers avoid their just punishment.’
Gabriel thought back to the elf and her fellow adventurers. White-hot fury welled up at the thought of Estrial, and it burned even brighter when he recalled the spiteful twins. But Torrik hadn’t mocked Gabriel during the event. He was the only one who had seemed conflicted.
The dwarf, Torrik, he didn’t torment me. I can still see the look of disgust in his eyes at the way the twins treated me. If we spare him, we could steal the baron’s soul and let Reyna get the closure she needs without delaying our quest.
‘Yes, that would work, Master. So long as you are willing to let the bearded one escape with a single death, I will arrange for one of the crystals to be ready for the baron.’
Do you have to do something to prepare them?
Gabriel was more than a little surprised at that idea. S-Crystals created a small pocket of space, much like a dimensional bag, that was formed from the Astral Realm. When used on a viable target, their soul could be entombed within the crystal.
The S-Crystals he knew of were ranked according to tier. Other than that, their only variable was whether they had been used on a soul or not. Higher quality ones allowed more powerful souls to be bound to them and provided more luxurious habitats within them.
He’d even heard that the rarest allowed the owner to travel inside the crystal and interact with the soul entombed within. But, given that even the cheapest ones had been far beyond his means before becoming a Dungeon Master, he hadn’t researched any details.
‘These crystals must be prepared for the type and power range of the soul to capture. If set to the wrong type, it might capture only a portion or even fail outright. Given their rarity and the fact that we can ill afford to leave Lady Merideva’s Domain for long, I do not wish to make a mistake.’
Thanks. If we’re going to punish anyone, that asshole noble should be right there at the top of the list. All of this, my expulsion and everything since then, was because of his greed.
“Are you two done playing mind-footsy yet?” Reyna asked.
Gabriel snorted at her words and glanced toward his Prime. The dark blush on Sthuza’s cheeks as she glared at the werebadger caused him to laugh. “Yeah, we’re done. Sthuza has a way to let you give the baron the punishment he so richly deserves while not delaying our hunt.”
Reyna spared the gorgon the briefest glance before she turned her suspicious gaze back to Gabriel. “Really? You lot better not be getting my hopes up without finishing the job. Imma be all kinds of pissed if any of you screw this up for me. I can’t wait to peel his skin off.”
Before either of his bonded could reply, Gabriel brushed Cindra’s bond with a soothing mental caress. He framed a more detailed thought for Sthuza.
Relax, Reyna’s not threatening me. She’s just scared of betrayal. It’ll be fine.
He turned his focus back to Reyna. “Yes, really. Sthuza brought a crystal that will trap the baron’s soul when he dies. Once we do that, you’ll have plenty of time to punish him at your leisure. As an added bonus, it should prevent him from being resurrected—if he has any Divine Favors stashed away.”
That put a smile on the petite lycan’s face. “In that case, we can do it your way. But I still want to hit him before we go chasing your ex-girlfriend. And I’m gonna make that putrid ass-gobbler suffer before we kill him.”
“Do not doubt, Miss Reyna. Master gave you his word that we would deal with this ignoble nuisance before we leave the city. He will not go back on it.”
“Yeah, Baron threatened Pack. Never leave a danger alive to strike when we turn our backs,” Cindra chimed in, and Gabriel couldn’t help but smile at the larger woman’s intensity.
Reyna switched her glare to each of them but finally nodded and sighed. “Okay. So, when are we going to attack? I can’t wait much longer.” As if to emphasize her point, the werebadger all but vibrated in her eagerness.
“That is what we reconvened to discuss,” Sthuza replied. “And I agree with Master that we should strike now. The fact that the baron dispatched that patrol makes this too good of an opportunity to pass up.”
They continued to discuss the number of guards they’d each spotted, both patrolling the city and the ones stationed in and around the castle.
“That makes our best estimate at thirty to thirty-five guards. We only saw two mages, but it is a safe bet that there will be at least a few more stationed within the keep itself,” Sthuza said in summation of their reports.
“I know that seems like a lot, but remember, we killed over thirty when Kelith attacked. Plus, I might have an idea on how to swing things heavily in our favor,” Gabriel said.
“Oh, you do more than just serve as a pretty fucktoy for these two?” Reyna asked, then turned to snarl at Cindra when the larger woman growled. “Hey, I said he was pretty, right?”
The hellhound scrunched her nose and glared at Reyna for several seconds, then flashed a broad smile and nodded. “Packmaster best male ever. Cindra can’t wait for the next mating time.”
Reyna leaned back and swallowed, then nodded slowly. “Yeah… right, good for you,” she said, then turned back toward Gabriel. “So anyway, you had a plan?”
He grinned and nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t see either of the mages, but I bet the one in the blue-and-silver robes is High Wizard Tobias Falken. He’s not an adventurer, but he’s probably the strongest mage in the city. I’d rather not face him in a spell duel if we can help it.”
“Is he part of the baron’s guard detachment? If so, I struggle to see how we could take him out without him fighting back,” Sthuza said.
“I doubt we could sneak up on him. He’d probably have too many defenses against stealth anyway, at least anything we could manage. No, my idea is that we rush the gate guards and put the whole place on alert,” Gabriel said, and he couldn’t hold back a smug grin at the bewildered looks on the faces of his companions.
“While I admire your confidence in our success, Master, I do not believe it wise to give the defenders a chance to consolidate. Our best chance at victory will be to take them out piecemeal. Just as we did with the ones that tried to steal Lady Merideva.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Ah, but the best thing is that Tobias’ tower is connected to the guard’s barracks. I remember Kelith mentioning that the old mage spends all of his time in his study researching magic. Except for the half-hour or so in which he restores the spells he casts for the baron each day.”
“I’m with rat-breath over there, how does him holing up with all the off-duty guards help us?” Reyna asked.
“It lets us know exactly where he and most of the guards will be. While I have my doubts about facing him in a spell duel, I bet I have enough raw power now to overwhelm him with a surprise attack.”
“Kelith’s Fireball spell?” Sthuza asked as a look of comprehension crossed her face. She giggled, then nodded. “Of course, Cindra is all but immune to even the hottest of flames. She could serve as bait to draw their attention while you prepare a single spell to defeat his shields. Everyone would be too busy with her to interfere with your work.”
“Exactly,” he said, then looked to his taller bonded. “I don’t like the idea of risking you. This will be dangerous, but with my buffs and Sthuza attacking from range, I know you can handle them long enough for me to pull off an enhanced spell.”
“Why are you so sure you can take out this asshole if he’s such a badass mage?”
“Because the type of shield he’ll erect when he hears the alarm won’t be well-suited to handling the sort of attack I have planned. We’re talking a fire spell powerful enough to incinerate anything flammable. He’ll survive the initial blast, but I doubt he’ll be ready to deal with the scorching air and ash.
“Once the guards are all dead, and Tobias is distracted by the threat of more magic, Cindra will be perfectly positioned to finish him.”
“So I get to kill the bad mage?” the hellhound asked.
“Yep. Think you can handle it?” Gabriel replied as he flashed her a cocky grin.
Cindra beamed at him and bounced on her toes as she nodded. “Definitely, Packmaster!”
“Good. This should allow us to eliminate the majority of the defenders all at once. After that, we can take our time going room to room inside the keep and hunt down Baron Alberik. Sound good?”
Gabriel looked at each of them in turn and smiled when they all nodded.
“Yes, Master. And I believe I have the perfect potion to help Cindra buy the time you need.”
“Great. Then let’s get ready and watch for the guard shift.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Gabriel and his companions set up around the corner from the castle gate. It was easy to watch as the guards processed the handful of visitors that entered or exited the baron’s estate. The two men in mail hauberks were the only ones in sight.
Imposing twin towers flanked a massive portcullis. Designed to let archers punish anyone attempting to assault the castle, they wouldn’t be an issue once Gabriel, Reyna, and his bonded got through the gate.
If we do this right, they won’t have time to get anyone up there. The only way in or out is through the barracks we’re going to strike. Assuming we can get in before they drop the portcullis.
That was the only sticking point in his plan. If he had more time, and knew more glyphs, he could likely blast his way through the thick wooden doors and the massive steel portcullis.
“I still wish we could find another way past the gate, Master. If they have the time to drop the portcullis, we have no way to breach it.”
Cindra might be able to cut through it eventually, but that would give the city watch time to come down on us.
Gabriel had the strangest certainty about their attack. He felt an overwhelming confidence that they would pull it off, and he decided to trust his instincts. “Yeah, but I’ve got a good feeling about this plan. It sounds a little weird, but I know this is the best way to do it. We’ll succeed, and then we move straight for the barracks.”
Probably another aspect of being a DM.
‘I do not know, Master. But I trust you and will follow your lead.’
He flashed a sincere smile at his Prime, then checked on the other two women. Cindra had the biggest grin he’d ever seen and was bouncing in place. Sthuza had taken her aside for a bit and must have said something that had the hellhound even more eager than usual.
To prepare for the fight, he wove an Armor Reinforcement spell on Cindra but left it dormant.
Once activated, that should protect her long enough for me to blast the guards.
It was equally obvious that Reyna was at least as ready to rumble as the larger monster girl. But where the hellhound’s expression made him smile, Reyna’s rage-twisted face unsettled Gabriel more than he wanted to admit.
The petite werebadger hadn’t explained why she wanted the baron so badly. All Reyna had shared with them was that he’d done something, and she needed to make him pay. Given the rumors about the baron, Gabriel could only imagine the man had done something truly awful to someone Reyna cared about.
This isn’t just about revenge. Eliminating the baron will protect Meri, and that’s the important thing. Plus, there’s no telling how many people we’ll save from future abuse at the bastard’s hands.
‘I must confess I care little what happens to the people up here, but you are correct, Master. This gets justice for the wrongs he committed against you, and it protects Lady Merideva. We should also try to learn if he has shared her secret with anyone else.’
Yeah, afterward. Right now, we focus on killing everyone that gets in our way.
Just as they’d expected, a pair of fresh guards switched places with the two men, and Gabriel waited until the relieved soldiers disappeared down the main street before he signaled for Cindra to go.
The late afternoon sun slowly dipped toward the city wall, and the new guards settled into the small outpost beside the main gate. Since the castle held the city’s governmental offices, the fortified entrance was left open during the day. If he and his bonded waited too much longer, the guards would seal the gate for the night, and they would have to wait until the next day.
This is it. It’ll work. I know it will.
‘Do not worry about us, Master. I will watch over them while you prepare the spell.’
Gabriel worked to keep his mind calm as they approached. The gatehouse had magical sensors set up to detect any active spells that got too close to the gate. He didn’t think it would pick up the dormant defense spell he’d placed on Cindra.
The mana it leaks shouldn’t be a problem. Hopefully, they won’t pick up Sthuza’s disguise either.
One of the guards called out in a high-pitched, weak voice, “Ah, and what business do you three ladies have with Baron Alberik this late at night?”
“We have news from the Guild about the baron’s son,” Sthuza replied. Gabriel couldn’t see from where he hid behind Cindra, but he heard both men swear and shift at her words.
“Even if you’re from the Guild, you’ll be having to submit to a search,” the other man said.
Again that fiery rage washed over Gabriel at the blatant lust in the guard’s voice. He clenched the hilt of his sword and bit his lip to suppress the urge to rush the man.
‘Calm yourself, Master. These deplorable wretches will not live long enough to do anything more than leer at us. Focus your fury and be ready for the next phase. We are all counting on your magic to even the odds.’
Gabriel blew out a long breath and nodded to himself.
Thanks.
Sthuza sent him a feeling of smug pleasure and then said something else to the guard. Gabriel didn’t pay attention. Instead, he focused on the new glyphs in his mind once more.
Before Merideva saved him, he would never have suggested such a risky plan. Not only were his bonded counting on him to deliver a massive attack spell in the heat of combat, but the spell used glyphs that he’d only studied for one day. Most mages spent months or even years researching a new spell before attempting to use it.
I can do it. Something happened when Meri made me her DM. I memorized those glyphs in a fraction of the time I spent learning previous ones.
A bellow from Cindra signaled that the time for waiting was over.
Gabriel shook his head to clear the ringing caused by her roar and stepped to the side to look past the hellhound.
He spotted Reyna in midair and mid-shift. Her cute face was set in a snarling grimace of rage as she leapt at the leftmost guard. Thick fur sprouted from her skin, and she grew several inches just in time to smash into the unprepared guardsman.
The short man’s sword was still sheathed, leaving him defenseless for her attack. Snarling, she rode him down to the ground.
He screamed, but Reyna snapped forward and ripped his face off. She pulled back and ruined bits of flesh hung from her fanged maw.
I think I’m actually getting used to that kind of sight now.
Gabriel shook the thought away and triggered the latent spell on Cindra. He felt a slight strain as the magical defense activated. Then he turned his attention to his task and started to gather the sizable amount of mana the Fireball would require.
A major part of spellcasting was readying the mana and putting it into the spell construct. But with the ability to split his focus, Gabriel was able to harness the mana as he rushed into the castle. He didn’t want to risk that an alert guard might trigger the portcullis and seal them out.
Sthuza pulled her bow from the smallest pouch on her belt, then stepped over to his side. “I think the fuzzheads have these two under control, Master. Let us get into position for your spell.”
He grinned at her and jogged into the baron’s castle while Cindra attacked the standing guard.
“What kind of mon—” the man started to yell, but he had to drop to the ground when Cindra whipped her greatsword around.
The guard fell forward, but rolled to his left and dodged her follow-up strike. He continued the move and leapt back to his feet.
It was obvious the man stood no chance of survival against Cindra alone. Instead of even drawing the longsword at his hip, he spun on his heels and raced toward the gatehouse.
Shit.
Gabriel rushed to beat the surprisingly quick-footed guardsman to the control that would seal the entrance and ruin their plans.
The man screamed for help, but the only response was angry growls and the tortured gurgles of the guard beneath Reyna.
It would be close. The man was only a few feet from the large lever, and Gabriel groaned when he realized he wouldn’t catch him.
Then the man sped up and slammed into the wall headfirst. His skull crumpled, smearing the stone with blood.
Gabriel stopped in his tracks and blinked at the sight. He’d been so focused on beating the man that he’d forgotten about Cindra.
She had caught up to the guard and slammed one hand against the back of his head. Now her gauntlet was drenched in blood and brains, which she tried to shake off. The monster girl turned her head and smiled at him. “Cindra got him, Packmaster.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah. You did. Now let’s hurry up.”
A nasty squelch sounded behind him just before a loud bell rang out an alert.
“We’re waiting on you two peckerwoods to get moving,” Reyna growled in her angry hybrid voice.
He glanced back to her and swallowed at the sight of her climbing off of the ravaged corpse. Even shifted, she was shorter than Sthuza, though she easily outweighed the slender gorgon.
That wasn’t what surprised him, though. Somehow, in the seconds since the battle started, she’d managed to become drenched in gore. Every inch of her furry body looked slick with blood.
She lost her breast wrap. And her shirt.
Reyna didn’t seem to care when he looked her over, but then he figured that she had no reason to with all that fur covering everything.
Although, it kind of looks like her nipples are hard. Really hope that’s not from all the blood.
He turned back to his bonded and nodded. Cindra bolted toward the inner courtyard, and Sthuza followed the taller woman.
Gabriel detoured to release the portcullis before Reyna rushed over. Her bare footsteps landed with a disgusting squish, and he shuddered. Together, they went after his bonded as the heavy steel bars dropped and sealed them inside.
The baron’s castle was the largest private residence in the region and had enough space to fit a detachment of two hundred men-at-arms and a score of light cavalry. A stone tower adjacent to the barracks served as the home of the few mages the baron kept on retainer.
In the center of the vast courtyard stood the keep. Its walls were almost as thick as the outer ones, and while the polished doors were much smaller than the massive gate that they’d rushed through, it was still a formidable barrier.
Doesn’t matter. We can take our time to get through it once we kill all of the guards out here.
The defenders had behaved just like Gabriel had expected. There was a squad of four posted up at the keep gate. All the rest were clustered around the barracks, and only a handful of those had their armor on. Two of them had even rushed out nude, with only a sword in their hands.
He turned to Cindra and started to call out, but the statuesque warrior woman was already on the job. She howled and swung her adamantite blade in the air as she rushed the growing crowd.
She was supposed to wait for me to buff her!
‘We will do our part, Master. Trust in us.’
He huffed, but nodded and dove into the massive spell he planned to unleash. While they handled the guards, he worked to harness more mana from his pool to join with what he’d already prepared.
Gabriel swayed on his feet as he drew a huge amount of mana and began to weave the glyphs he’d learned only the day before. The potent energy filled him, threatening to escape.
Fear and concern for his bonded encouraged him to rush, but Gabriel took his time and carefully shaped each of the unfamiliar glyphs. He kept part of his focus on the berserk hellhound and watched as Cindra laid into one of the unarmored men.
The guardsman’s devotion to his duty was commendable. But loyalty and discipline did nothing to slow the sword as it knocked his weapon from his hand, then split him clean in two at the waist.
Cindra roared again, somehow louder than before. Several guards flinched back, but then arrows began to rain down into the frantic melee.
Gabriel wondered why Sthuza was arcing her shots so high until he spotted several archers in the windows of the keep taking shots at the hellhound.
Damn, I didn’t think of that!
‘Focus on your part, Master. I will deal with them.’
To emphasize her point, Sthuza loosed a black arrow that sped through the air and caught an archer on the fourth floor. Her shot took the woman in the eye while she aimed. Dead before she fell, the corpse released the loaded shot. Her arrow struck one of the men just as he tried to attack Cindra from behind.
If you meant to do that, you’re a much better archer than I thought. He sent the thought to his Prime even as he kept his attention on his spellcast.
Sthuza’s mirth was easy to sense over their bond. ‘I have never heard of an archer that could do that on purpose. It was quite fortuitous though.’
He grinned but pushed the event aside and checked on Cindra again. She had gathered a sizable crowd now. No doubt, her roars and the way she had waded through three guards now had everyone’s attention.
Well, almost everyone.
A flicker of movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention to the mage’s tower. It took him too long to realize the archer in the window had launched an arrow at him.
Gabriel started to dodge but knew there was no way he could avoid the shot. He redoubled his focus on the burgeoning spell and prayed that he could maintain his concentration through the pain.
At the last second, a bloody bundle of fur and rage leapt up and shielded him. The white-fletched arrow plunged into Reyna’s chest. The lycan roared in pain and immediately ripped the missile out.
Even if she heals fast, that has to hurt. Remind me to thank her later, he sent to his Prime.
Sthuza didn’t reply, but he knew she’d heard him. Unwilling to risk losing the spell to another well-aimed shot, Gabriel paused his casting and dashed over to take cover behind a small shed.
Once out of sight of the archers, he resumed the spell and soon embedded the final glyph into the twin spell circles. A quick glance at the Interface revealed it had taken him over two minutes to prepare. He looked back to Cindra.
Countless guards were swarming out of the barracks now, and Gabriel started to wonder if he’d miscalculated. With all the ones they’d killed already, he’d thought the baron couldn’t have much more than fifty men-at-arms left.
There were easily that many already forming up in the courtyard. Gabriel had no doubt there would be more stationed inside the keep itself, which meant his estimate had been way off.
How does he have so many left? Did he recruit from the city watch? And Tobias Falken still hasn’t shown his face.
‘Patience, Master. I have faith in your plan. This will work.’
“Hey, is that limp-dicked geezer over there the one you want?” Reyna asked.
Gabriel had to look down to spot her extended arm and follow it to her target. The elderly mage had just stepped out of the barracks and raised a polished staff. Six armored and alert men stood protectively around him.
The high wizard’s hair was disheveled, and his robes hung loose, but the sharpness of his eyes was obvious. His hands traced through a rapid series of movements, and glowing glyphs formed before him. Tobias said something, but it was impossible to make out.
Here it comes, Cindra. Please be ready, Gabriel projected. It looked like she nodded her helmeted head, and he finalized his spell.
It took only a fraction of a second to anchor the spell squarely on the hellhound.
“Now, Cindra!” Sthuza shouted. Her voice somehow carried over the sounds of battle and could be heard easily. At her words, Cindra took a wide swipe in front of her, driving back several men. Then she performed a backflip and started to shift in midair.
The guards, and Tobias Falken, stared as the muscular woman leapt into the air—and then a giant hellhound landed several feet from them.
Her greatsword struck the ground, discarded, and she rushed back into the melee.
Please work. Gabriel muttered in his mind, careful not to broadcast.
He took a deep breath, then released the attack spell he had anchored to his bonded.
A compressed ball of flames materialized before him and rocketed toward Cindra. The moment he released the spell, Gabriel felt light-headed from the sudden drain of energy, but someone caught him under the arms and kept him from falling to the ground.
The flaming sphere of magical death swelled as it cut across the courtyard. Every guard paused to stare at the barely restrained inferno.
Gabriel watched in awe and fear as the orb continued to grow. By the time it reached his target, the Fireball was half the size of Cindra.
Then everything went white.
Gabriel snapped his eyes shut when the spell detonated. A split second later, he rocked back as a wave of sound and pressure slammed into him. Strong arms held him tight and kept him on his feet.
“Damn, you’re not just a pretty face, are ya, monsterfucker?” Reyna growled from right beside him.
“Thanks for the catch… and the save earlier,” he gasped. The petite werebadger lowered him to the ground and then coughed several times.
He turned inward and checked his pool.
Mana 36%
Not sure I’ve ever spent that much mana that quickly—unless you count healing Cindra.
Surprised at just how fatigued he felt, Gabriel turned to see the results of his spell.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Flames licked along every surface around the smoky site. There was a vast swath of charred earth surrounded by a narrow ring of burning grass. As the thick, black smoke billowed and rose into the sky, the barracks came into view.
What was left of it.
Every flammable object was either aflame or already burned to ash. Gabriel’s attack had blasted a gaping hole in the magically reinforced stone wall. The second story and the roof drooped. Stones tumbled from the mage’s tower.
Even as he watched, it tilted further and further toward the keep. His eyes widened as the reinforced stone structure began to collapse.
All from one Fireball? How the hells did it do so much damage?
‘I do not have the slightest clue, Master. Right now, I am more concerned about the mutt. Your flames are far hotter than I anticipated,’ Sthuza sent to him, and Gabriel felt a spike of worry that he might have injured his bonded.
He looked to the center of the blast, right where Cindra had stood. But the smoke was too thick to see more than the hole he’d made. Between the ringing in his ears, the roar of massive flames, and the cracking of stone, he couldn’t tell if anyone was still alive in the inferno.
Before Gabriel let the panic get to him, he focused on his bonds and sought out the lovable hellhound.
Cindra’s presence flared even brighter than usual, and he breathed a sigh of relief.
She’s fine. Almost seems livelier than normal, Gabriel replied to his Prime.
‘That is good to hear, Master.’
“If that fire’s still burning when we leave, I wanna roast up some meat for our journey,” Reyna said with a strange, guttural laugh.
“Ooo! Pack have barbecue?” Cindra called out from the center of the roaring flames. Gabriel couldn’t resist laughing at her eagerness.
“We’ll talk about food after we finish with the baron,” he said firmly. Can’t let them get distracted from the mission right now.
More of the building collapsed, sending out a wave of dark smoke that made it almost impossible to see. Gabriel coughed as the acrid fumes filled his lungs.
“You got any fancy magic to get rid of that stinking shit? You weren’t supposed to set the whole damn world on fire,” Reyna grumbled.
“Let me think,” he said. Even as weak as he was, it didn’t take long to harness enough mana to produce a mild breeze with more of the glyphs he’d found in Kelith’s book.
The low-powered spell generated a steady wind that blew the ash and smoke away from them. He kept it weak enough to avoid clearing too much. With the cloud thickening above them, any archers left in the towers couldn’t see him or his bonded.
Sthuza walked over and knelt at his side. She looked concerned, but quickly calmed when he flashed her a weak grin.
“I would say that was a success, Master. Now we need to see if you got the wizard.”
The barracks collapsed further, and soft cries came from within the devastated building. The realization that he’d just killed dozens of humans with a single spell struck Gabriel, and he reeled.
His Prime responded in a flash and steadied him before he could topple over. She said something—he didn’t understand the words—and Reyna stepped away.
Gabriel turned his hands over and stared at them. He’d expected them to shake, but the tremors left him angry rather than frightened.
Damnit, this was the only way. They threatened Cindra and Sthuza. Reyna. The baron has only been able to do all the evil he’s done because men like these support him. They deserved it.
‘Yes, Master. But calm yourself. A few days ago, your worldview was far removed from the battlefield. It may take time for you to come to terms with who you now are. I have faith in you, but you must not be so hard on yourself.’
He sighed and stared at his hands until the shaking stopped.
Yeah, you’re right. I’m good. Thanks.
‘Anytime, Master.’
Cindra roared, and Gabriel turned toward the sound. Another roar and then a gasp of surprise and the screech of claws scraping against a magical barrier.
Repeatedly.
“Who dares attack Baron—” The sound of glass shattering rang out as the shield failed, and the voice broke off in a pained screech.
“I believe Cindra has located the mage, Master.”
“No shit, Snakes. That’s pretty damn obvious,” Reyna growled, and she took off at a run toward the flaming wreckage. More stones fell from the upper floor, and Gabriel looked over the ruined building.
The barracks had been built of stone. But it also had thick timbers to brace the walls and form the floors inside. Had timbers. All that was left was cracked stone and ash.
I’ve never cast a fire spell hot enough to shatter stone. Those glyphs I got from Kelith’s spellbook weren’t that rare. What the hells happened?
‘I believe you are coming more fully into your enhanced being, Master. No doubt, growing accustomed to your new body has boosted your raw power further. And, you did invest more Essence in magical prowess.’
Yeah, I get that. But this looks like the aftermath of a ritual attack by a full circle of casters, not one mage with a couple minutes of prep.
His Prime didn’t respond, and when Cindra roared in pain, Gabriel finally staggered to his feet. He started toward the burning building, but he paused when Reyna called out.
“Don’t worry, you damn pyro, I’ll check on your fire mutt.”
“Please do as she suggested, Master. You are in no condition to rush into a battle. Between her and Cindra, I have complete faith they can handle the mage. That was the plan, after all.”
“Yeah,” Gabriel muttered and sat back down.
Instead of rushing toward the danger, he decided to check on his bonded through the Interface. It took longer than normal, but he brought up Cindra’s pane and studied what was listed.
BP:240/250
HP:223/250
Not as bad as I feared. Especially considering how many archers there were. But now she’s up against a powerful mage.
‘Yes, but one who just burned much of his pool to shield against the sheer intensity of your surprise attack, Master.’
While Gabriel couldn’t see through the flames and smoke, he activated Magesight and smirked at the huge aura of mana flaring out. Falken was still up, but he was burning through his pool at a crazy rate.
Gabriel wasn’t surprised the older man had survived the blast. The experienced mage had reacted quickly enough to erect a defense against the massive Fireball. But with no time to weave an efficient spellshield, he must have snapcast his barrier. That meant sloppy spellwork and leaking a lot of mana.
Wish I had something to help them.
Gabriel knew better than to try, though. While it was possible to target magic solely through the Weave of Creation, doing so was harder. Tired and still unsteady from the drain of his attack spell, he could easily mess up and hit his allies instead.
Without being able to see, it’s far too dangerous.
“Who are you? Do you know what’s going to happen now?” Falken asked from within the dense smoke. His voice was weak but arrogant, and he gave a wet cough. “I’ll have your plates for this!”
Sthuza giggled.
“Yeah, good luck with that, Tobias. The baron and his brat already had me framed and murdered. I couldn’t care less if you want my tag,” Gabriel said.
“What… Gabriel Grimm?” the man asked. His voice sounded far less arrogant now.
Gabriel scowled. “You knew what they planned? You damn bastard!”
Sthuza reached over to lay a hand on his arm, and he calmed.
“I don’t even care if you did, Tobias. You’re a dead man. Just like the baron. You chose to serve him, so you can share his fate,” Gabriel said.
The sounds of battle increased. Reyna’s guttural snarls joined in with Cindra’s bassy growls as the pair attacked the old mage.
Maybe I can… Gabriel didn’t bother to finish the thought. He dove back into his bond with Cindra and sought her out. Her presence felt different, but still distinct enough for him to latch onto.
Once he did, he concentrated intently. It took several seconds, but suddenly, his vision flashed, then swam. When it cleared, he saw with her bright-blue eyes.
The smoke was all around, thick enough to smother a human in a single breath. It didn’t seem to bother the giant hellhound.
She growled, then dashed forward. A pale-blue shield peeked out from around a collapsed pillar, and Cindra shoulder-checked the barrier, producing a meaty thwack. The blow sent ripples across the magical surface, but it held.
Reyna coughed and staggered in from the left. Gabriel panicked at the sight of her wheezing figure and almost lost his connection to his bonded.
‘Unlike the dog, Miss Reyna cannot safely breathe such intense heat and fumes, Master. She is relying on her extreme healing to survive.’
That’s insane!
‘Yes. Unless one is a werebadger. Then healing through a hostile environment is merely a nuisance. They are even more single-minded than hellhounds. Despite her prickly personality and that ridiculous hairstyle, Miss Reyna would not be the worst bonded for you.’
Gabriel laughed out loud and turned to look at his Prime. She met his gaze and lifted her eyebrows in question.
You’re serious?
‘Of course, Master. She claims to be a skilled hunter, and her natural healing means she is quite hard to kill. A werebear or similar would be a more cooperative option. Or even a troll perhaps, but she does have some potential. You would still need a frontline guardian, though. She appears to be even less skilled at defense than Cindra.’
He nodded at Sthuza’s comment. Every fight Reyna had gotten into ended with her latching onto an enemy and mauling them until all that was left was a mangled, bloody ruin. While her healing let her survive her victim’s retaliation, she could only keep one target busy at a time.
The lycan wheezed and coughed again.
Tired of the stress from watching the fight through Cindra’s eyes, Gabriel reinforced his wind spell and blasted the thick clouds of smoke out toward the city. With the smoke cleared, he could see everyone. Unfortunately, that meant the archers in the towers could see him.
Tobias Falken stood, but the older man struggled to remain upright. The left half of his body was nothing but blistered and scorched skin. A near skeletal hand gripped an ornate bloodoak staff.
That looks as bad as the arachne Cindra roasted.
Despite the grievous injuries, the human mage had his less-burned arm raised and was in the middle of another spellcast. Falken demonstrated just how much a century of experience could do for a caster.
At his feet were numerous shattered spell tokens. While expensive and time-consuming to craft, they let the magic-user who broke them activate the spell locked within almost instantly.
The older man’s hand traced through an intricate pattern, and encrypted glyphs formed and filled the dual spell circles around him. Gabriel switched back to his Magesight but still couldn’t identify the spell at a glance.
His encryption is way too good to breach in combat.
“You’re going to pay for this, Gabriel. Don’t think Baron Alberik is going to let you off with a quick death. The man’s father gifted him with a true passion for sadism. You’ll regret this soon.”
Not even going to respond. Focus on a spell to help Cindra.
Gabriel found it a little surprising that the old mage would waste his breath on a tirade like that in the middle of a battle but was grateful for the pompous fool’s error.
It took only a second to decide on a Haste spell. By the time Gabriel had the basic spell construct formed, more arrows had begun to rain down from above.
‘Master, there are too many archers for me to suppress. We need to hurry!’
Working on it.
Despite the fright caused when a shot whizzed past his head and ruffled his hair, he kept focused on his spell. The glyphs formed quicker than before, and Gabriel grinned. He finished the spell in barely half the time he’d expected and released it.
Already tired from the last spell, he wobbled but remained standing. Cindra howled, and he risked a peek before he staggered behind a pile of rubble.
The giant hellhound had several arrows protruding from her fur, but there were only a couple bright-blue spots damp with her blood. She lunged forward and slammed into the mage’s barrier again.
His shield shimmered and rippled. It held—for a split second—then shattered with a tinkling sound and a rush of unbound mana. The loose energy dissipated into the Aether in seconds.
A startled scream rang out, then cut off. Where seconds before a powerful barrier thrummed and colored the air, now a misty red fog was beginning to spread. Cindra stood staring at the old man.
Four sharp claws jutted out of his gut.
Gabriel stared until Falken turned and slumped. The petite werebadger was right behind him, glaring.
It might have taken her a while to catch him, but she’d wasted no time cutting him down. At least half a dozen arrow shafts stuck out of her fur-covered body, but she didn’t seem to notice.
She snarled again, louder, then snapped her head forward and tore out the dying man’s throat. More blood sprayed, and she shook vigorously. Reyna bit down harder, going for his spine. Bones crunched, and the man’s head flew loose.
Cindra leapt into the air and caught the gruesome chew toy in her giant maw and then looked up toward the keep’s defenders. A dozen guards still lined the narrow windows of the third floor.
No one had loosed a single arrow since Reyna struck Falken down. All eyes turned toward Cindra, and she shook herself before crunching down on the head. She chewed on it twice, then opened her mouth wide. Blood, bone, and brain matter leaked out of her muzzle as she showed off her grisly work.
Gabriel stared at the sight, then remembered the archers, and looked up.
I’ll be damned. She did that on purpose.
‘It looks that way, Master. Perhaps the walking rug has a natural talent for showmanship?’ The mirth in Sthuza’s mind-voice was infectious.
Several of the guards stepped away from the narrow windows. A few others were too busy throwing up to retreat, the sight of Cindra munching on the powerful mage’s head more than they could stomach. Gabriel hustled over to his second bonded.
“Great job, Cindra. And you, Reyna,” he called as he checked his pool.
Mana 33%
Both furry monsters turned to him, but their expressions were exact opposites. Cindra’s overly expressive eyes flashed with pleasure. Reyna looked like she wanted to skin him and dip him in salt.
“Fuck off. Why’d you make so much blasted smoke? Thought I was gonna die, you jackass,” the furious lycan grumbled. She made a horrific sound in her throat, then hocked up a thick mess of blackened phlegm.
Cindra let out an angry bark, and Reyna stepped back.
“Don’t insult Packmaster,” Cindra growled.
“Hey, he earned that. Besides, how the gods-damned fuck did you not choke on all that ash?”
“Cindra is a hellhound, Miss Reyna. They are not native to the Mortal Realm. Breathing through that smoke and ash would be easy compared to their original Realm,” Sthuza said. “Though I admit that the initial blast was far more intense than I expected.”
“Wait, really?” Gabriel asked, then nodded. “Hellhound. Of course.”
“Precisely, Master. They originate in the third of Asmodeus’ Realms. Though I would imagine that Cindra was born in the dungeon.” Sthuza turned toward the giant hound.
“Yep, Mother had two litters in our home down there. A Dungeon Master made her with magic, though,” Cindra replied with a wistful growl.
I have to make time to learn more about my bonded. There’s so much I still don’t know about them. Gabriel was careful to frame the thought as private, and when Sthuza failed to even twitch, he felt confident he’d succeeded.
‘Dare I ask why you suddenly seem so smug, Master?’ his Prime asked.
Just working to improve my control, he replied.
The gorgon smiled, then pointed toward the keep. “That is good, but I believe we should head in before the guards get over the gore. Without the smoke to block their vision, we are quite exposed.”
“Yeah, let’s go,” Gabriel said. He turned to Cindra and smiled. “You can go ahead and shift back now.”
She gave a quick yip of agreement, and seconds later stood before him in humanoid form. Her armor was as form-fitting as ever. Only, now there were a few spots where she’d been cut through it, and her blood darkened the leather.
“What happened?” Gabriel asked. He knew she’d been injured, but the number of cuts in her armor surprised him.
“A few of the archers had enchanted arrows and shot her several times, Master. While she was busy distracting the guards in that giant melee. Shifting forms expelled the arrows, but it will take time for her armor to repair itself.”
“Shit. I’m sorry for exposing you like that, Cindra. I didn’t think of the archers. Was too busy worrying about that damn mage.”
“Cindra fine, Packmaster,” she declared. She bobbed her head twice to emphasize her point, and a grin spread across her face.
Sthuza spoke up before the hellhound could voice whatever thought had suddenly come to her. “Cindra, focus on the mission. We have already discussed everything. Do not waste Master’s time.”
The larger monster girl pouted but darted off to recover her sword before Gabriel could say anything.
“We need to hurry. That attack might have alerted the city watch,” he said.
“No shit, really? You blew up a fucking building! Of course they’re gonna notice. Question is if the bastards are smart enough to stay away till we’re done.”
“Miss Reyna, perhaps you would like to lead us to the keep gate?” Sthuza asked.
Reyna snickered but nodded and ran toward the imposing structure.
They followed her without comment, and Gabriel thought about what would come next. Despite the fact that he’d killed dozens of men just moments before, he was still able to concentrate and plan.
Probably a side effect of whatever caused me to be able to split my focus. Not going to look a gift horse in the mouth right now, though. We need to do this quickly, so Reyna will help us track down that crystal.
Time to make the baron pay.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Cindra caught up to them by the time they reached the iron-bound doors. The squad that had been in front had wisely retreated inside after the blast.
Arrows began to rain down again. Some of the archers must have recovered their nerve and returned to the keep’s third-floor windows. Fortunately, the angle made it hard for them to spot Gabriel’s group once they pressed against the walls.
We’re lucky they built this place for aesthetics more than defense.
‘Yes, Master. It was rather foolish to put all of that ornate trim beneath their windows. Without machicolations or similar defenses, they are quite helpless now.’
With Magesight active, Gabriel studied the formidable doors for several seconds. They were only moderately enchanted. Far less than he’d expected, and all of the inscribed runes were for reinforcement.
“Okay, it looks like there aren’t any traps. You three watch my back, I think I can unravel the defenses on the doors in a few minutes,” Gabriel said. He prepared to start when Reyna snorted.
“Why bother with magicking the door open with you’ve got a can opener right there?” The lycan pointed at Cindra—or more specifically, at her giant greatsword.
Sthuza chuckled, and Gabriel joined her while Cindra stepped up in front of the ornate wooden doors.
She’s right. It’s not like we’ve been stealthy so far. Speed is our ally now.
To his surprise, Cindra spent a moment readying herself. After a couple of practice swings, she roared and swung the adamantite sword in an over-the-head strike that sheared clean through the wood and iron.
Reinforcement enchantments flared and died. Her blade sliced through and continued down into the stone tile floor. Arcane sparks flickered and discharged along the gash she’d created and her sword.
“Get ready, they might have set up an ambush inside,” Gabriel said.
“Whatever,” Reyna growled before she rushed in front of Cindra and pressed against the splintered door.
With the locking bar on the backside cleaved through, half of it teetered and then toppled inward.
The petite berserker practically ran up the wood and pushed off at the top. She leapt into the foyer, hit the ground, and rolled. Cindra followed her, and Gabriel stepped in right after his bonded.
Shouting and the twang of bows sounded just before an arrow caught the lycan in the chest.
“You were right,” Reyna growled when a trio of heavily armored soldiers swarmed her.
“Master, please try not to rush into the battle this time,” Sthuza said.
“Cindra will protect you!” Cindra cried as she charged the armored men.
This is the real thing. Now that we’ve dealt with the barracks, all that’s left will be the keep’s guards. Time to buff everyone and teach these assholes a lesson.
Gabriel still had an active Haste effect on the powerful hellhound, so he tapped into the existing spell and began to weave another branch of it for Reyna.
Modifying an active spell would be quicker and easier than casting a second similar one. Not to mention trying to keep them both active without causing interference.
While he devoted most of his mind to form the needed glyphs, he glanced around the large, open chamber.
The main hall was at least as wide as the altar room back in the dungeon, but a good three times longer. A thick red-and-gold rug ran the length of it and led back to the wide staircase leading up.
Four more guards descended from the second floor, and Gabriel realized the defenders intended to stop the assault here.
“They’ve got reinforcements on the stairs,” he said.
“I see them, Master,” Sthuza replied and then loosed a black arrow toward the closest of the new arrivals.
“Kinda busy with these assholes. Try using your magic,” Reyna grumbled. She snarled, and a man screamed in pain.
Sthuza took several more shots at the guards, who Gabriel now realized were the archers from earlier. Once the four got settled in behind the partial wall on the stairwell landing, they began to rain arrows down on the intruders.
Gabriel focused on completing his spell, almost to the point that he rushed the cast. The moment the last glyph stabilized, he released the construct, barely noticing the mana drain. He turned inward and started a new spell.
“I may need sssome asssisstancce after all,” Sthuza muttered. It was hard to hear the gorgon over Reyna’s snarling and the clash of weapons.
“I’m working on it,” he said.
The simplest solution he could think of was a shield spell to block their arrows. It took longer to cast the spell due to the less familiar glyphs needed for a static defensive effect. Despite that, he had a physical barrier spell complete and ready to release within twenty seconds.
In the Academy, they’d taught him to keep non-attack spells close to himself. It made them harder to dispel and cheaper to maintain. But to do that here would require a huge wall of magic. He wasn’t confident enough to try erecting a shield that large to protect all of his allies. Not as spread out as they were.
Instead, he manifested a much smaller barrier just in front of the four archers on the landing.
“That will only delay them, Master. And it means I cannot hit them either,” Sthuza said.
“Yeah, but you can help those two finish off the armored thugs down here. Then we can deal with the archer,” he replied and flashed her a smug grin.
Sthuza shook her head, which caused her auburn locks to sway oddly. “A valid point.”
While he’d been busy casting, Reyna and Cindra had continued to battle the three well-equipped guards on the first floor.
Only, now there were four.
“Where’d that guy come from?” Gabriel asked.
“Oh? You paying attention to us again, you damn snake-lover? The bastards are coming up from the basement.”
“Basement?”
“Yep, Packmaster. Four have come up so far. But I smell more scents down there,” Cindra said.
Shit. How’d I miss them—
Cindra darted forward in a flash. She swept her massive blade in a wide arc and forced all four guardsmen to stagger back to avoid the aggressive strike. Her attack was reckless and left her exposed.
On purpose.
The petite lycan hunched low to pass beneath the lethal greatsword. One guard took the bait and stepped in behind Cindra’s swing to strike the vulnerable hellhound. He shifted his shield to his left and thrust his spear toward Cindra’s exposed flank.
Reyna rushed forward in a crouch and dove between his legs. Before his spear reached Cindra, Reyna came up beneath his mail skirt.
Hastened as she was, the guard never stood a chance.
The armored man yelped in surprise, then screamed in pain and fell over. Blood sprayed from the man’s crotch in a terrifying parody of afterbirth.
Instead of a crying baby though, a blood-soaked werebadger popped up. The dying man’s partner was still turning toward the screams when Reyna literally ran up his armored side.
She grabbed his helmet with both hands and spun her body to the side, then twisted and wrapped her legs around his neck.
Gabriel blinked at the odd tactic. He blinked again when the feisty lycan sank her claws into the t-shaped slit of the man’s helm. That elicited another pained scream, but this one died out almost before it began, and the pair started to fall.
Reyna contorted wildly and pulled off an incredible somersault—all without releasing the dead man’s body.
She moved almost too fast to track, and the corpse was already airborne before he figured out what she’d done.
His Haste spell gave her supernatural speed. Combined with her incredible strength, it let her hurl the man into the air.
Gabriel figured out the reason for her flashy move when two more armored goons rushed out of a shadowy corner he hadn’t inspected earlier.
The new arrivals cried out as their former comrade slammed into the pair, staggering them.
There was a small alcove or doorway set into the left side of the wide staircase. He’d missed it when the archers rushed out onto the landing. Now that he looked at it, he could see that it was the top of a much narrower staircase.
Must be a secondary barracks or something down there.
One man went down, but the other, who wore ornate plate armor, stayed on his feet.
“Monsters?” he muttered when he laid eyes on Cindra and Reyna.
“I’m a werebadger, you crusty spunktrumpet!” Reyna snarled. Her gruff voice carried far more outrage than Gabriel had believed possible.
“How did filth like you get in here?” the guard asked. Despite the fierce battle in the hall, the armored man, obviously higher ranked than the others, seemed unfazed. “It’ll be fun to watch Tobias explain this to the baron.”
Gabriel chuckled darkly. “Oh, don’t worry about Tobias. We already took care of him. The old man paid for letting them frame me.”
“What? Who in blazes are you? Wait, framed. This about that snot-nosed brat whining when some commoner showed him up?”
Sthuza’s cold laughter caused the man to look toward her.
“Did I say something funny, bitch?” he snapped.
Gabriel’s blood boiled instantly, and he tasted cinnamon.
‘It does not mean anything to me, Master. He is nothing. Please, calm yourself.’ Sthuza’s voice sounded tinny and far away to Gabriel.
He glared at the mouthy guard and growled deep in his throat.
“Oh, I’m sorry, did I insult your girlfriend? Don’t worry. Once the baron finishes with her, my boys and I will take good care of her for you.”
“Uh-oh, shiny-pants pissed off Packmaster,” Cindra rumbled.
“What are you talking about, boob queen? Ignore them and help me kill these other two.”
The commander sneered at Gabriel. “Ooo, I’m shaking in my boots. What kind of depraved sicko are you? You have a proper human woman, and yet you run with filth like them?”
Gabriel didn’t blink.
‘You cannot let a weak-willed cretin like that insult your servants, Dungeon Master. The gorgon makes a poor Prime. But she and the hound are far greater than that arrogant little monkey.’
The words reverberated in Gabriel’s head; their odd cadence and unpleasant flavor left him feeling almost sick. But the sheer rage smoldering within him soon drove out the discomfort, and he tapped his pool.
Harsh, alien syllables tore at his throat and erupted from his mouth. His hand traced a complex series of glyphs so utterly wrong that they caused his head to ache.
Gabriel didn’t care.
He felt Sthuza’s mental presence brush against his. But it was like a gentle breeze in the middle of a tornado.
Power welled within him, far more than the small trickle of mana he’d drawn from his pool should have provided. Gabriel blinked when he realized the spell was ready.
But what spell is it?
The guard’s spiteful words filled his consciousness again. All Gabriel could feel was rage. A raw, burning need to retaliate with a grossly disproportionate response.
He activated the spell.
The world around them flashed and spun until the two men stood alone. Gone was the gaudy entry hall with its tapestries and thick rug. The riotous clash and clang of battle faded out.
Gabriel’s whole body was aflame. All he could see was the arrogant man’s face.
The commander’s ornate, vanguard plate armor and closed-faced helm—it had all vanished. The man was half-elven. He had the slightly elongated ears, but there was far too much human blood in him to gain the perks of his fairer half.
His green eyes looked alert, but they lacked the glint of intelligence that Sthuza’s bore. Where hers were emerald, his were a muddled pale green. Those human eyes glared at Gabriel until the man noticed their surroundings. Then a hint of terror flashed through them.
Gabriel sneered as the man’s expression softened. “Not feeling so cocky now, are you?”
The half-elf’s mouth dropped open, and he screamed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The guard continued to scream. For endless hours Gabriel stared at the man as he wailed incessantly. One never-ending scream of unbearable agony.
‘Yes! Make him suffer for insulting your servants. Etch you wrath into his soul, then unravel it before him.’
‘Master!’ a strange, feminine-sounding voice cried. Its words were barely audible over the screaming guard, but the voice itself struck a chord. Gabriel tuned his attention to it. He focused on the familiar sensation and tried to remember why it affected him.
Who’s there?
‘Forget about her, you need to finish punishing this unrepentant primate before his pathetic god claims his rotten soul.’
I need to… soul…
‘Master, can you hear me?’
Yeah, but who…
The moment Gabriel thought the question, a woman’s face appeared in his mind. Slender and sharp-featured, she had green skin and undulating green-black snakes instead of hair.
A gorgon. A beautiful gorgon.
Gabriel felt a sudden rush of relief mixed with embarrassment. The emotions were not his, but there was a familiar flavor to them.
Odd.
‘Please, Master, return to me. To us.’
‘Ignore the whiny mortals and focus on your purpose. You need his soul. It is your right. Claim it and devour it. Savor the fool’s agony and drink in his Essence. Devour and grow mighty.’
The voice continued to speak in Gabriel’s head, but its words grew quieter. He ignored the voice and concentrated on remembering.
Remember… what?
A muscular beastkin with furry gray ears, bright-blue eyes, and a huge smile appeared before him.
‘Packmaster?’
Packmaster? Gabriel parroted the word, and another rush of emotions filled him. Devotion, love, lust, and overwhelming trust.
Cin… dra.
‘Yes, Master. She is waiting for you.’
Prime.
A single word. But the second Gabriel thought it, his vision blurred, and the two women shimmered before him. Their clean, smiling faces morphed into dirty, blood-streaked frowns. Gabriel took a deep breath, and the world around him exploded into motion.
“Thank the godsss, you are back,” Sthuza said before she lunged forward and wrapped her arms around him.
He blinked at her action, then sighed at the sudden relief he felt. Before he could speak, Cindra copied the slender gorgon and wrapped the pair in a spine-cracking hug.
“Yay, Packmaster! You shouldn’t do that spooky magic. It smells evil.”
“Hey, Cindra, Sthuza. Sorry… but what happened?” Gabriel asked.
The two monster girls released him from their embrace, then exchanged glances.
“You, ah… dealt with the guard captain, Master,” Sthuza replied. Something about the way she said it told Gabriel there was a lot more to it than that.
He glanced around the enormous room and flinched when the shield he’d cast to block off the stairs was nowhere to be seen. “What about the others?”
“They all pissed ‘emselves and ran like a bunch of drugged-up gnomes when you made that guy wail like a gods-damned banshee getting assfucked by a demon,” Reyna said.
“What are you talking about…” Gabriel trailed off when he remembered screaming.
A lot of screaming.
He swallowed and turned to where he’d last seen the arrogant guard.
His armored body lay on the polished stone floor in a pool of blood and piss. A gilded helm lay off to one side.
With the helmet removed, Gabriel could see the man’s face.
Or at least what remained of it.
The half-elven guard’s face was a bloody ruin with strips of skin peeled back and one eye dangling out by the nerves—someone had gouged out the other one.
Gabriel swallowed again and studied the gruesome sight. Gore coated the man’s gauntlets, and it only took seconds to realize that the man had destroyed his own face.
Stumbling back at the sight, Gabriel asked, “What did I do?”
One of his bonded caught him before he could fall and helped him stand, but he barely noticed.
Memories flooded his mind. The dark voice that egged him on, and the endless tortured wails of the half-elf. Gabriel could see the man standing before him nude and exposed, but he didn’t understand why.
At the same time, a part of him was proud of how he punished the one who insulted his Pack.
“I… saw something; I don’t know what. But, I cast a spell at him and then heard this voice in my head. It… wanted me to punish him. And…” Gabriel said, then trailed off when he recalled what exactly it wanted him to do.
“And do what, Master?” Sthuza asked. Her hesitant speech startled him back to the present.
“Devour his soul.”
Reyna gave a growling laugh. “Did ya? Cause the way that pig was squealing, I’d believe it. You should’ve seen how quick the other assclowns fled. Couple of them even shit their britches.”
“Did you, Master?” Sthuza asked in a whisper. “You mentioned that trying to absorb Kelith’s Soul Essence felt too dangerous last night.”
Gabriel shook his head, both to clear it and answer their questioning gazes. “No, I heard your voice, and then Cindra’s. That must have weakened the… whatever that was, and then I woke up.”
His Prime let out a big sigh and nodded. “That is good. I fear that this… presence has a stronger influence on you than we suspected. Master, I-I have no experience with something of this nature. Perhaps you can seal it out of your mind? Block the connection?”
“What’s the big deal if he hears a voice? Your boy toy seems sane enough for me.”
Cindra growled but didn’t say anything. Instead, she stepped close and wrapped Gabriel in another hug.
“We should not discuss this topic right now. It is far too complex to explain, and we have other issues to attend to,” Sthuza said.
“So we’re still good for offing the crusty turd-licker upstairs?” Reyna asked.
“Yeah, we’ve come this far. I’m not going to back down now, but we need to hurry,” Gabriel said. His words might not have fooled any of the women, but they gave him something to focus on. The baron was a rotten ruler who’d ruined Gabriel’s life and done something to drive Reyna to a nearly suicidal plan for revenge. The arrogant man deserved to die.
“We’ve got the hard part done already, so let’s go.”
“Awesome, I knew you had to be useful if you managed to seduce these two hot pieces of ass,” Reyna said as she raced up the stairs.
Sthuza turned to Gabriel. “She is quite… charming, no?”
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel and his bonded caught up with the foul-mouthed lycan near the top of the stairs. They opened unto a long hall lined with identical wooden doors. The green carpet was threadbare and stained. Brass signs marked the offices of the city’s various bureaucrats.
Four armored guards had beaten them to Reyna and were now doing their best to turn her into a pincushion.
As the trio rushed to support her, she lashed out again with long claws and caught one man’s knee. He let out an agonized scream when she sheared through the lighter armor. Ignoring the other guards, Reyna surged forward and tackled the one she had her claws in.
“Cindra, take the one on the left,” Gabriel said. “Sthuza, the right.”
Trusting his bonded to handle their targets, he rushed the one closest to the brawling werebadger.
Sword already in hand, he announced his attack with a loud yell, distracting his target. Gabriel grinned when the guard turned away from Reyna’s defenseless back to protect himself.
The armored man was smaller than average. Gabriel didn’t expect much of a challenge, despite the fine mail hauberk, figuring his enchanted sword would more than even the odds.
Unfortunately, the small swordsman quickly demonstrated more skill than Gabriel had ever encountered. Seconds after their blades crossed, he found himself backpedaling toward the stairs.
His opponent wielded an unusual blade. It had a sharper curve and a different style than he was used to. Three swift strikes were all it had taken for the agile guard to work Gabriel’s sword out of position.
A smug grin creased the man’s plain face, and his blade glowed red. He brought the scimitar upward in a vicious slash from the left.
Panic flooded Gabriel’s mind when he realized his mistake. He stumbled backward in a desperate dodge.
Wish I’d taken the time to cast a shield. Or Haste.
He flinched as the glowing blade caught him dead center in the chest. A slight burning sensation followed the path of the masterful strike, but it was nowhere near as painful as he’d expected.
If it doesn’t hurt, that means it’s bad, doesn’t it?
Arms windmilling, Gabriel tried to recover his balance before he tumbled down the stairs.
Just as he expected to tilt back and fall, he got his feet back under him and regained his balance. His mind slowed. Gabriel forced his gaze to his killer’s—and blinked.
The lightly armored man stared at him in shock.
Noticing the brown eyes locked on his chest, Gabriel risked a glance down and blinked again.
The long, padded coat Sthuza had given him bore a horrible gash across the front. But despite perfect execution and a magically sharp blade, the attack had failed to draw blood.
Gabriel grinned.
Then he felt a sharp sting and spotted a thin red line blossoming in the middle of the damaged gambeson.
Jinxed myself there.
His body shook in fear and relief from the close call. He swallowed and pulled back his overextended arm as the guard stepped back and pulled a small metal vial from a belt pouch.
The skilled swordsman kept his gaze on Gabriel as he popped the cap with his thumb, then raised the slender tin tube to his nose and snorted. Wincing, the guard shook his head and stalked in once more.
Not good. Alchemical inhalants are hardcore.
The man moved quicker, and his curved sword flashed out repeatedly. Each blow seemed to come from a different angle.
Haste then. My spell’s more powerful, but I can’t risk trying to cast right now.
Gabriel fought more cautiously, aware of how outclassed he was, and accepted minor cuts to avoid leaving himself exposed again.
Really hope one of the others finishes soon. This guy’s way too quick for me.
With all of his attention on staying alive, Gabriel couldn’t muster the focus to even try spellcasting.
Need to cast buffs before we rush in. I should have been ready. Definitely going to prepare better for the next fight. Make this a learning experience.
He ducked a swipe at his head, then twisted away from a reverse cut that sliced his sleeve.
As long as this guy doesn’t kill me first.
After thirty seconds spent attacking from all angles, the smaller man switched his focus and began to aim high. His gray eyes were bloodshot, but he showed no signs of slowing.
Gabriel abandoned his efforts to protect his entire body and focused on keeping his head. Despite the man’s enhanced speed, he managed to block most of the blows.
Need to get a helmet too. A blade through the brain is a great way to get dead.
Another series of strikes worked his mithril conduit high. The short guard lunged forward and slammed his shoulder into Gabriel’s gut. He gasped, and his foot slipped.
Panic filled his mind. His vision tunneled, and he whipped his sword across in desperation.
The arcanite pommel flared oddly just before the green stone smashed into the man’s temple. Red blood sprayed as his skull exploded, coating Gabriel with blood, brains, and bone shards.
Far too much gore landed in his open mouth. He sputtered even as he lost his balance, and gravity pulled him down.
His arms were tangled with the headless corpse. He couldn’t see due to the blood that dripped down his face and burned his eyes.
A grip like iron grabbed his arm and halted his fall.
Heels barely touching the floor and held up by the single arm, Gabriel twisted. His dead attacker slid past him to thump down the stairs.
“Packmaster should use glowy-sword magic and move faster.”
Guess she means like when I cast Eldritch Edge against the arachne.
Mouth still fouled with brains and blood, Gabriel spat again then drew a long, relieved breath. “Thanks for the save, Cindra.”
Did she make his head explode, or was it the sword?
“That’s what Pack does,” she replied happily, then licked his face.
He shuddered at her casual action, but wiped a sleeve across the mess enough he could see again.
Reyna laughed. “You look like a demon-fucking cultist there.”
“Glad to hear how grateful you are we saved you,” he grumbled in reply.
“Eh? Oh, you mean drawing that midget away from me? Nah, I had ‘em right where I wanted ‘em. You robbed me of a kill, you damn chew toy.”
Coughing up the last chunks of person, Gabriel spat again and cast the cleaning spell he had become so familiar with.
I’ve used this more in the past couple of days than in the previous month.
To his surprise, the spell even removed the horrid taste of dead swordsman, and he glanced down to check his coat.
The gray-and-green gambeson was perfectly clean once more, though the terrible gash remained. The deep cut reminded him of the final battle in the Core Room.
That guy with the spear almost got me. I need to stop facing skilled fighters… or wear a breastplate. And start training again.
A twinge of concern flickered across one of his bonds.
He looked over to his Prime. “Thanks again for this coat, Sthuza. That guy’s attack would have cut me clean in two without it. Hells, it probably would have killed me even through my old jacket,” he added with a snort.
She stepped close and ran a finger along the cut. Her expression darkened. “Hmm, yes, Master, it likely would have. Speaking of, we should take that man’s sword.”
They turned to look for it, only to find Reyna had already gotten started on the looting.
She had the curved sword back in its scabbard and slung over her shoulder as she looted the other three men.
Gabriel’s eyes widened, and he stared at the bloody lycan.
“What? They don’t need it anymore. Besides, the assholes work for that crusty dingleberry, so this is all fair game anyway.”
“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked as he watched her squat down to check a short man’s boots.
“Huh? Why wouldn’t I be? I’m finally gonna kill the slimy cock-monkey that ra—I mean, yeah, I feel great.”
“He was wrongly concerned about your wounds,” Sthuza said.
Reyna laughed. “Seriously? You’re worried that a damn werebadger got a couple of scrapes? The fuck kind of monster-humping summoner are you?”
He blushed as a sheepish smile crossed his face. “Right, forgot about the whole lycans regenerate thing. In my defense, I’m still getting used to so much combat.”
Eyebrows climbing, she looked to Sthuza. “You let a naïve farm boy like this tame you? Or did he just buy you off a slave lot?”
The gorgon’s elegant features hardened in an instant. “Massster did not buy me in a ssstore! Nor did he tame me. He isss—” Sthuza cut off suddenly and looked away.
“It isss unimportant. Focusss on the baron.”
“Right…” Reyna replied as she finished bundling the rest of her loot in a guard’s cloak, then turned back and pointed at the far end of the long hallway.
“Figure we need to go up two more flights to find the shithead.”
“After you,” Gabriel said.
When she turned and led the way, he moved over to Sthuza and wrapped in her a brief hug. Her slender body was taut and rigid.
“Relax, everything is going to be okay,” he whispered in her ear.
“You almossst died, Massster!” she whispered, and he felt hot tears against his neck as she clung to him.
“I screwed up. I got careless, but I’m learning. It won’t happen next time,” Gabriel promised her.
Breaking the embrace, he pulled back and grinned at her. “Don’t worry. I’m a fast learner.”
She flashed a slight smile. “You had better be.”
“Now, let’s catch up before those two kill everybody on the next floor,” he joked.
At least, he’d meant it as a joke.
On the third floor, there had only been a single guard. He was scattered across the wide hall in pieces. A messy splatter of blood coated the stone walls. Apparently Cindra had gotten to him first.
One of the doors on the left was open, and Gabriel peeked in as they passed it. Reyna stood over the remains of two servants.
“Was that really necessary?” Gabriel asked.
She flinched, then glared at him. “Those bitches weren’t slaves. They chose to work for a monster. So they get to die for their fucking greed.”
He glanced at Sthuza, who stood calmly to one side. Noticing him watching her, she turned and shrugged.
“She has a valid point, Master. If one chooses to support and enable another to abuse people, they should be held accountable for it.”
Never really thought about it before. I was always too busy studying. Maybe Reyna and Sthuza are right? Or is it just because they’re not human?
‘You are no longer truly human either, Master. As a Dungeon Bound, you are above such petty worries. Do not allow concern about irrelevant things to distract you from your goals.’
Gabriel sighed and nodded. “Well, let’s get going. I imagine anyone upstairs will have heard the fighting by now. If they managed to miss the explosion outside.”
Reyna barked a laugh. “No way anyone missed that. Blast was big enough to wake the fucking dead.”
“I am somewhat surprised that they have not sounded an alarm thus far,” Sthuza said.
Her comment reminded him to check.
Would Magesight detect…
He activated the enhanced vision and looked around. Dozens of enchantments were spread throughout the castle. Many decorative items carried minor ones. The majority were easy to identify and served to keep things clean or track them if stolen. Very common enchantments among the wealthy.
But there was a powerful one, far older than the rest, carefully woven into the floor and the stone walls.
How many runes is that Reinforcement spell tied to? And how many centuries were spent enhancing it?
Another was so faint that he almost missed it. The hidden magic snaked around the ancient enchantment that bolstered the castle’s defense. It took a moment to identify the glowing strand and trace it up through the center of the keep.
“I think they did, but it’s silent.”
“Good,” Reyna snarled.
“Good?” Sthuza asked as she glanced over to the lycan.
“Yeah, means the coward will be shitting himself in fear before I even get my claws on him. I’m so looking forward to feeding on his terror! Hope he’s got one of those scrying crystals and watched the whole thing.”
Reyna glared up at the polished stone ceiling and snarled, “I’m coming for you! Gonna rip off your gods-damned dick and peg you to death with it!”
Done talking, she stalked off for the stairs up. She left bloody paw prints in the thick green rug that ran the length of the hall.
“Cindra never tasted terror… I wonder if it’s good,” Cindra mumbled.
Gabriel shared a grin with Sthuza as they followed the tall hellhound.
They found Reyna waiting at the top of the staircase again. Alone this time. She stood a few feet away, glaring at the ornate, iron-banded doors across the entry room.
Unlike the last couple floors, this level had elegant tile and ornate wood-paneled walls instead of the bare stone ones below.
He was surprised that Reyna had waited for them after how recklessly she had charged in so far.
Seeing his odd look, she glanced away, her facial fur puffing out. “What? Just cause I’m quick to act doesn’t mean I’m stupid, all right?”
He kept silent and shook his head. “Just give me a moment to cast a spell or two before we go rushing in this time, okay?”
She wouldn’t look at him, but she nodded curtly. “Fine. Do your magic mojo, and let’s start the killing.”
The minor cut on his chest was a stinging reminder not to get cocky, and he took the time to weave a spellshield around himself and tied it to his pool.
As long as I don’t take too many blows, that should keep me safe. Now for them.
“Master, there is little need for you to shield the rest of us,” Sthuza said, interrupting him before he started building the next spell.
“Are you sure?”
“Quite. The smaller fur coat regenerates easily, and the larger is well armored.”
Reyna bristled at the gorgon’s words but remained quiet. Cindra nodded eagerly.
“What about you, though? You… got badly injured fighting those guards in the Core Room. This is going to be a similar battle.”
His Prime blushed slightly. “Perhaps, but I will be more careful this time, I assure you.”
Nodding reluctantly, he switched his focus to forming a group Haste effect. Casting the spell to accelerate the four of them was much easier than when he’d woven one for his bonded and the goblins.
Could barely manage Haste for the three of us back when this all started. Now four is almost as easy as one. Guess pushing your limits makes you grow? At least if it doesn’t kill you first.
Less than two minutes after starting, he finished the last spell.
“Now, let’s go introduce ourselves to the baron,” he said with a grin.
Reyna snarled and headed for the wide doors that closed the landing off from the rest of the floor.
“Ladies first?” Gabriel joked, turning to his bonded.
“Such a gentleman.” Sthuza grinned and joined Cindra in following the aggressive Lycan.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Sword already in hand, Gabriel took a deep breath before he stepped through the gilded doors Cindra pushed open.
He blew it out when he saw the size of the grand hall.
The single room took up almost the entire floor of the keep. Thick, intricately carved pillars held up the ceiling. The black marble columns gleamed in the bright illumination from dozens of magical lights.
The dark, wainscoted walls were well polished and covered floor to ceiling by numerous tapestries and paintings. Several bare spaces on the wood-paneled walls looked out of place. Instead of the tile or wood floor he’d expected, the massive room was covered with thick red carpet.
Place is gaudy and dour all at once.
‘It looks rundown compared to the last time I visited, Master. Look how worn the carpet is.’
It’s been a few centuries since you left the dungeon though, right?
“Who are you people?” a woman screeched from the far end.
“Who are you? Ya fucking pencil-necked scarecrow!” Reyna retorted.
“My wife asked you a question, peasant,” a cold voice snapped. Gabriel looked across to the lean man on a red-and-black throne.
The baron looked older than Gabriel remembered. He was tall for a human, and he sat erect in the high-backed chair, but his face was heavily lined.
His wife sat on a smaller chair. Ten guards stood before the raised dais.
“I’m the one that’s gonna punish your cowardly, sadistic asshole, rapist of a husband. When I’m finished fucking him with his own dick, I’ll see if there’s any left for your shriveled ass.”
The baroness leapt to her feet, her face a deep red. She snapped back angrily, but Gabriel couldn’t hear her words amid the sudden cacophony as everyone spoke at once.
Baron Alberik stood up and glared at the agitated werebadger. “You are that whore’s sister, aren’t you? The one those adventurers sold me. You should have fled the city the moment you escaped.”
“Shut your damn mouth! My sister wasn’t a whore!” Reyna screamed.
“Perhaps I should repurchase her after I break you in.”
Some of the guards chuckled while the baroness returned to her chair with a sigh.
Gabriel blinked when the furious lycan didn’t charge the man or yell again.
“She’s dead. She took her own life rather than…” Reyna muttered. Her words were too quiet for a human to hear, but Gabriel glanced at Cindra, who nodded sadly.
“And I take it you are the criminals that freed this feral bitch?” the baron asked as he looked over the rest of the group.
Gabriel glared at the man who’d ruined his previous life. When the older man’s focus shifted over to Cindra, Gabriel felt let down. That disappointment only stoked the inferno building within him. He clenched his sword’s hilt until his hand ached.
Bastard doesn’t even recognize me?
The man’s eyes widened, and he snapped his gaze back to Gabriel. “You’re supposed to be dead!”
The rest of the room fell silent as the baron stumbled back, his legs bumping the heavy throne.
“Yeah, I tried that. Turns out, having your soul shredded and being sentenced to oblivion sucks.”
“What? How did you survive? I know she succeeded.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll deal with Estrial soon enough,” Gabriel growled. He glared at the baron’s ashen face without blinking.
“How did you get past Tobias?” Alberik asked.
“Did you see the explosion?”
The baron stared at Gabriel. “There is no way you defeated Tobias. You’re not even an apprentice.”
“Technically, I only killed the guards. Cindra and Reyna dealt with Falken.”
“What do—”
“By the way, have you heard from your son lately?” Gabriel asked.
After all the shit he and Kelith put me through, he deserves to suffer.
Baron Alberik started to reply, only to freeze as Gabriel’s words sank in.
The woman flinched back like she’d been slapped. “What did you do to my baby boy? Where is he?”
“Your ‘baby boy’ was nothing but a cruel, petulant bully. One who got the same fate he arranged for me,” Gabriel spat. He glared at the baroness as blood thundered in his ears.
Her green eyes locked onto his face. She silently stared at him, her mouth half-open.
Her husband grasped his meaning, though. The baron collapsed heavily into his throne, pale face slack.
The baroness gasped and turned to look at him. Apprehension blossomed on her too-thin face, and she opened her mouth hesitantly. “What did he do to our little boy? Is this why you wouldn’t tell me where Kelith was?”
The whole room was silent as the baron stared down at his hands.
“Tell me what you did!” she shouted. She didn’t blink, never looked away from the devastated man. “Where did you send our son?”
“Is the dick-starved horse-face talking about that sniveling asshole you guys wasted the other day? The one you dealt with permanently?” Reyna asked.
Sthuza smiled and nodded at her words, and Gabriel flashed a cruel smirk when the distraught mother glanced at him.
“Yep, Packmaster dragged him over to the black stone and ripped his soul out to save Lady Snakey!” Cindra explained helpfully.
Kelith’s mother screamed and fell to her knees. Tears streamed from her eyes before she covered her face and sobbed.
“In the future, please try to refrain from telling others anything that may reveal our secrets, Cindra,” Sthuza said while she nocked an arrow and took aim.
Yeah, doubt Reyna would figure out what she’s talking about, but better safe than sorry.
The hellhound ducked her head. “Sorry! Is it fighting time?”
“It’s always fighting time, you big-tittied bimbo!” Reyna snarled.
The ten guards took that as the signal to act. Eight of them drew swords and unshouldered large heater shields. The other two, dressed in flowing robes, stepped back and reached for the wands holstered on their belts.
Gabriel turned his attention to the pair of casters pulling out wands. The mages took aim at the snarling werebadger who charged toward the armored guards.
Before he could attempt a counterspell, they both unleashed furious bolts of searing red energy at the unaware lycan.
Reyna was less than ten feet from a group of four guards when both blasts struck. Her enraged growling pitched up as arcane energy discharged across her body. Red sparks flashed, and she went rigid.
Two swordsmen stepped up and swung at the staggered werebadger. One landed a solid blow. His sword bit deep into her furry flank and caused her to growl again.
The other cursed when Cindra parried his attack with her greatsword.
He staggered back, his eyes huge at the sight of the heavy blade arcing toward him in a counterattack faster than he could react.
The adamantite blade bit deep into the guard’s breastplate, and he screamed in pain.
Cindra didn’t pause to check on the werebadger. She spun her greatsword and brought it around for another armor crumpling blow.
The guard backpedaled, glancing over his shoulder to find an ally. His friends stepped up, and he stopped retreating. He caught her next attack on his shield, then groaned at the extreme impact.
Having to trust Cindra, Gabriel forced his thoughts through his assortment of spells in search of one to use on the pair of mages who had each drawn another wand.
Even if they’re all single-shot, having extra spells to throw without spending your mana is a huge advantage. Not to mention how much quicker they are.
Trying to outlast them like he had Kelith would be risky. Here in the baron’s throne room, there was no telling how many enchanted items they could bring to bear.
But what could I hit them with that won’t be countered?
Gabriel blinked when one of the men staggered, a black-shafted arrow lodged in his shoulder. That mage pulled a spell token from his robe and triggered it. A glowing shell formed around him while the other started weaving a defensive spell.
They didn’t bother to shield themselves beforehand?
Shaking his head in disbelief, he launched into the glyphs for a barrage of Aetheric Missiles.
He checked the Interface, then traced the start of his spell.
Mana 29%
That shield on the stairs cost more than I’d thought. Those archers must have really laid into it before they fled.
“Get the caster.” The wounded mage pointed toward Gabriel and activated his wand again.
Another bolt of reddish energy zapped across the open room. It slammed into Gabriel’s invisible barrier and detonated.
His shield flared pink where the blast struck it. The hazy shimmer dimmed, then vanished. A thought toward the Interface reported the defensive enchantment retained over eighty percent of its strength.
Gabriel didn’t wait to see if the other was attacking him. He kept calm while finishing his spell, and the moment he felt the spell complete, he released it.
Seven glowing blue orbs thicker than his thumb materialized and darted off in three groups. Two spheres of arcane energy streaked toward each mage, causing one caster to reach into his pocket again. The other three swerved to the side and raced at the motionless baron.
Gabriel watched the trio that hurtled at the man on the throne until they impacted against a far stronger barrier than the one he’d woven around himself.
Is that a Spell Mantle, or is he using an item?
Gabriel shook aside the distraction and dove into another spell. He activated Magesight, then watched as the pair began their own casts.
They don’t know I can split my focus. Got one chance to surprise them. Counterspell until I can prepare something… big.
‘You have no chance unless you use our power. Show them something truly spectacular.’
Shut up! Gabriel screamed in his mind.
‘Master!?’
Nothing. I’m fine.
The mages were almost done preparing their spells, and he realized the voice had cost him a few crucial seconds.
Shit.
His pulse thundered in his head, and he forgot to breathe as he deciphered the enemies’ glyphs.
Noxious Cloud and Acidic Fog? Fools.
Gabriel chuckled at the spells the two mages had chosen. He rushed his counter and ground his teeth at the pain. A fierce burning coursed along his leylines as he forced too much mana through at one time.
Can’t believe I remembered the glyphs from one read through.
All three mages released their spells as one.
Gabriel smirked at the look of horror on the unwounded man’s face.
Shouldn’t have cast two cloud spells, idiot. I couldn’t have countered them both if one had made a missile attack.
The powerful gust of wind he’d unleashed forced both spell constructs back toward their creators.
The mages coughed and gagged at the horrid stench of the green cloud. Few casters bothered to prepare a defense so tight that it would block such a gaseous attack since it cut off your air supply as well.
Still not as dangerous as that Acidic Fog. Damn lucky I could counter it. Really need to create and attune some Mantle Anchors for us.
Hazy gray shields shimmered around them as the slower moving yellow miasma washed over them. The acidic gas scoured the magical barriers. Both men went pale as their own magic settled in around them.
‘Yes. Make them suffer.’
Gabriel’s grin fell. The voice’s pleased tone sent a shiver of revulsion through his body. He wasted precious seconds fighting down the sense of wrongness, staring at the pair as they worked to dispel their foul creations.
A voice cried out in terror. The pained scream overwhelmed the clamor of battle, then cut off in a flash.
Gabriel ignored the silenced life. It wasn’t one of his girls.
My girls?
He shook his head and dove into another spell. The air blast had been a stop-gap measure, nothing more. The mages would survive, and he needed to be ready.
What to cast… Can I conceal an Aetheric Lance while countering?
Gabriel dashed to one side and hid behind the nearest pillar. He knew it wouldn’t provide much protection from their attacks. But it would force them to turn away from the battle.
While most magic was aimed through the Weave of Creation, physically seeing the target made it far easier to locate. If he was lucky, they’d split up, and he could deal with one at a time.
The magical clouds vanished in a flash of unbound mana, and the scowling, snot-faced mages staggered toward Gabriel.
Sthuza, can you three handle the soldiers?
‘I think so… Be careful.’
He risked a glance toward the savage melee. Six guards surrounded Reyna and Cindra as the pair fought back to back. The lycan bled from several wounds, but Cindra looked unharmed.
Several black arrows stuck out from each of the armored men, but they continued to fight. Gabriel didn’t see the last two, but he trusted Sthuza to cover anyone that got loose.
He leaned out to the right as he started a dual circle Aetheric Lance to his left.
Mana 28%
He tapped his pool and harnessed mana to power the spell. It would take longer than his previous magic, but if they thought he was outclassed, they might underestimate him and give him the room to finish.
Gabriel turned his attention back to his opponents in time to watch the one Sthuza shot pull out a potion and quaff it.
His partner drew another wand and aimed it at Gabriel. It was far more ornate than the ones they had used earlier. A faceted yellow gem capped its engraved silver shaft. The man sneered at him, then muttered a word.
Shit. Gabriel cursed and ducked back behind the pillar.
Everything went white as the world exploded.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The black pillar shattered, and Gabriel flew.
Dust and stone pelted him as he slammed into the wall with a heavy thud. The impact blasted the breath from his lungs, and he sucked in marble dust when he opened his mouth.
Glad they didn’t use that on the others.
Everything ached. Gabriel inhaled a lungful of dusty air and coughed before he rolled to his stomach.
The world around him was shades of white. Blinded, Gabriel strained to hear over the din of battle.
Swords clashed and rang. Furry monster girls growled and roared. Stones crashed down, and someone wailed piteously.
Sthuza, can you hear me?
“Massster!” his Prime screamed aloud.
Multiple people raised their voices at her panicked cry. Gabriel shut it all out and climbed to his feet.
He closed his eyes, and the brightness dimmed. Off to his left, he heard one of the mages intoning harsh syllables.
Not good.
He still hadn’t been able to draw a full breath, and his chest ached even as he wracked his brain to figure out where he stood.
The second mage started speaking arcane words.
Think!
Gabriel grinned and rushed the casting for a spell he’d never used before.
Still hate the man, but Kelith’s spellbook was worth its weight in mithril.
One of the mages finished a spell first. Gabriel’s breath caught in his throat, but he forced himself to continue when nothing struck him.
To his surprise, Gabriel found it no harder to visualize the glyphs while blinded. He anchored the spell to himself, and then the second it was complete, he released it and saw no change.
Hope Reyna can see in the dark.
“Was that you, ya big-dicked bastard?” the lycan growled. Then a man screamed.
“Yeah, figured if I can’t see, it’s only fair they can’t either,” Gabriel replied.
“Excellent idea, Master,” Sthuza said. She loosed an arrow, and another guard wailed before crashing down.
There was more muttered spellcasting, but Gabriel blocked it out and worked to restore his shield. While he recast it, he realized he’d also lost the Haste spell when the lightning blasted him.
Don’t have time to restore it. One of those assholes will dispel the darkness soon.
The stinging brightness dimmed as he worked. By the time he’d replaced his spellshield, he could sort of see where people were with his Darkvision.
Gabriel staggered toward another pillar.
One of the mages finished his incantation, and the darkness brightened. It faded away slowly, and both mages cursed.
That’s… not how dispelling should have worked.
More harsh words drew Gabriel’s attention. He turned in time to catch an acidic green spray across the chest as the man unleashed another attack spell.
Again his shield flared into view, longer this time as the magical acid clung to the field and sizzled, struggling to burn through the mana he’d tied to the spell.
It only took a second for Gabriel to realize the shield wouldn’t hold. He swallowed, then dove backward and dismissed it.
A couple droplets of acid splashed on his coat, but he dodged most of it and landed in a painful roll.
The magical acid sizzled for several seconds and filled his nose with a horrid stench before dissipating.
Gabriel staggered back to his feet and squared off against the two casters.
Both mages were deep into another spell.
An arrow flashed by, and Gabriel frowned when it deflected off the hazy wall of hexagons that surrounded one of the mages.
He glanced back at his Prime and saw Sthuza was splitting her attacks between his targets and the crowd that still tried to overwhelm the furious pair of beastkin.
“Perhaps you should use your sword this time,” Sthuza called out.
Gabriel blinked at her suggestion.
She usually gets angry when I charge in like a brute.
Then he grinned as her meaning became clear.
An object’s mass greatly affects the strength of its enchantment. While her arrows were magical, the small projectiles could only hold so much power. His sword had far more surface to imbue with runes and could be empowered to a much greater degree.
Which is why close-quarters combat is so common for adventurers. It’s a lot easier to pierce a monster’s hide with a magical spear than an enchanted arrow.
Gabriel grinned at the mages and broke into a trot. One of them finished his latest spell.
A wall of flames manifested in between them.
For a second, fear slowed Gabriel, but the flames called to him. All he could see was fire. He took a deep breath and charged through the magical flames.
They were hot. As hot as Cindra’s mouth. The flames flickered and danced—then he was through.
Guess her bond helped me.
Both mages stared at him, wide-eyed.
Let’s see how their shields fare against this.
Gabriel raised his sword in a two-handed grip. He put his entire body into the strike, drawing power from his core—just like his mother had taught him.
To the mage’s credit, the hazy, arcane shield held up for three strikes. The first two rebounded painfully, sending pulses of agony up Gabriel’s arm when the blade scored the dull hexagons that formed the shield.
His third strike landed on top of the X he’d scratched across their barrier. The tinkling of shattered glass was muted and soft compared to the wounded mage’s pained scream as the silvery sword carved deep into his chest.
Gabriel blew out a breath and pulled his sword from the dying man—or tried to. He almost lost his sweat-soaked grip on the hilt when the blade caught tight in the man’s ribs.
It took three tries and bracing his foot on the gasping man before Gabriel managed to tug it free.
He screamed louder when I pulled it out than going in.
“Who the hells are you?” the other mage asked in a tremulous voice. Again the sound of glass breaking rang out.
Gabriel had no witty remark. He raised his blade again and turned to face the man.
He wasn’t there.
It took Gabriel a second to spot the fleeing mage. The man had already crossed half the hall and was headed straight for the doors. He glanced back over his shoulder, spotted Gabriel, and his eyes widened.
Gabriel paused and stared at the terrified man who turned away and continued to run away.
The robed mage was three steps from the threshold when a black-feathered arrow took him in the back of the head. He went boneless and collapsed in a sprawl.
Nice shot.
‘I try, Master.’
Slightly sickened by the stench of the eviscerated mage at his feet, Gabriel turned to the larger melee.
Cindra had held her own, though she was leaning on her greatsword as she sucked in huge breaths. Three more men were down on her side. Two of them had been chopped to pieces. The third was a misshapen lump of steel and meat.
Reyna hadn’t fared as well. The short, muscular werebadger looked worse than some of the zombies they’d faced back in the dungeon. Blood flowed freely from dozens of injuries. One along her hairline spilled enough across her face that he was surprised she could still see to fight.
Or is she just flailing away at random?
Two armored men were down near her feet, but she still had one to go.
Before Gabriel could assist her, Sthuza landed another amazing shot and speared the last guard’s knee with an arrow.
He staggered and started to fall. The gory lycan seemed to hit a second wind and leapt on him, riding the guard to the ground.
Reyna had one hand wrapped around the man’s sword arm, and she pinned it to the bloody carpet. She grabbed his helmet and jerked it back to expose his neck.
The man screamed. Reyna snapped forward and bit down with bloody fangs.
It didn’t take her long to rip his throat out; surprisingly, she actually stopped when he died.
Cindra limped over to Gabriel. She wrapped him in a powerful hug, lowered her face to his hair, and inhaled deeply.
“I’m glad you’re safe too, Cindra,” he said affectionately as he rubbed her back. He glanced at Sthuza, who now aimed at the baron. “Thanks for the shooting.”
“You are most welcome, Master,” the still disguised gorgon replied without taking her eyes off the grieving man.
Gabriel paused when he noticed the bastard still sat motionless where he’d last seen the noble. The man showed no inclination to fight or flee, so Gabriel looked around.
The thick carpet was charred black around Reyna’s battle site, and soggy with puddles of blood. Eight armored guards, all male, lay dead or dying about the ostentatious audience hall. The pitiful whimper of one who called for his wife clawed at Gabriel’s conscience.
The man spent his dying breath begging for his wife.
‘He dared threaten you. You must punish. Punish them all. The rich one. Hurt him. Hurt his female. Make him beg. Then devour their souls.’
Gabriel shuddered at the horrid voice in his head. He squeezed his eyes shut and clamped down on his mind.
Someone spoke, but he didn’t understand the words. A hand shook his shoulder.
Gabriel turned and saw his Prime. He flashed her a weak smile, then looked toward the pair of nobles. Baron Alberik sat staring blankly at the far wall, but it was the devastated expression on the baroness’ face that genuinely gave Gabriel pause.
Tears traced down her sharp cheeks, but her clouded eyes stared sightlessly at the baron. Her lips moved like she wanted to speak, but no words came out.
He opened his mind to Sthuza. Did they love Kelith? She looks absolutely destroyed. Hells, so does the baron. Like nothing I could do to them would be worse than what’s already happened.
‘It was not your fault, Master. They brought all of this upon themselves.’
No. No, it’s not my fault. He started this; I’m just finishing it. But I’ve had enough of this.
‘What do you mean, Master?’ Her thoughts rushed out to him now and carried an undertone of worry.
He walked over to his Prime. “Relax, Sthuza, it’s not what you think.”
“Massster?”
“I’m done with this self-centered prick. Alberik destroyed gods know how many lives like he did mine. But it all came back and brought him more misery than I ever could. I don’t need to punish them.”
A sliver of doubt flashed through his mind, and he half-expected the sinister voice to speak again. To call him a liar, but it didn’t.
Gabriel wrapped an arm around the wide-eyed gorgon and pulled her close, which caused her to lower her bow.
“Look at him. Look at his wife.” Gabriel pointed at the distraught nobles. “I can’t think of anything I could do to cause them more pain than they already feel. And honestly, I don’t care. They’re not worth my time.”
“That’s fine if you ain’t got the stomach for any more, ya crazy bastard,” Reyna growled. “But I still got some bones to pick with that sadistic rapist, and I’m gonna see if I can’t make them both squeal a bit more.”
“P-please don’t kill her,” the baron whispered. His weak voice was so quiet Gabriel thought he’d imagined it.
“Why shouldn’t I kill her? Don’t think it’s fair to hurt your woman like you hurt us ‘animals’?” Reyna snarled, spitting foam as she stomped toward the dais. “Did the thought ever cross that inbred, maggot-flavored, limp-dicked mind of yours that what goes around comes around?”
“Don’t like maggots,” Cindra muttered.
The baroness stared at Alberik with wide eyes. He looked up at her but flinched away from her intense gaze.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.
Reyna rocked back like she’d been punched, then leaned closer. “The hells do you think you’re doing? Saying your fucking sorry. I don’t want to hear anything but your screams as I peel your flesh off, you mealy-mouthed bastard!”
“Elaine, I’m so sorry. I never thought he’d be in any danger. It was supposed to be a simple thing to go in after the adventurers and steal the Core,” the baron said, his voice breaking.
“Did you tell anyone else about your plan?” Gabriel asked.
“What? You mean where the Co—” Alberik started to say. He snapped his mouth shut and swallowed when he saw Gabriel’s harsh glare. Instead, he shook his head.
Good. The last thing we need is anyone else hunting Meri.
‘That is a relief, Master. Once we deal with Estrial, Lady Merideva should be quite safe.’
“Why did you send our little boy into that dungeon? And to steal something? Were you that desperate for more money?” Elaine asked, her brittle voice filling with anger as she spoke.
The baron gulped and flinched back, but he met her gaze. “It was going to change everything. The dungeon is dying, the Guildmaster was talking about closing down and leaving the city. We’d be nothing without their presence,” he muttered.
Reyna snickered. “Yeah, you’re pretty much less than nothing now, you gods-damned twat waffle. Probably shoulda tried something like actually working instead of torturing beastkin girls to get your jollies, huh?”
Gabriel shook his head and sighed.
The longer this goes on, the less interested in revenge I am. He’s a self-centered asshole, and his wife went along with everything until it affected her personally. Still, I’m not the type that enjoys hurting others. Am I?
‘Relax, Master. If you do not want to make them suffer, tell Miss Reyna. Though I doubt she would agree to spare him. She craves his death more than her own life.’
He nodded and turned his attention back to the angry lycan.
“Reyna,” he called firmly, and she turned to focus a harsh glare on him. “Let his wife go.”
“What? No way!”
Gabriel stared at Reyna, but she just snarled at him, baring her fangs.
“She had nothing to do with what he did to your sister,” Gabriel said.
Reyna sniffled at the mention of her sister and looked away.
“He’s the one that wronged you, and Sthuza has the crystal to help you properly punish him. Let his wife go.”
Sthuza stepped away from Gabriel and approached the lycan. “Master is correct, Miss Reyna. Besides, she has to carry her loss for the rest of her days. Is that not punishment enough for her sins?”
The werebadger narrowed her eyes at Gabriel but finally nodded. “Fine, skanky, pole-bean bitch can get lost.”
Tears streamed down the baron’s face as he dropped to his knees. “Thank you.”
“Didn’t do it for you fuck-face,” Reyna snarled, gnashing her bloody fangs. Bits of foamy pink spittle flew toward the pitiful man.
“Elaine, hurry and escape,” he said, then paused before continuing quieter. “I’m sorry, my love… for everything.”
A loud crack of flesh on flesh rang out. The baron nearly fell off the dais after she slapped him with one bony hand. His head spun, his eyes widening in shock.
“Elaine?” he moaned.
“This is all your fault! I should have taken Kelith and left years ago!” she screamed. Her face grew pale, and her shoulders shook. She wrapped her frail arms around herself and ran from the room.
“No wonder you did so much raping, you limp-dicked asshole,” Reyna chortled. “You’re absolute crap with women, ain’t ya?”
“We’re finished here, Reyna,” Gabriel called out, and she flinched.
She turned that angry glare on him again. This time her bloodshot eyes gleamed with unshed tears, but he held a hand out to stop her protest.
“The three of us,” he said and pointed to his bonded. “Are leaving. That prick is all yours. But don’t take too long. You still have to help us track Estrial down.”
Her furry face split into a wide grin at his words. “Don’t worry, I’ll catch up with you after the baron and I have a nice little heart to heart. Gonna make the bastard squeal before using that crystal on him.”
Gabriel glanced at the broken noble one last time before turning to leave. He helped Cindra toward the doors as Sthuza explained how to activate the S-Crystal.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“Back to inn, Packmaster?”
Gabriel paused, then almost tripped over his own feet in the process. “Actually, we should go back and loot those guards in the throne room. They had a lot of enchanted gear. We could dump it in the dungeon to get Meri some extra DE. All that crap Kelith’s people had was worth a decent bit.”
“I am afraid that would not work the way you expect, Master,” Sthuza said as she caught up to them.
He turned to the gorgon. “Why not?”
“The creation or acquisition of Dungeon Essence is controlled by certain rules. The relevant one here being that the threat posed inside the Core’s official Domain is all that increases the return,” Sthuza explained.
“So if we carried it in and had Meri stick it in the Inventory, we wouldn’t get anything for it?” he asked with a sigh.
“No, Master, we would acquire the lowest conversion rate. Pound for pound, it would be roughly equal to the waste that Lady Merideva’s goblins produce,” Sthuza said with a slight shudder.
Gabriel nodded and thanked his Prime for keeping them from pointless work.
“We should check the dead and perhaps the rest of the castle while our temperamental companion vents her frustrations on the baron though, Master. There might be a few useful items lying around,” she said.
“I thought of that, but I don’t know the first thing about removing the enchantments that mark everything as the baron’s. We wouldn’t be able to sell them to anyone locally.” He looked over at the smiling gorgon, then grinned when he realized what she meant. “But if we found anything we could personally use, then it wouldn’t matter.”
She nodded. “Precisely. I do not know if Miss Reyna will remember to loot them. I fear seeing the baron has dredged up a lot of painful memories. We might find something which could be useful for her, though, if you intend to add yet another furry female to your bonded.”
“Cindra thinks Packmaster should take her in. Grouchy Panties is packless,” the hellhound said.
He paused to think the idea over seriously.
She has the filthiest mouth I’ve ever heard. Bet she could make a dwarven sailor blush. Still, she seems reasonably dependable in battle, though the idea of having two hot-headed fighters is concerning.
‘You should not worry that the gray one will remain an unthinking berserker forever, Master. She is young and, as a dog, can learn a few new tricks.’
Gabriel glanced over at Cindra and started to frown at Sthuza’s words before sensing a trace of humor across their bond. He laughed at his Prime’s joke and shared an amused look with the gorgon.
“So you are not opposed to inviting her to join us?” he asked. “Assuming things go well with the hunt for Estrial.”
Sthuza turned serious and nodded slowly. “I believe she could be useful. However, I agree that you should wait until she has proven herself trustworthy in pursuing the traitorous elf.”
“Fair enough. And thank you for being so supportive about all of this. I know you still have a few concerns.” He stepped closer to Sthuza and placed a hand on her slim shoulder.
“My focus now is to serve and protect you, Master. Just as yours is to protect Lady Merideva and all of your bonded.”
“Still, thank you,” Gabriel said with a grin. He leaned down and pressed a light kiss to her lips.
Sthuza made a pleased cooing sound, and her eyes fluttered closed until he pulled back, and her shoulders slumped.
“You are teasing me, Master?”
“Never, my beautiful Prime,” he replied as his grin broadened. “But for now, we need to search this place. I’m hopeful Reyna won’t take too long, since we don’t know if Elaine will open the gate for the city watch.”
“As you wish, Master. Though, I doubt any of them would be eager to face off against us after everything that has happened,” Sthuza replied, then stood straight again. “Cindra, go back and search the upper floor for anything that would be beneficial for us.”
Gabriel was surprised at Sthuza’s command, but the larger monster girl nodded and started back up the stairs.
“Do you honestly believe she’s going to come back with valuable loot?” he asked.
Sthuza burst into uncontrolled giggling. She blushed and slapped a hand over her mouth.
“No, Massster, I do not.”
“Then why send her?”
Sthuza cleared her throat and met his gaze. “I think that she will remind Reyna of her obligations to you. And no doubt Cindra will endlessly suggest they hurry and rejoin us. She does not like to be separated from her Pack.”
He chuckled. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“If we are lucky, the lycan may even think to sort through whatever Cindra collects, so she does not drag down all the corpses.”
Laughing outright now, Gabriel shook his head and moved to the first door on the left. “You take the right, and I’ll go through the left? Then we work our way down, floor by floor?”
“Of course, Master,” she said and moved to open the opposite door.
They spent the next fifteen minutes plundering through the third floor.
After the slaughter upstairs and the mess they’d made on the first floor, Gabriel saw no reason to be polite. He jerked drawers out and tossed them to the floor. Cabinets and dressers got similar treatment as he dug through piles of fancy clothing and the various items collected in the bedrooms that made up most of the floor.
Several rooms had open spaces on the walls where something had been removed.
Did the baron start selling off his possessions?
Gabriel grumbled and kicked over another pile of expensive but useless clothes. Nothing he found would fit anyone in their group. Another trip back into the hall left him standing before the last unopened door on the floor.
Again he activated Magesight to check for magical traps. The door was locked, but a solid kick near the ornate handle fixed that, and he stepped into the room.
Thanks to the ostentatious cloak that hung from a rack next to the door, he recognized where he was right away.
Kelith’s room.
That bastard had more than one of those garish things?
Gabriel pushed the thought aside, along with the flapping cloak, and moved to the large chest situated at the foot of an oversized, white-and-gold bed.
Not wanting to risk triggering a trap, he focused inward and quickly reactivated Magesight.
Nothing?
Gabriel was surprised by the lack of traps, but grateful the lazy mage hadn’t bothered to protect his belongings better. It took less than a minute to locate the key and pop the trunk open.
He gasped at the collection of potions piled on top of several leather pouches.
Was he secretly studying alchemy? I don’t remember him ever hinting at it in school.
Shrugging, Gabriel gently collected the vials and set them to one side. Beneath them were four bags filled with assorted powders, which would also seem at home in an alchemist’s lab.
He set those next to the potions and then dug the last item from the chest. A dark brown leather bandolier for holding the slender metal vials.
This could be useful.
He slipped it on and adjusted it to fit, then spent a minute filling each flap-covered slot with the potions he’d found.
Need to have someone identify them first, but they could come in handy.
Each vial had a symbol embossed on one side, but he wasn’t sure what Kelith would have put in them and wasn’t willing to trust the dead bully to have labeled them as expected.
Too risky to try without verifying the contents first. Still a nice haul. Maybe I should try to find an alchemist to recruit for the dungeon.
None of Kelith’s clothes would fit anyone in their little group, and Gabriel didn’t really fancy seeing anyone dressed like the flamboyant mage every day, anyway.
When he didn’t find any larger bags, he tore the cloak off the rack. He used it to bundle up the pouches full of alchemical reagents and tossed it over one shoulder before leaving.
Just as he stepped out, the Interface flashed with the words Level Three.
What the… Sthuza, I just leveled up.
‘Master? Did it happen during the fight earlier, and you just now noticed?’
No. I was heading out, and the Interface popped up.
‘That is… strange, Master. Fortunate, but strange.’
Yeah. Once we get that crystal back, I want to spend some time figuring this stuff out.
‘Of course.’
He’d intended to drop the topic then, but there was a new entry when he opened his personal page.
Prime-Bonded Monster: Unassigned
Sthuza.
‘Yes, Master?’
Still want to be my Prime-bonded?
‘Of course, Master. More than anything. Why?’
Gabriel focused his mind on the line and grinned when it popped up a list of his bonded.
Sthuza’s name glowed, while Cindra’s was darkened. He concentrated on the latter to see what it meant.
Insufficient Affinity.
Maybe that’s what Meri meant about sex boosting affinity?
He pushed the thought aside and chose Sthuza.
‘Master!’
Congratulations, my Prime. It’s official now.
‘Thank you so much, Master!
Sthuza met him in the hall a minute later with a well-worn leather backpack slung over one shoulder. Apparently, he’d startled her so much that she had dropped her illusion. She broke into a run and leapt at him.
He managed to brace himself enough to catch the now undisguised gorgon as she wrapped herself around him.
“Thank you ssso much, Massster!” she cried before smashing their lips together. Her legs clenched tight around his waist, and her head-snakes nuzzled his face as the pair kissed.
◆◆◆
 
When Gabriel’s legs started to weaken several minutes later, Sthuza finally pulled back. Her face was flushed, and she panted for breath.
“It just makes it official, Sthuza. I already said you were my Prime.”
She uncrossed her ankles, and he lowered her to her feet. Several head-snakes stared at him with a frightening intensity.
Still blushing, she swallowed twice, then hefted the bag and adjusted its position. “I see you were successful as well, Master.”
“Yeah, found some interesting stuff in Kelith’s room. Overall there was a lot less to steal than I’d expected.”
“Yes, I noticed that as well. It appears that the baron has struggled with financial decline for some time. A definite change from the last time I traveled through here.”
“Seems strange that he’d have spent the money to buy Reyna if he was selling off possessions,” Gabriel said.
“True, Master. But many people engage in self-destructive habits. Perhaps mistreating beastkin provided him with a feeling he valued more than money, and he was unwilling to give up that experience.”
Gabriel considered her words, then shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, let’s go to the next floor.”
She nodded and followed him down the stairs. They made their way past the four dead guards and started to search the rooms.
Most of them were offices for the various administrators and servants who kept the castle and the city as a whole functioning.
“It’s strange that we didn’t encounter anyone except guards and the baron’s family here. Shouldn’t there have been a lot more clerks and city officials?” he pondered out loud.
“I believe it is the end of a week, is it not, Master? As memory serves me, most of the bureaucrats who infest the city do not work during the final two days of each week,” she said.
He stared at her. “You mean, weekend?”
Sthuza smiled, nodding. “Yes, that, Master. They work for the first five days, then rest for the last two, correct? I recall hearing adventurers lament their laziness whenever I visited the Guild.”
Laughing, Gabriel nodded in agreement. “You’re probably right.”
Minor worry alleviated, he entered another cramped office looking for anything of value.
Tons of scrolls and even a few books. Too bad it all likes the sort of crap merchants seem to love. While Sthuza likes books, kind of doubt she would care to read about taxes and land use claims.
They spent just as long exploring this floor as they did the one above but came away with only a couple of minor enchanted items.
He’d found a magical quill that could create a myriad array of colored inks and a heavily enchanted, leather-bound book whose pages constantly swirled, concealing the contents.
Not sure what it contains. Would be nice to learn the enchantment protecting it, though.
Worry that the baroness might let the watch into the castle receded as the minutes passed during their search.
Most of the rooms were filled with the trappings of bureaucrats. Gabriel found reams of the specialized parchment commonly used for magical contracts.
Hard to believe that less than a week ago, I wanted to work in a place like this.
They had just finished the last suite and were preparing to head down when Gabriel walked over to Sthuza and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Do you think less of me for not wanting to stay up there and torture Alberik?” he asked quietly. The question had been brewing in the back of his mind, and he needed to know.
She turned an inscrutable gaze on him. “No, Master, I do not. You are neither a cruel nor hateful man, and I am grateful for that. From what you revealed of your past on the night we bonded, I suspected that you had an innate kindness, and I still believe that to be true.”
“Really? What about the way I killed Kelith?” Gabriel asked past the lump swelling in his throat.
I didn’t even hesitate at unraveling his soul.
Sthuza grinned at him, clearly having overheard his thought. “You will find that I would be the last to denounce your actions, Master,” she said with a smile. “You did it to save my life if you recall.”
“Yeah, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat. But shouldn’t I feel guilty for doing it to him? For telling his parents the way I did?”
She paused, then shook her head, which sent her head-snakes whipping about. “No, Master. You defended those close to you against a man driven solely by greed.
“As for telling his parents, they deserved to know the truth. Will his mother be eaten up by guilt or anger because of it? Maybe, but they brought it upon themselves,” Sthuza said.
He gave a slight smile, and when she stepped close to hug him, he wrapped his arms tight around her delightful body.
“If you wish to obsess about the feelings of others, perhaps you should look to those closest to you,” she whispered in his ear. “Like your new Prime.”
Gabriel shivered when her tongue flicked teasingly against his skin.
Subconsciously he pulled Sthuza tighter and drank in her scent. They kissed again, and his Prime was even more enthusiastic than before.
It took him several deep breaths before he could let go and step back from the enthralling monster girl.
She watched him closely as he pulled back, and her bright green eyes revealed the slightest sliver of concern.
He grinned and shook his head. “Silly gorgon, I’m not repulsed by you, haven’t you figured that out yet?” he teased. “Unfortunately, I think I heard movement above us, so it’s time to get going.”
Sthuza restored her disguise and adjusted her light armor before she stepped up to his side. They watched as Reyna and Cindra descended the stairs. The hellhound had an absolutely massive bundle slung over her shoulder.
“I’m telling you, you fat-breasted crotch-muncher, he’s not going to approve of you trying to bring all of that shit with you.”
“Packmaster said to get stuff that’s useful and nice, so Cindra did!”
The short werebadger threw her hands up with an exasperated sigh and stomped down the stairs.
“Oy! Your fleabag decided to loot everything,” Reyna said.
Gabriel paused and took a closer look at the oversized bundle his bonded carried.
A clear trail of blood traced their path back up the stone steps. It was hard to tell how much of the mess dripped from Cindra’s makeshift pack, and how much was from the blood-soaked pair.
“Did you take the equipment off the corpses before you collected it, Cindra?” Sthuza asked quietly.
Something about her stern tone caused the hellhound to flinch. “Um, sorta.”
“How do you sor—never mind. I don’t want to know.” Gabriel shook his head. “Drop that bloody mess, and let’s see what you found.”
Cindra bobbed her head eagerly and let go of the heavy cloth she’d been holding.
Her burden landed with a squelch, and blood splattered in a ring around her. She blushed and grinned. “Maybe Cindra got too much?”
Gabriel started to reply, then fell silent when the bloody tapestry fell away from the hunks of shredded meat mixed among the piled arms and armor. He watched as four bejeweled fingers rolled off onto the green carpet.
What did she do to them?
Sthuza grimaced and rubbed her temples.
“Master, perhaps you should check for the most potent magical auras, and we only grab those?”
“Yeah.” He nodded and tried not to be sick as he inspected the horrific mess Cindra had brought down.
While he’d expected Cindra and Reyna to be comfortable wading into the bloody slop, he was a little surprised that Sthuza didn’t protest in the slightest either.
Is it because none of them are human? Or did I just grow up too sheltered?
He kicked the thought around as he searched for exotic enchantments among the collection, but didn’t come to a conclusion.
They spent a few minutes sorting through the gory loot before Gabriel decided they’d gotten everything worth keeping.
Once they had finished, Sthuza tore down another tapestry and helped Cindra pile the worthwhile treasure on it. Two mail hauberks, the baron’s rings, several wands, another enchanted blade, and a handful of spell tokens looted from the two mages. They also grabbed the least damaged gambesons to give to Meri’s monsters.
Hopefully the kobolds can alter them to fit their tiny bodies.
Only the rings carried unfamiliar enchantments. The sword and armor carried similar but weaker versions of the enchantments on the gear Sthuza passed out in her lair.
All the items would shift and adjust to fit the bearer—within reason. The leather suit she’d given to Cindra was made for a giant shapeshifter, but its enchantment was powerful enough that it could shrink too small for Sthuza.
Though that raises the question, who wore the armor last to make it adjust to that size?
When Reyna pulled out a dark crystal and reluctantly offered it to Sthuza, the gorgon shook her head.
“I trust you to keep it safe, Miss Reyna. And once we finish with our quest, I will help you set the pocket dimension up for your use.”
The lycan stepped close and whispered something in response.
After the werebadger shifted back to human and slipped on a stolen shirt, it took Gabriel a couple of minutes to make the bloody pair presentable. Cindra grabbed up the cleaner bundle of loot, and they were all ready to leave.
Reyna insisted on kicking open each door on the first floor as they headed out, but nothing caught her eye.
Gabriel was content to let her search. He found himself eager to get away from the castle and the death that filled it. It was a feeling his bonded must have sensed, as they also ignored the grumbling lycan’s casual vandalism.
The front doors were still open, and to his surprise, Gabriel spotted the baroness seated near the outer stone wall. Over two dozen liveried men-at-arms from the city watch stood off to the side.
Several of them stared in horror as the flames continued to eat away at the devastated barracks. Others searched through the charred debris.
The acrid stench of burned hair and charred flesh was strong enough to overpower the ash and smoke that filled the courtyard. A few of the guards wore wet clothes wrapped around their faces.
The portcullis had been raised, and eight more city watchmen in heavy armor blocked the gate. Just past them, Gabriel could see a growing crowd of onlookers.
Great. We really don’t need that kind of attention.
Elaine looked up when Gabriel approached and glared at him with wet, bloodshot eyes. “Is it done?”
He nodded but kept his face straight and held his tongue.
She has to live with Kelith’s death for the rest of her life. There’s no need for me to rub it in her face.
“Yeah, bastard’s soul is right where it belongs,” Reyna said gruffly, then paused before continuing in a softer tone. “You, ah, might want to stay out of the throne room till you get someone to clean it.”
Elaine swallowed, her face deathly pale, but she met the petite lycan’s gaze. They stared at each other for several seconds before the noblewoman spoke again. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry about your sister,” she whispered.
Reyna continued to glare, but her amber eyes glistened.
“Yeah,” she muttered before stomping toward the main gate. She marched right up to the armored watchmen. Gabriel held his breath as several of them shifted, but the sole officer looked over to the baroness who shook her head.
Reyna finally noticed the crowd. “Shitstick-sniffing looky-loos. You’d think these city ass-hoppers would know to stay out of the way when some big-dicked monster lover goes and blows up a fucking building and sacks the castle,” she grumbled. The short lycan glared at the crowd before turning to stomp back to Gabriel and his bonded.
Most of the guards stared at the group. Several of them gaped at Cindra in her sleek, clean armor.
‘Relax, Master. They are no doubt trying to assess how we could do so much damage and yet walk out almost untouched. These men are not professional soldiers. They are ill-prepared to handle this situation.’
Still, I don’t think going out the front gate is going to work.
“Is it true about what you did to my son?” the baroness whispered.
Gabriel turned back to Elaine and nodded.
“You’re sure Kelith’s… gone?”
Gabriel nodded again, and the pale-faced baroness let out an anguished sob.
No one spoke for several moments. The stench of charred meat and ash hung heavy in the air as a woman let out a piteous moan. Men-at-arms shifted through the rubble, and nosy onlookers called out. The surviving castle guards stepped closer to hide the noblewoman’s grief from the spectators.
“Was that explosion your doing?” she asked after recovering. The guards didn’t even pretend that they weren’t listening.
Gabriel met and held her bloodshot gaze. “Yes.”
“You could do it again, couldn’t you? I’ve never met a mage that wouldn’t be exhausted from casting a spell like that. What rank are you?”
“Copper.”
The fearful gazes focusing on Gabriel widened into shock and disbelief. Men began muttering, but Sthuza spoke up and cut them off.
“It is time for us to take our leave now, Master.”
Reyna let out a sniffle then started toward the rear of the keep. She led the way to a narrow wooden staircase up to the battlements of the outer wall.
Gabriel was the second one to the top. When Sthuza joined him, he looked around for Cindra.
‘She is climbing the wall, Master. These boards are too thin to support her weight.’
He nodded.
Not going to mention it to her then. Cindra hates it when I acknowledge her imposing size. Silly hellhound.
Once they all stood upon the thick curtain wall, Sthuza reached into a belt pouch and withdrew a slender, spider-silk rope.
“How will we recover it after climbing down?” he asked. The exotic rope was strong enough to support Cindra and worth far too much to abandon.
“Once you and Miss Reyna climb down, Cindra and I will join you, Master.”
Gabriel stared at his Prime. The casual confidence on both her face and Cindra’s made him reconsider his words. He shrugged and set about anchoring the line, then turned to Reyna.
Still in human form, she glared at him with wet eyes—then jumped off the wall.
‘What the hells?” he shouted.
Reyna hit the ground hard and rolled, cursing the entire time. Seeing the amused look on Sthuza’s face, he shook his head and started down the rope.
The moment his feet touched the ground, one of his bonded released the rope, letting it fall around him. Reyna rose to her feet and started hobbling away.
Seconds later, both monster girls landed next to him.
Sthuza produced a soft whisper, while Cindra sank two inches into the packed dirt.
“Shall we return to the inn now, Master?” Sthuza asked while making a show of dusting off her pants.
He stared for a moment, then nodded. Finished with the whole mess, he led his bonded after the limping lycan.
Hope this brought Reyna some closure.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

They walked in a heavy silence as they made their way through the city.
Gabriel was more than a little surprised that the surly werebadger marched straight to their inn. He’d half expected her to wander off on her own, or even make a run for it, and he was grateful that she hadn’t.
I can’t imagine what’s going on in her head right now, but she’s obviously hurting. Given how reckless her plan was, I bet she’s been alone ever since they kidnapped her sister.
‘Quite likely, Master. I suppose you believe she would feel more comfortable as a true member of our little group?’
He turned to the disguised gorgon and smiled. Maybe? I don’t know. I just hate seeing her in so much pain. It makes me wonder what she’s really like, you know?
Sthuza chuckled. ‘I am not convinced that buried deep beneath her gruff outer shell is anything more than spite, rage, and excrement.’
Gabriel’s smile broadened at her words, and he shook his head, turning back to the woman stomping her way into the inn.
You might be right, Sthuza. Still, I kind of want to find out.
‘Of course, Master.’
Reyna was across the crowded room, loudly claiming a table by the time they entered.
The four men already sitting at the table tried to protest. But when she started into a profanity-laced tirade, the flabby merchants wisely decided to yield and moved to join another group of laughing patrons.
Ignoring everyone staring at her, the petite lycan scratched at the short dark hair on the side of her head and flopped onto one of the benches against the wall. She turned toward Gabriel and his bonded near the entrance.
“Stop yer staring and sit down, you weak-stomached fur-muncher,” she snapped at Gabriel as they watched her switch to scratching her belly.
Sthuza stared at Reyna across the room. “Oh yes, Master, I am sure there are many, many layers beneath the surface with this one.”
He grinned but flagged down Mrs. Spaulding as they headed over to join their charming companion.
◆◆◆
 
After an absolutely massive dinner, with Cindra and Reyna downing four bowls of stew apiece, their talk finally turned to hunting Estrial.
“I said I can track the knife-eared bitch for ya, and I will,” Reyna grumbled while wiping her mouth. Then she licked the mess from her small hand.
“Yes, but we are on something of a deadline here. We would greatly appreciate starting sooner rather than later,” Sthuza reiterated as the pair of them continued to argue in circles.
“Why are you guys in such a rush for this slutty elf anyway? Is she like your ex or something? You wanna rub it in her face that you got someone hotter?”
Gabriel blushed, and Sthuza glared at Reyna, which caused the lycan to cackle madly. “Oh my gods, I was right? Damn, I was just shitting with you.”
“Packmaster mated with the one that hurt him?” Cindra asked sadly, flashing those enormous blue eyes at the others.
He shook his head firmly. “No, I didn’t, Cindra. And no, she’s not my ex, at least not that kind. I joined her party to delve the dungeon, but they betrayed me and…” Gabriel trailed off when he realized there was no way to explain the rest without revealing what he was now.
Reyna’s amber eyes practically bulged out of her head, and she slammed her ale on the table, sloshing it all over her arm. “You’re a fucking Dunge—” she said before Sthuza slapped a hand tight across her mouth and hissed.
“Sssilence, you fool!”
Whatever Reyna tried to say came out as mumbled nonsense, but then she bit the gorgon’s hand. “Hey, don’t try to fucking restrain me, you…” she glanced at Gabriel, whose eyes had begun to flare, and snapped her mouth shut.
“My apologies Miss Reyna, but you were about to say something that could cause a great deal of trouble,” Sthuza replied politely.
That got the scowling woman to calm down. “Oh, right. Yeah, that’s probably better as a secret.” She leaned in closer before whispering, “But it’s true, isn’t it!”
Sthuza sighed but nodded. “Yes, though, what precisely do you know about such things?”
Now it was Reyna’s turn to blush, and she glanced down to the dregs of her ale.
She’s cute when she’s not scowling or swearing.
Or covered in blood.
Still staring at the empty glass in her hands, Reyna mumbled something unintelligible.
“What was that, dear? It is rude to mutter,” Sthuza said.
Reyna jerked up and glared at his Prime.
And now she looks ready to eat someone again.
“I said my grandmother was a dungeon monster, way back when,” she snarled defiantly.
Gabriel froze at her claim, the rest of the conversation continuing on without him listening as he considered that.
Dungeon monsters can get pregnant? I know Sthuza made some jokes about the goblins, but it’s possible? Wait… didn’t Cindra mention her mother and sisters?
‘Of course, Master, did you think we are not living creatures?’ Sthuza asked, her quiet thoughts sounding a little hurt.
I didn’t mean it that way, my love. I just hadn’t thought it through.
‘It is fine, I understand. But yes, monsters conjured by a Dungeon Core or Master can breed as easily as any other of the same race.’
That caused Gabriel to consider his bonded, and he wondered if they would want to claim mates to breed with one day. He quickly realized he didn’t like that idea.
At all.
Apparently, Sthuza didn’t either.
‘Absolutely not, Master!’ she practically shouted in his head.
‘First off, there is no such thing as a male gorgon. While Mistress Iylara conjured me, I am well versed in how my kind reproduce. Gorgons are a female-only species and capable of breeding with a wide range of males including humans… or Dungeon Masters.’
Gabriel forgot how to breathe when her embarrassed thoughts reached him.
‘Not to suggest that I expect you to do anything of the sort! I am just trying to thoroughly explain the situation!’
You didn’t say anything about Cindra.
‘She is a hellhound, Master. They are fiercely loyal to their Pack, and each Pack has only one adult male. In her case, that is you.’
But unlike gorgons, there are male hellhounds. Wouldn’t Cindra be unable to breed without another of her kind?
‘If you were only human, then that might be true. As a DM, you are capable of many interesting things. If Cindra wishes for… children, you will be the only one that she would ever willingly accept them from.’
Sthuza continued, and her thoughts carried a harsher undertone. ’Though, if you disregard her feelings, I imagine you could order her to mate with a male hellhound.’
I would never force either of you to do anything you don’t want to! I—
His thoughts were interrupted when a hand grabbed his shoulder and jerked him back roughly.
“I asked you a question, you arrogant prick!” a man growled from behind him.
Gabriel twisted around to look up at the broad-shouldered, heavyset drunk glaring down at him.
“Keep your hands off him!” Reyna snarled, momentarily surprising everyone.
“Shut your mouth, slut,” the man countered.
Reyna glared at the drunk, but her mouth fell open. She seemed almost hurt.
“That’s right, I saw you in here last night wearing that sexy getup, whore.”
Gabriel’s fists clenched tight at the pained look in Reyna’s amber eyes. He bit his lip as he battled against the firestorm of white-hot rage that washed over him and drowned out all reason.
He wanted to eviscerate the asshole for insulting his packmates. For daring to leer at them. For reminding Reyna of her dead sister.
Tamping down the urge to kill and devour the upstart human, Gabriel pushed his seat back and shook the man’s hand off as he stood.
Now that they were face to face, he realized the large man wasn’t quite so large. Sure he was powerfully built for a human, an adventurer by the look of his Iron tag, but Gabriel was taller and broader now.
Who does this asshole think he is?
“You need to apologize to her right now,” Gabriel said slowly, gritting his teeth to restrain his rage.
“I’m not apologizing for calling a whore a whore, you stupid git. ‘Sides, I’m only interested in the meaty one next to you. Don’t know where you found a beastkin bitch that fine, but I wanna know how much you’re charging for her,” the man said. His lust-filled eyes focused on Cindra.
Gabriel turned to look at the growling hellhound and belatedly noticed Sthuza was physically restraining her.
Barely.
“Cindra, sit,” he ordered. The large monster girl froze in place. He nodded at her when their eyes met, then turned back to the adventurer.
“Are you suggesting two of my companions are prostitutes?” he asked, his voice unnaturally calm.
The adventurer didn’t notice the underlying tone. “What else would they be? Bitches that fine ain’t doing no real delving. Nah, they’re—”
The man’s tirade cut off when Gabriel’s fist connected with the bottom of his chin. His teeth slammed together as he was lifted bodily by the powerful blow.
Gabriel moved to follow the loud-mouthed asshole down to the ground and pound some civility into him. However, the man’s friends rushed forward, and Gabriel had to twist away from a wild right hook.
“Come on, you limp-dicked shitheads. Ya wanna fight? I’ll fuck you all up!” Reyna roared—right before she headbutted the shortest of the adventurers.
“Do be careful of where we are Ma—Gabriel,” Sthuza said. “I will see about more drinks.”
“Don’t worry about your friend. You can get drinks for us soon as we teach this prick a lesson,” the fourth adventurer said.
He was a mountain of a man. Taller even than Cindra, his unnatural bulk made his specialization all too obvious.
Face looks like it’s been broken and healed a hundred times.
Another wave of righteous outrage washed over Gabriel when the hulking brute leered at the disguised gorgon.
Gabriel cocked his arm back and stepped in close to the one that had attacked him. Twisting his hips, he drove his fist into the adventurer’s abdomen.
The man grunted at the heavy blow and dropped to his knees. Gabriel rushed past him and hit the creepy big guy shoulder first.
It was like charging a stone wall—or Cindra.
Gabriel stumbled back and drew a deep breath. The big man responded by swinging a ham-sized fist at Gabriel’s head. He dodged it with ease but sensed the brute strength behind the blow.
Don’t try to block that.
He evaded a second swipe, then twisted and kicked out. His heel struck the man’s knee. Hard.
The big guy just grunted. Gabriel stared in shock, pain radiating in his foot.
Why didn’t that break his knee?
Faster than he’d expected, his oversized opponent lashed out again. The meaty fist smashed him in the gut, and his stomach heaved. Air blasted from his lungs, he fell to the tavern floor.
Gabriel coughed and rolled. A massive boot slammed down next to his head. He rolled further, then sprang to his feet, still gasping for breath.
Reyna snarled, and he glanced over. Thankfully, the werebadger hadn’t shifted. She had knocked the small adventurer out and was trading blows with the second one Gabriel had hit.
He turned his attention back to the wall of muscle before him. The brute swung wide, and Gabriel danced away.
He darted back in and threw his full weight behind his fist, smashing the man’s face. The thick-set adventurer shrugged off the heavy blow.
A thread of worry wormed into Gabriel’s mind.
Don’t want Cindra to join in this. Anyone sees her fight, and they’ll know something’s not right.
He forced down the worry and threw a series of quick jabs. His target failed to block. Each punch went straight to the face. The man still flashed that misshapen leer, then he cocked back and threw his bulk behind another powerful blow.
Gabriel ducked low and inside. He coiled tight, then sprang upward and drove his fist through the point of the larger man’s chin.
The adventurer snorted and opened his mouth to speak.
How much Essence did this guy invest in toughness?
A high-pitched squeal rang out, and Gabriel flinched.
“Musclebound idiot,” Reyna muttered.
From crotch height.
Gabriel looked down and spotted the foul-mouthed woman between the giant’s legs. She flashed him a wicked grin, then her small hand squeezed tighter. Far too tight.
The over-muscled brute lifted up on his toes and belted out another falsetto note.
Either his tackle’s tiny… or Reyna pulped it.
Gabriel cringed and fought down the urge to shield his crotch. He stepped back and watched as the big man crashed facedown when the tiny lycan released his family jewels and slipped away.
“Look out!” a woman cried. Gabriel twisted back and spotted motion—the glint of a naked blade.
The adventurer that started the fight was up and lunging toward Reyna from behind. His mouth was a bloody ruin, and he glared at her with spiteful eyes.
Reyna was staring at Gabriel, a pleased grin on her face. Her smug look shifted to confusion as he rushed toward her.
Gabriel focused his entire being on the man about to stab her in the back.
I’m not fast enough!
The world around him stuttered and lagged. Reyna cocked her head at him in slow motion. Behind her, the pompous prick strode through molasses.
Gabriel stepped on the downed giant and leapt toward the lycan. Hand outstretched, he shoved Reyna to the left.
The dagger flashed, and he shielded his face with one arm.
A scream rang out.
The rage-fueled attack caught his right arm. Gabriel winced at the hit then crashed to the tavern floor, grunting in pain.
Pulse pounding, Gabriel rolled to his feet and shook his head. A glance down revealed the blade failed to cut through his sleeve.
“Fucking asshole!” the bloody-mouthed adventurer screamed.
“What kind of fart-drinking asswipe draws steel in a damn bar brawl?” Reyna grumbled from the floor where she’d fallen.
Gabriel growled, low in his throat. Visions of a thousand deaths flashed through his mind as he stared at the red-faced man. Each was considered and rejected.
‘Hurt him. Punish him. Eat his soul.’
Gabriel growled again, louder, and forced the inferno of anger that seared his thoughts into one hand.
The man opened his mouth to speak again. Gabriel’s fist arched forward and crushed the adventurer’s nose.
More blood sprayed out.
The man lost his balance and started to fall.
Gabriel’s mind blanked. When it caught up, he had straddled the man and was landing blow after blow on the bloody mess that used to be his face.
The enraged Dungeon Master had no clue how many times he struck the man before someone pulled him off the disfigured asshole.
Definitely not enough.
Gabriel twisted and strained against the hands that gripped him. Someone held him back from teaching the bastard not to mess with his Pack.
In fact, whoever had grabbed him held him up off the ground.
Like a child.
Gabriel glanced down and noticed the dark-gray hands locked around him. “Cindra?” he asked, his voice hollow with shock.
“Yes, Packmaster. Lady Snakes said to restrain you,” she said softly—for her at least. “Wanted to join in sooner, but you said to sit.”
He blinked, then shook his head several times to clear the dense fog that had stolen over his mind.
Reyna staggered over with an empty tankard. Her face was a collection of bruises, and one eye was swollen shut. When she saw him looking at her, she grinned and nodded to him.
Behind her, the crowd looked decidedly uncomfortable. Gabriel recognized several of them from when he’d first stayed at the inn.
Guess seeing a Copper mage pulp an Iron-ranked warrior disturbed them.
Or, it might be the fact that Cindra can hold me up like this.
“You can put me down, Cindra.”
Gabriel got the feeling she didn’t want to, but the hellhound obeyed, and they returned to their table.
“Is everyone okay?” Mrs. Spaulding called out. Her loud voice broke through the last of the haze.
Shit. What if they try to arrest me?
‘Calm yourself, Master. Focus on your bonded; feel our presence. We are safe. No one will hurt us. The threat is past.’
Listening to his Prime’s soothing words, he relaxed and dove inward to settle his mind.
By the time he pulled back and opened his eyes, he was staring up at the innkeeper, a large metal pan propped against her shoulder.
“Are you all right, dear?” she asked, her voice softer now as she watched him closely.
He nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me.”
“Hush now, that bully got what he had coming, I’m just sorry I wasn’t quick enough to get me a whack in myself,” she said with a grin and a wave of her frying pan.
Gabriel shook his head. “But I struck first.”
The older woman laughed, then turned and pointed. “See his buddies dragging his worthless ass out of here? They’re not gonna be filing any complaints with the magistrate, I promise you that. Criminals and bullies, the lot of them.
“Only reason I don’t refuse ‘em service is their ranking with the Guild. Long as they’re members, we can’t risk offending them.”
Gabriel grinned up at her and stood. “Well then, I retract my apology. Looks like we didn’t make too much of a mess at least.”
Still smiling, she nodded. “Nothing to worry about,” she paused and frowned. “Though I’m afraid you and yours may want to watch your backs once that lot gets healed. They’re likely to come looking for revenge if the watch isn’t around.”
Sthuza snorted, then blushed when they all turned to her.
Cindra grinned, and Gabriel coughed.
Compared to our normal battles, meeting them in a dark alley would be… fun.
“Hey, if they do come after us, I call dibs on the big one,” Reyna said.
Already struggling to conceal his amusement, Gabriel broke out laughing at her serious expression.
After long seconds of clutching his gut as he rocked with mirth, Gabriel calmed down and wiped the tears from his eyes.
Mrs. Spaulding was staring at him, wide-eyed. He smiled and shook his head lightly.
“Sorry, it was probably just nerves from all of this,” he said. “Thanks for the warning, we’ll keep an eye out.”
“Yes, we are most grateful for your support and concern, Mrs. Spaulding,” Sthuza said.
“Oh, you. Please, call me Darlene,” the rotund woman replied cheerfully. “Gabriel never would, but there’s no reason for you to talk all formal with me.”
Sthuza bowed her head politely and smiled.
The older woman continued to fuss over them for a few minutes and brought another round of drinks for everyone, which greatly cheered up the sulking lycan.
Once she left to attend other patrons, Gabriel formed the glyphs and cleaned himself and Reyna.
When he looked up, three sets of eyes focused on him.
“Why the hells did ya shove me aside like that?” Reyna asked.
“Because you couldn’t see his blade, I thought…” Gabriel’s words died off when he noticed her face.
Her uninjured face.
She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You were worried a lycan might get cut?”
Gabriel blinked. A smile formed, and he chuckled. “I might have forgotten that detail. Still, it worked out.”
Cindra nodded her head. “Good to protect Pack.”
“It’s not normal,” Reyna muttered into her drink. “You’re not normal.”
‘Did you know your armor would turn the attack?’
He grinned at his Prime.
Didn’t think about it until after I’d jumped.
Sthuza sighed. “Perhaps we should discuss our next step.”
After watching the petite blonde drain her third large ale, Gabriel spoke, “I’d say we more than fulfilled our end of the bargain. Not only did you get to kill him, but you’ve also captured his soul. Now, you’re going to track down Estrial for us, right?”
Reyna nodded, and her longer, blond hair flopped about. “Yeah. Said I would,” she snapped. “But right now, I’d rather talk about the whole dungeon thing.”
He shook his head. “Sthuza’s right, that’s not a conversation to have here and now. If you want to talk about it later, when we’re on the road, we’ll see about answering your questions.”
“The two of them will take care of any hanky panky you wind up needing, right?” Reyna asked. “Cause I ain’t interested in fucking ya or even touching your shlong. Huge or not.” She emphasized her words with a fierce glare.
Sthuza chuckled. “You have nothing to fear from Master, dear. He is a very considerate man, and we are more than capable of handling all of his needs.”
“Yeah! Packmaster is gonna mount Cindra real good!” the hellhound cheered, surprising the whole party—and half the tavern-goers.
Sthuza sputtered before scolding Cindra about her word choice.
Reyna glanced at Gabriel’s red face and snickered. “I’m sure he is.” She went to take another sip and found her mug empty, then looked around for the innkeeper.
“Before you order even more booze, dear,” Sthuza said, drawing her attention back. “We should discuss plans to make travel safer.”
“Sounds like a good idea, do you have any suggestions?” Gabriel asked.
His Prime nodded slightly and grinned. “While it has been a few centuries, I am still registered with the Guild. Hopefully, yours remains valid as well, though, I imagine you will need a new tag.”
Gabriel’s expression darkened, but he shook his thoughts aside and nodded. “Yeah, they stole that when they took the rest of my gear.”
“And you are not registered, are you?” she asked, looking at the short werebadger.
Reyna snorted loudly before shaking her head. “Nah, Mom was never big on the Guild or fancy city dickheads. After she died, I kept on living the same way, never needed any stupid metal tag to prove who I am.”
Sthuza’s face softened with compassion when the young lycan talked of her mother. Then, returned to neutral as Reyna devolved into another profanity-filled rant about the various assholes in her hometown.
“Yes, I suspected as much,” Sthuza said before turning back to Gabriel. “Which is why I suggest that we go register them both with the Guild and replace your stolen tag.”
Gabriel blinked at her and considered the off-the-wall suggestion. “On the one hand, I can see how it would help us when traveling through any cities or towns while hunting that backstabbing elf.”
He paused again and rubbed his lip. “But, I think they might have a few problems with registering us once Cindra and I activate the Soulstones. Pretty sure my changes will freak them out.”
Sthuza’s smile widened.
“There is still a great deal that you must learn, Master,” she said kindly. “For now, please trust me that you will be able to register safely. Both of you.”
“Of course I trust you,” he replied. “If you say it’s safe, let’s go ahead and get it done before they close. If we do, then we can come back and bed down for the night. Head out the moment the gates open.”
“Cindra will be an adventurer?” the hellhound asked quietly. Uncertainty filled her expressive face.
“Yes, but do not worry, I will explain later,” Sthuza said soothingly. “Remember our private discussion in my lair?”
Cindra’s luminous eyes flared brighter, and for a moment, Gabriel thought she was going to take him right there in the tavern.
It’s not really fair. She can pull off the world’s most intense puppy-dog eyes yet still fill a gaze with that much lust.
He shifted around in his seat, more to reposition his surprise erection than because of the hard seat beneath him.
These benches aren’t comfortable, but they were far worse when I was human. Wonder what caused the change?
With everyone in agreement, Sthuza paid for their drinks, despite Darlene’s insistence on treating them, and they headed back out.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Being the focus of Lostbarrow’s economy for over four hundred years, the Adventurer’s Guild had their hall in the wealthiest part of the city.
The massive stone structure was four stories tall and better protected than the baron’s castle. It lacked the detached curtain wall and gatehouse, but Gabriel could feel the enchantments permeating it as they approached.
Either they’ve buffed the defenses in the past week, or my ability to sense magic has gone through the roof.
A grizzled warrior in weather-beaten drakeskin armor leaned against the copper-plated doors that led inside. He shot a lazy glance in their direction as they approached and returned to his whittling.
Then his head snapped up again, and he stared at them.
Gabriel felt a lump growing in his throat as they continued toward the blatantly staring adventurer.
Does he know what we are?
‘Remain calm, Master. I do not believe he is interested in you,’ Sthuza whispered in his mind. She sounded rather amused.
He blinked, then laughed at his paranoia. Of course the guy was staring. While almost a head taller than the man, Cindra’s body was nothing short of sculpted feminine perfection, shown off in her skintight armor.
Sthuza’s human guise was quite attractive, but her more ordinary appearance, combined with a slightly more modest outfit, made her less eye-catching. Slightly.
Next to his two bonded, Reyna looked downright plain.
It didn’t take long to confirm the gorgon’s theory, and they walked past the guard without an uttered word. The man reluctantly tore his eyes from the monster girls’ figures as they started up the broad stairs.
Gabriel took a calming breath before placing a hand on the ornate door and pushing. Despite his Prime’s confidence, he’d still half-expected an alarm to sound the moment he touched it.
Gabriel exhaled, feeling the tension relax in his body, and he led his companions into the spectacular main hall. With his heightened senses, it was even more impressive than the last time he’d visited.
Polished wood floors and a high ceiling made the large room feel even grander. It lacked the overly ostentatious decor of the baron’s castle, but he could feel the magical energy that filled almost every item.
The walls were lined with a vast assortment of trophies. Exotic weapons and monster heads were spaced evenly along the dark wood walls. Interspersed were famous bounties fulfilled by local Guild members over the years.
With the Guild’s wealth, it was easy for them to keep the massive building clean and well-lit. Gabriel saw one of the old beastkin janitors carefully dusting the paraphernalia decorating the far wall.
The woman was working near the large, solid stone counter where adventurers selected various bounties and missions, as well as any administrative work they needed. Which meant it was the center of attention for the nearly two dozen adventurers lounging in the lobby, and where Gabriel’s group had to go if they wanted to register.
I think I’m getting even more attention than I did the last time I came here.
He’d been an even bigger nervous wreck that time. Sure he’d spent the past decade studying to work as support staff for the Guild. But, he’d never actually entered the Guildhall alone before.
So of course, everyone had spotted his fear instantly. Thankfully they had done nothing worse than glare at him, but he still didn’t look back fondly on the memory.
I have no intention of ever letting myself feel so weak and worthless again.
‘That is good to hear, Master. Because you are strong and unique. Ignore these pitiful fools who do not even recognize true power when they see it.’
Gabriel took a deep breath, and his chest puffed out at his Prime’s words. She was right. A single look around the room was all he needed to confirm that Sthuza was the only Silver-ranked adventurer there.
The only tags higher than Bronze in here besides hers are on display behind the counter.
Gabriel glanced up at the assorted plates bolted to the board. The bottom row held one tag of each rank: Copper, Bronze, Iron, Dwarven Steel, Silver. Above the more common ranks were the elite: Gold, Mithril, Carminium, Orichalcum, Adamantite.
That little bit of Adamantite was the most I’d ever seen until you gave that sword to Cindra.
‘The Guild and the nobles horde most of it on the surface.’
Most of the higher-ranked adventurers rarely ever visited Lostbarrow anymore. After all, everyone knew the dungeon had grown weak and no longer provided the larger Magic Stones that were the mainstay of a dungeon city.
From the looks of the few Bronze-ranked adventurers, few people above Copper even bothered anymore.
That’ll all change once we get the crystal back to Meri and claim the dungeon for her.
Feeling more confident, maybe even a little too much, he led the beautiful women to the counter and slapped his hand on the dark stone.
“Yes?” an annoyed man grumbled. “May I help you?”
The clerk was several decades older, with white hair and a heavily lined face. He stared at Gabriel for several seconds until Sthuza presented her tag.
“I certainly hope you will,” she said icily, and her haughty tone took both men by surprise.
“Madam, I was unaware anyone of your status was in our city. Please forgive my rudeness,” the man said obsequiously as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses.
“Yes, I am sure. Now to business, please. I have many more important things to do than deal with the Guild’s vaunted red tape.”
“Of course, Madam.”
“First, my dear companion here, Gabriel Grimm, was robbed. Among his stolen belongings was his tag, I believe it was a Copper plate, yes?” Sthuza turned to raise an eyebrow at him.
He nodded, and the clerk gestured to the large table-mounted Soulstone. “Very well, I just need you to activate the Soulstone to confirm your identity,” the man said, then paused.
“Not that I’m questioning your story, Madam. It is a Guild requirement before I may authorize a replacement,” he said in a rush.
Sthuza narrowed her green eyes, a slight sneer on her lips, but she nodded. “Of course, do hurry.”
Gabriel held his breath as he placed a hand on the rare artifact. Soulstones were the foundation of the Guild’s success. They allowed one to call up the physical, mental, and spiritual attributes of whoever activated them. The magical stone made it easy to track and rank members.
One of their more mysterious features was attuning them to catalog monster kills, crimes committed, and several ancillary details that Gabriel had never cared to learn.
Shouldn’t Estrial have been tagged as a murderer after killing me? How will she deal with that the next time she visits the Guild?
‘There are numerous loopholes that adventurers can manipulate, Master. Though, the Guild tries to suppress them.’
Despite numerous attempts, no Soulstone would monitor anything beyond an hour’s walk from a dungeon. They instantly updated and tracked statistics from dungeons on the far side of the world, but ignored everything outside their region.
Of course, now that I know the Eternal Dungeon made them to guide and manipulate adventurers, the restrictions make a lot more sense. It’s hard to believe how little we knew.
When his hand touched the faceted chunk of blue crystal, it pulsed. A powerful glow blossomed from its depths, and he felt a faint tingle as the stone activated and connected with him.
Connected with Merideva more like. I can almost feel her presence now.
‘Yes, Master, it will do as Lady Merideva wishes. All of the Soulstones serve the Eternal Dungeon. Have no fear. It will never reveal your true nature.’
Not daring to breathe, he held still as the glow pulsed several times before dimming. He lifted his hand away when the clerk nodded politely.
The nervous man checked the results on the flat rear surface, then compared them to entries in a large book.
I guess the large rectangular surface is a physical version of the Interface I can call up?
Whatever the man found must have checked out, and he nodded again. He turned the display toward Gabriel and said, “Awe-inspiring growth, Mr. Grimm. I can have your tag replaced with a new Bronze one if you wish. You’ve advanced past the cap for Copper adventurers.”
Gabriel blinked for a moment in surprise. Apparently, Sthuza hadn’t been exaggerating when she said that the stone would handle everything. His displayed physical stats were all several points higher than he’d had as a human, and his Essence value had increased by almost a hundred.
That’s… only a fraction of what Meri actually did. If he’d seen the real numbers, he’d have boosted me past Silver—then freaked out and alerted the guards.
“That would be great, thank you,” Gabriel replied after swallowing nervously.
The clerk busied himself with the rear of the Soulstone for a bit before handing Gabriel a newly minted Bronze tag. Then he turned back to Sthuza. “What else may I help you with, Madam?”
“My companion and I have decided to take on these two meatheads to train as adventurers. They will need to register formally, and I would consider it a personal favor if you can complete their paperwork before we leave.”
The man turned to observe Cindra and Reyna. He adjusted his glasses and took a second look at the towering hellhound.
Turning back to Sthuza, he gulped and nodded. “Of course, it would be my pleasure, ah,” he paused and swallowed again. “I take it they both have sufficient experience to bypass the combat exams?”
Sthuza flashed a savage grin at the human. “Yes, I do not believe they will have any problems in that arena.”
“Cindra has killed lots since joining Packm—” the hellhound declared before Gabriel slapped a hand over her mouth.
When the man glanced back over to Sthuza, she shot him a threatening glare.
The weary clerk swallowed again. Loudly. “Um, yes. No problems then, I’ll just go…” he said. His voice pitched up, and he trailed off as he headed through the doorway behind him.
“Is it really necessary to terrify the man?” Gabriel whispered after stepping close to the disguised gorgon.
She nodded, and her green eyes flashed. “Only because the man was so disrespectful toward you, Master. He is as foolish and shortsighted as the rest of these adventurers.” She sneered as she spat the title like an insult.
“Well, if you say so, just try not to draw too much attention,” he said, then glanced back at Cindra and Reyna. “I’m pretty sure the two of them can garner plenty even while disguised.”
“It is fine. He will return with the completed paperwork, and once they seal the contracts, we can be gone from here.”
Gabriel nodded absently, distracted by the entry of another party of adventurers.
Four heavily armored men strutted toward the counter like royalty.
“Where is that lazy clerk? He’s supposed to be here working, not making us wait. They had to know we would be back before nightfall,” the lead man grumbled.
Though all four of them wore well-crafted, heavy plate armor, his was embossed with gold trim along the edges, and the sword strapped to his waist was covered by a small fortune in gems.
He was also the youngest looking, though his companions weren’t too much older, maybe early thirties, Gabriel guessed. It was always a little hard to estimate the age of adventurers.
Still grumbling about the rude clerk, the younger man turned to Gabriel, noticed the bronze plate, then sneered. “What are you looking at? Best mind your manners around your betters, peasant.”
Nonplussed by the ridiculously boastful adventurer, Gabriel stared mutely.
Cindra and Reyna were slightly more vocal in their responses. Though thanks to Cindra’s chest rumbling growls, no one could make out the feisty lycan’s muttered profanity.
Thank the gods Reyna had the decency not to yell.
Or bite them.
Finally noticing the gorgeous, if exotic, women who accompanied Gabriel, the four men turned their attention to Sthuza.
“Hey, you looking for a party to join? You ladies would be far better off with my boys and me than with this loser,” the talkative man said, gesturing to Gabriel dismissively with his thumb.
“Really? You are not worried about the increased challenges presented within the dungeon if the seven of us enter at once?” Sthuza asked politely. She held a raised hand toward the pair of enraged women beside her.
The man blinked, then grinned. “Nah, we can handle it. Not to brag, but we’re all Steel-ranked,” he explained proudly.
Sthuza smiled at him and nodded. “Dwarven Steel. All of you?”
“Yeah, but I’ll be promoted to Silver any day now. We can handle anything in this old dungeon, unlike this Bronze loser,” he said with a sneer.
Green eyes flared, and their dark pupils elongated briefly before the disguised gorgon calmed herself.
“Quite the boast,” she said softly. “Perhaps we could test it out sometime, though not today. My friends and I are headed out of town on business. But if you are still around when we return, I would love to enter the dungeon with you.”
Gabriel had to bite his lip at his Prime’s flirting tone, but her outrage rushed across their bond and froze out any hint of jealousy. The icy undercurrent of disdain was more extreme even than Cindra’s fiery anger.
“It would be my pleasure to escort you lovely ladies then,” the man said with a slight bow. He reached for Sthuza’s hand, but she pulled it away with a small smile that failed to reach her eyes.
“Yes, I am sure,” she replied.
Thankfully the clerk returned and interrupted before the arrogant adventurer could comment further.
“Madam, I have the paperwork for your companions completed. If you would have them activate the Soulstone, I will get their tags ready.”
A sincere smile graced her face for the first time since the four men approached, and Sthuza turned to thank the older man.
The annoyed group continued to grumble as the clerk helped first Cindra, then Reyna activate the Soulstone and register their tags. Both women got Bronze, the same as Gabriel, which surprised him.
Though not as much as the four men who stared at them.
Gabriel grinned as he listened to them speculate quietly about how the two could start at Bronze instead of Copper like almost everyone else.
I’d expected them to get Copper plates since they’re both new. Not sure how strong Reyna is, but Cindra should have gotten at least Silver based on her real stats. Maybe Meri had something to do with it?
When they were done, Sthuza turned to the four men who stared at her. She waved, then slipped her arm possessively through Gabriel’s and clung to him as they headed out.
They were barely down the stairs when she turned to him, her face awash with dismay. “I am ssso sssorry about acting that way, Massster. I did the only thing I could think of to prevent a fight from breaking out,” she said in a rush.
He smiled and patted her arm gently. “It’s your turn to relax, my Prime. I trust your judgment.” He grinned as he continued, “Also, I could sense your disgust clearly.”
She sighed in relief, and her slender body melted against him as she smiled. “I am glad, though, I would still like to lead them into the dungeon someday,” she said with a dark smirk.
“Oh? Should I be jealous?” Gabriel joked. He could feel the gorgon’s intense dislike of the arrogant young man.
“I hope not. I plan on offering them to Lady Merideva as a housewarming gift once she assumes control of the crystal.”
“That sounds wonderful.”
Cindra and Reyna caught up to them, so they let the topic drop, and instead turned to meet the two.
“Feel any different now that you’re officially adventurers?” he asked with a grin.
“Why the fuck would I feel different after getting a tag with my name on it? What’s next ya monster-loving pretty boy? Gonna buy me a collar and make me your pet? Cause I’m still not looking to swallow your salami if that’s what you were hoping.”
He blinked at her, then laughed. “I suppose that answers my question. How about you, Cindra?”
The tall hellhound stared at the small bronze plate intently. Her glowing eyes were locked on it as she shifted it back and forth slowly. “Cindra isn’t sure she likes it. Mother always said adventurers are crazy and evil. They sneak into your home at night and wreck up the place.”
Her three companions all laughed at that, which caused the monster girl to blush and turn to them.
“Relax, we are not laughing at you,” Sthuza said in a calm and compassionate tone. “Your mother’s words are very apt regarding adventurers. The way you said it was quite entertaining.”
Cindra stared at the slender woman for a moment, then shrugged. She smiled, her large ears relaxing.
Gabriel glanced around and could barely see the sun as it set over the west gate. “As lovely as an evening stroll with three beautiful ladies sounds, I think we should get back to the inn soon. We need to set out early tomorrow, and it could be a long journey.”
His companions nodded, though only Sthuza was willing to meet his eyes—the other two could only look at the ground.
Guess we embarrassed Cindra, but why is Reyna acting shy all of a sudden?
He felt something like tinkling laughter dance along the edge of his mind, but it faded away before he could identify it.
Sthuza separated from him and walked the rest of the way back with Cindra. The pair kept their heads bent close in whispered conversation.
“Are you even able to handle both of those hot-ass girls? They haven’t worn your dick out yet or nothing?” Reyna asked without warning.
He stumbled and almost fell before he recovered and turned to glare at her. “What are you on about now?”
The short woman shrugged but didn’t look at him. Her gaze was focused on the stars beginning to reveal themselves in the sky. “You’re boning ‘em both, aren’t ya? I’m curious how it’s working out for ya.”
“I don’t think our relationship is any of your business,” he grumbled. I am not going to talk about my sex life with a filter-less, foul-mouthed lycan.
Reyna didn’t acknowledge his abrupt dismissal. “I need some details, you know? Like how does sex work with the hellhound? That’s what she is, right? Mother told us stories about them. Never thought I’d meet one.”
Staring ahead, Gabriel ignored her and focused on recalling the new glyphs he’d studied from Kelith’s spellbook.
We can’t reach the inn too soon.
He managed to tune Reyna out for a while, his thoughts occupied with the complex magical symbols.
“So how hot is it inside her? Do you have to magic your little man to keep her from burning it off?  Can she shoot fire out of her pussy?”
He stumbled again, grunting in surprise.
His bonded turned back and stared at them when Reyna chortled.
“Haha, knew it!”
Sthuza leveled a sharp glare at the shorter woman. “Knew what?”
Reyna shook her head vigorously, and her white-blond hair swirled about. “Nothing, just um… hey look, there’s the inn!”
Sthuza arched an eyebrow at the werebadger, then grinned at Gabriel.
“Let’s grab a table and see about a late dinner before we turn in,” he said.
Need to change the damn subject.
◆◆◆
 
Of course, Cindra was the only one willing to let the topic go. After dropping the loot off in their room, she was easily distracted by the thick clam chowder. Darlene handled Gabriel and his companions for much of the night, but a young human waitress was quick to serve them when she was busy.
Sthuza and Reyna continued to send sharp glances and biting remarks toward each other throughout the meal. When she wasn’t busy eating or bickering with the lycan, Sthuza had to fend off the teenager who stood too close to Gabriel every chance she got.
While the rich food was delicious, Gabriel found himself the last to finish eating. It was a bit of a surprise, given that he and Sthuza were the only ones who didn’t order seconds. Cindra had devoured three large bowls and two full loaves of bread before he finished his stew.
By the time they were all done, Reyna’s belly was almost as swollen as the hellhound’s.
He did his best to ignore the young human woman’s blushing attention while she slowly collected their dishes and headed back to the kitchen.
Sthuza leaned close to Cindra and whispered in her ear. Whatever she said had an immediate effect on the larger monster girl. Cindra leapt to her feet and bolted for the stairs, her gray face flushed.
“If you will excuse us, Master,” Sthuza said, drawing his attention from the sprinting hellhound. “Cindra and I are going to make some preparations before bed. Perhaps you would enjoy another drink before retiring for the night? I will be back down shortly.”
Puzzled by the odd behavior from both his bonded, he smiled and nodded. “Sure, I’ll have one last drink with Reyna and wait for you to return.”
Not sure what she’s up to, but I do trust her.
His Prime beamed at him, smiled at Reyna, then threaded her way across the crowded tavern with far more grace than her fellow bonded.
When Gabriel spotted the young waitress looking his way, he waved her over.
“Is there anything I can get for you, Sir?” she asked breathlessly. The brown-haired teenager was clearly interested in him. The increased attention he’d received from women in the city still surprised him.
Mrs. Spaulding had handled his table’s needs for the most part throughout dinner. The few times she didn’t, Sthuza’s sharp gaze had kept the young woman in check.
Apparently, she thinks she’s got a chance now. Not sure what I did to get her hopes up. I barely even acknowledged her all night. Need to be more careful in the future.
The blushing waitress stood far too close, with one stocking-clad leg brushing against his thigh.
“Hey, little girl,” Reyna said, her voice filled with an intense hostility that caused the taller human to flinch.
Naturally, she pressed closer to Gabriel.
“Relax, I’m trying to help ya, you big-breasted floozy,” Reyna muttered while glaring at the waitress’ rather average bust. “You really don’t want any part of him, he’s got a huge fucking schlong and can’t control his strength. Didn’t you see the other two head up to get ready?”
Speechless, Gabriel stared at his drinking companion. The teenager shivered against him, but she still hadn’t backed away.
“That freakishly huge hottie needs the other one to get her ready. Otherwise, he’d split her in half,” Reyna continued.
“Uh, um… okay?” the terrified woman whispered.
“Now that we’ve got that all cleared up, would you mind getting us another round of drinks?” the petite lycan asked, her voice now polite and jovial.
“Yeah, I’ll get right on that!” the waitress said, then raced away.
“Was that really necessary?” Gabriel asked, finally able to talk again.
Reyna smirked at him. “Course it was. You’re way too naïve to handle all the attention you seem to be getting. How the hells aren’t you used to bitches throwing themselves at you already?”
“I haven’t had a lot of experience with that until very recently.”
She blinked. “Seriously? With all those bulging muscles and that sculpted face? You’re not my type, and yet even I can see why the randy little thing wanted a piece of you.”
He felt his face heat at her intense stare. “It’s another topic for when we’re on the road,” he said. He was not entirely comfortable revealing anything about his history or Merideva to her. Especially in the crowded room.
Reyna shrugged and slouched back against the wall. “Whatever, here come the drinks.”
The red-faced waitress delivered four large mugs of dark ale before she ran away again.
Guess she didn’t realize Cindra and Sthuza are done.
Reyna grinned and took one, then immediately downed half the rich gnomish brew before she came up for air.
“Come on, ya lightweight,” she said. “We both know you’re gonna go up there and fuck their brains out soon enough. Till then, you can at least keep me company; it’s rude to ignore your guests.”
Reluctantly, and deeply uncomfortable with being lectured on manners by the pint-sized lycan, Gabriel grabbed a mug and started to catch up.
They finished all four drinks, and his Prime still hadn’t returned to collect him. Then Reyna flagged Mrs. Spaulding down and ordered another two rounds each.
Given how comfortably the tiny werebadger drank, and how much she’d handled the night before, he was a little surprised when she quickly seemed to get drunk.
Red-faced, Reyna staggered out of her seat and flopped down on the bench next to him. She pulled out the baron’s S-Crystal and played with it for a few minutes.
She leaned forward, mumbled something, and then scooted closer to Gabriel.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He would never have heard it if not for his enhanced senses.
“For what?”
Her blond head ducked lower, and she turned away from him, then muttered something inaudible.
Gabriel sighed and put a hand on her small shoulder, which caused her to flinch. “Reyna, I can’t understand if you look away and mumble.”
She breathed out forcefully. “Yeah, fine.”
He waited for several seconds as she sat there silently.
“Reyna?”
“Thank you for helping me get that shit-eating dickbag,” she whispered.
“You don’t need to thank me. I can’t stand people who abuse their power like that. Besides, he tried to ruin my life too,” Gabriel replied. He wasn’t sure how to deal with the lycan’s suddenly submissive behavior.
It didn’t last long.
“Why the fuck you gotta deflect from my fucking apology, you gods-damned fuck-monkey!” she yelled. Every head in the tavern turned to stare at her outburst.
Reyna glared at him, her face bright red.
“Uh, sorry?” he said while trying not to laugh.
She held the glare for as long as she could, but a grin spread across her face, and she snickered. “Asshole! You realize you’re apologizing for ruining my apology, right?”
Gabriel grinned. “Sorry about that,” he said, sounding completely insincere. After a short pause, they both started to laugh.
Maybe we’ve had too much to drink.
Feeling pleasantly warm, he wrapped one arm around the tiny woman’s shoulders and held her for a minute.
“You’re welcome, Reyna. Hope it provides the relief you were seeking,” he said quietly. He looked away to give her privacy when a few tears slid down her face.
She swallowed audibly, and leaned against his chest, snuggling closer and sniffling.
“Thanks,” she whispered.
They sat there for several minutes; neither talked nor moved until she finally stirred and wiped at her eyes, grumbling in annoyance. “I think some of that dog’s fur was on your armor. It’s scratching my face.”
He stayed silent and nodded in response.
After muttering about something in her eyes several times, she sat up slowly. “I know I’m a crude bitch, but I am grateful, Gabriel. I promise I’ll help you and your women find that elf and her friends.”
This time it was his turn to choke up.
That was by far the most words she’s said without insulting someone.
Moved by the sincerity in her voice, he gave her shoulder one last squeeze, then released her.
She quickly stood up and announced that she was going to bed.
He gave her enough time to get up the stairs before exhaling a long breath and pushing away from the table.
“Oh crap, I forgot about paying for dinner.”
“I said I was coming back, Master,” Sthuza replied. Gabriel turned around, and she waved to him.
She sat on a bench behind him and looked like she’d been there for a while.
Gabriel gulped. “Uh, hello, Sthuza, how long have you been there?” he asked with a guilty grin.
“Relax, Master, there is no reason to feel embarrassed,” she said, sounding oddly amused.
He chuckled. “True I suppose, it’s just all a bit weird right now. The three of you have me feeling pretty confused at the moment,” he said.
Her grin broadened. “As females, is that not one of our main purposes? To confound and confuse our males?”
Her smug expression made him laugh. “Hope that’s not true. Because any one of you would be too much for one man to handle.”
Sthuza giggled and stood up, then beckoned him to join her. “Come now, Master, it is time for both of us to face the consequences of your actions.”
“Wait, what?” he gasped as the sudden shift.
“You need to return to our room and deal with the fur rug in there, while I go and check on your surly pet.”
“Okay.” Not sure I’d consider Reyna a pet, but whatever.
He escorted the disguised gorgon to the second floor, where she split off, and he headed up to their room.
“Just relax and enjoy yourself, Master, I have already discussed everything with her,” Sthuza called out as he reached the top of the stairs.
“Right, just relax and enjoy myself… Cindra’s going to rip me in half, isn’t she?” he whispered, then let out a crazed laugh.
He made the trip to their room without paying attention and soon found himself staring at the wooden door in fear.
And arousal.




CHAPTER THIRTY

Gabriel pushed the door and swallowed when it opened without issue.
Why are you scared? There’s a beautiful woman inside that wants you…
He shook his head to drive out his less-than-helpful thoughts and entered their room.
Then he spotted Cindra seated demurely on the leftmost bed and froze. She wore an elaborate set of white lingerie, which revealed tantalizing stretches of her beautiful gray skin and soft fur. The thin fabric covered much of her, but that only served to enhance her stunning sensuality.
Where did Sthuza get clothes like that for her? The nightgown she wore last time was stretched too tight, but this looks like it was fitted just for Cindra. There’s no way a shop in town would have anything large enough for her.
His breath caught in his throat as the muscular monster girl glanced up at him.
Luminous blue eyes peeked out through long lashes as she watched him enter, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Her already large breasts were somehow more pronounced now, and her chest visibly rose and fell, which caused them to strain at the stunning white lace that barely contained them.
Can’t conceal her nipples, apparently.
His eyes were drawn to the twin blue points pressed against the silk fabric. He barely noticed the subtle runes stitched into the skimpy outfit.
Guess that means she’s wearing enchanted lingerie. What kind of perverted caster would spend so much power on such a thing? Of course, any bra capable of holding those beauties would probably have to be enchanted.
Once Gabriel got over the shock of her enchanted undergarments, he resumed breathing and looked the unmoving hellhound over more thoroughly.
Her long legs were partially concealed, their sleek muscles hugged by thigh-high white stockings. From the tops of those, thin straps reached up under the very sheer negligee she wore and connected to a garter belt that highlighted the lean definition of her stomach.
The sheer fabric hanging from her powerful shoulders did nothing to conceal her muscular form, but its soft, sensual styling emphasized her feminine beauty.
Gabriel tried to work some moisture back into his suddenly dry mouth as he stared at the gorgeous hellhound.
She shifted nervously. “Do you like, Packm… Gabriel?” she asked quietly, and her rich voice was tinged with doubt.
He blinked, then nodded. No words came out the first time he tried to talk, so he swallowed hard and tried again.
“Yes, Cindra, I like very much,” he said. “But you don’t need to act like someone else for me. Just be yourself.”
She finally met his gaze. Her large eyes stared into his, and she shivered slightly. “Cin… I want you to see me as a female,” she declared.
Gabriel grinned. “You silly hellhound, there’s no way I could ever forget that you’re an amazing woman.”
She looked down again, and one silk-sleeved arm crossed her massive bust shyly for a moment. “You don’t have to mate with Cindra if you don’t want to, Packmaster.”
A fist clenched around his heart at her dejected tone.
She must have some mental baggage too. Definitely need to make my feelings more clear.
He didn’t answer her. Instead, he stepped across the room and climbed onto the bed. She turned to face him when he placed a hand on her warm cheek.
Up close, her blue eyes blazed with an unquenchable heat. Gabriel brushed stray locks of hair from her face, then leaned in and kissed her just as she opened her mouth to speak.
Her already large eyes widened impossibly for a second before they snapped shut, and she whimpered into his mouth. Cindra wrapped her silk-sleeved arms around him and crushed him against her breasts as their kiss deepened.
Gabriel had learned from their previous encounters, so he’d filled his lungs first. That left him better prepared when her prodigious tongue invaded his mouth and grappled frantically with his.
Cindra’s smoky cinnamon flavor rushed in with it, drowning his taste buds in spicy sweetness.
If not for her awkward position, she would no doubt have already tackled him to the bed—or the floor. As it was, she wasn’t able to get the leverage needed with her legs tucked beneath her. Not that she wasn’t trying to smother him.
Gabriel reveled in the pleasure of kissing her. He lost himself for several minutes and memorized her taste and the feel of her body against his.
Cindra clearly didn’t mind, but he knew what she really wanted—and why Sthuza had arranged this.
Reluctantly, he pulled back. He brought both hands up and gripped Cindra’s shoulders to keep her from pursuing him. “Relax, Cindra. We can’t mate if I’m wearing all this clothing. This armor is in the way, and I want to feel every inch of you pressed against my bare skin.”
She’d been struggling to restart their kiss until he spoke. Then her eyes flared brighter, and she started pawing at his gambeson.
Because of her hands roaming over him, it took several times longer to strip the thick coat and his clothes off than it would have without her help. Before long, he was down to his underwear in front of the statuesque monster girl—who panted with need.
The moment Gabriel knelt back on the bed, Cindra leapt at him. She knocked him onto his back, and the bed creaked. Her hot lips found his as she straddled his hips and quickly picked up where they’d left off.
Not wanting to make her doubt his interest, he let her set the pace. He was content to savor her kisses and caress the firm muscles of her perfectly proportioned body.
Now here’s a reason to be grateful Meri boosted my body instead of my mind. Pretty sure Cindra would have crushed me otherwise. I don’t think she’s even aware she’s sitting on me.
Gabriel traced his hands down her lean back to her sexy panties, and he felt across the silk fabric until he reached her tight ass. Mouth still filled with her aggressive tongue, he grasped her firm, round buttocks and squeezed.
That caused Cindra to break their kiss. She brushed her crotch against his rock-hard arousal and stared down at him.
Gabriel could feel her wetness grow, and Cindra seemed to only now notice his erection.
She closed her eyes and whimpered while she rhythmically rubbed herself against him. Her hands rose to cup and tease her lace-covered breasts.
Smiling at Cindra’s unrestrained passion, he kneaded her butt as she continued to rock against him, lost in her own little world.
I really don’t want to finish like this, but I don’t have the heart to interrupt her.
Gabriel struggled to resist the stimulation of her hot slit grinding against his erect member and soaking his underwear.
After a few minutes of watching her beautiful body gyrate above him, he flinched when she froze. Cindra threw her head back, a guttural howl burst forth, and her entire body quivered.
His aching arousal begged for relief, but he pulled back from the edge as his bonded slowly relaxed after her shuddering release.
Her head tilted down, and her eyes opened drowsily. Those fiery blue orbs blinked at Gabriel.
He smiled up at her, and the flush of her cheeks darkened further. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words emerged.
“Relax, Cindra, my bonded,” Gabriel said quietly. He reached a hand up to stroke her gray cheek and drew her gaze back to him.
She shifted her hips and dragged her soaked, panty-clad nethers across his throbbing manhood. Her charcoal-gray lips drooped into a frown. “Sorry, Packmaster, I forgot.”
“Shh, it’s all right. Did you enjoy that?” Gabriel asked with a grin.
The hellhound blushed further, her cheeks almost as dark as her lips but nodded her head shyly. “Yes, Packmaster.”
“You called me Gabriel earlier, didn’t you? Care to try that again?”
“That was mostly Lady Snakes’ idea,” she confessed.
“Does that mean you don’t want to? Even just here, while we’re alone in bed?”
She glanced away from him, rubbed against him again, then shook her head slightly.
“Rather not. But maybe Cindra could call you something else. Maybe? Snakey said Packmaster would like to hear it,” she whispered.
He grinned up at her. “Oh yeah, what’s that?”
“She said Cindra could call you her mate, but I messed up, and we didn’t mate,” the monster girl muttered.
Gabriel chuckled. That caused the already distraught hellhound to flinch back.
“Relax,” he said. He reached up to Cindra and cupped her face with both hands.
“Packmaster?” she asked hesitantly.
“Do you still want to mate?”
She nodded her head vigorously, which sent another enticing tremor down her firm body. “Cindra wants to mate lots!”
“Well then, we’ll do just that,” Gabriel replied with a grin.
She frowned. “Cindra already blew it. Mother said males can only make you feel good once. Then they have to wait a really long time before going again.”
Her mother must have glossed over some details.
“And Cindra wasted Packmaster’s one go without getting your seed in me,” she whined, then wrapped her muscular arms about herself.
“I think you’ve misunderstood a few things there, Cindra. But if you’d like, maybe I can help clear them up for you?”
Her glowing eyes brightened, and she nodded so eagerly she bounced on his hips. When the bed creaked, he felt a moment’s worry that it might break beneath them.
“Then you should roll over onto your back, and we can mate properly.”
The words were hardly out of his mouth before Cindra flexed, the powerful muscles along her body tensing. He blinked in surprise as she flipped them over, and he was suddenly lying on top of her.
Well, that works.
He was still hard as iron, and he quickly peeled off his damp underwear, freeing his member. Cindra’s eyes locked on it, and he couldn’t resist a slight rush at her enthralled expression.
I know what she said earlier, but I wasn’t sure I’d measure up for her. Not if she’s used to male hellhounds.
She was trying to wiggle her way out of the sexy, strap-ridden outfit, and he could see her aggravation getting the better of her.
That looks too nice to let her destroy it. Doubt it would do her any favors with Sthuza either.
“Calm down, Cindra. I love the way that looks on you. Surely you don’t want to damage it.”
She paused, looking conflicted for a second before she nodded and pulled her hands away. “Would you unwrap me… my mate?” she asked hesitantly, and her vulnerable eyes drew him in.
He grinned. “There’s nothing I’d rather do right now.”
◆◆◆
 
The clasps and hooks proved to be far more of a challenge to remove than Gabriel had expected. But his hunger for the energetic woman grew with every discarded piece of silk.
When he freed her massive breasts, their blue tips actually glowed softly, and he took his time to caress each one. Their firmness was incredible and a delight to grope. He cupped first one and then the other before he bent down to kiss the newly exposed flesh.
Tiny goosebumps prickled as his breath grazed her gray skin, and she squirmed beneath him, then sighed when he took one bright-blue nipple in his mouth.
“Packmaster, that… that feels so good, more? Please?” she moaned loudly and gasped for air as she arched her hips up.
Thrilled at her response, he spent several minutes teasing and licking her breasts. All the while, he marveled at their size and sensitivity.
When she began to buck beneath him again, whimpering with need, he realized he’d forgotten what she really wanted.
What they both really wanted.
As much as she’s enjoying this, I think there is some more bestial aspect of her that needs to mate. At least I hope so. Not sure I’ll survive if she’s this horny year-round.
He reluctantly pulled away from her breasts and reached a hand down between her hips. Cindra had removed her soaked panties while he was busy worshiping her divine bust. Whether she’d torn them off or slid them off, he didn’t know. At the moment, he didn’t care which.
Hope she doesn’t burn me.
Her entry was hot and slick. Gabriel slipped a finger between her wet lips, and she bucked against him.
She seems ready. I kind of want to taste her, but she might crush my skull between her thighs. Plus, I want to do that with my Prime first.
His arousal continued to grow while he lost himself in caressing and licking her. He slipped a second finger inside her fiery heat, causing her to moan and writhe. An almost overwhelming need to take her filled his mind.
Gabriel crawled back fully over her and gazed into her eyes intently. “This is your last chance to back out, Cindra. Otherwise, we’re going to mate. That’ll make you mine, right?”
She moaned loudly, and her eyes flared as she arched her back and rubbed against him.
He nodded, then leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. Starting gently, he slowly deepened the kiss. Cindra tried to rush straight to tonsil jousting, but he forced her tongue back.
While they kissed, he shifted his position and lined himself up with her heated slit. When Cindra felt his shaft brush her wet lips, she froze, her eyes wide as she stared at him.
“Is something wrong?” he asked. Cindra had been so eager seconds before.
She shook her head but started to turn away. Gabriel leaned down to recapture her lips, and Cindra kissed him back just as eagerly as before.
He rubbed the head of his manhood against her slick entrance, but again she flinched. When he pulled back, she looked up at him.
Is she blushing? What’s wrong?
Cindra turned her head to the side and reached up to gather her wild mane. She shifted about, positioning herself so that the thick ponytail blocked his view of her stunning face.
Gabriel pushed her hands out of the way, then cupped her chin and turned her head until she stared up at him again. He leaned down to kiss her once more before reaching out to her through their bond. His eyes widened at the surge of emotions that flooded across it into his mind.
He hadn’t noticed through the fog of lust, but now it was all he could do to avoid drowning in the unending sea of love, devotion, and arousal that cascaded from her.
Beneath the torrent of desire, though, he felt something more. Cindra had never resisted his presence in their bond before, so Gabriel paused for a second when she tried to hide a single thought.
A need.
She wants me to take her from behind?
Within the swirl of passion, Cindra had a strong desire to be on all fours while he mounted her.
Not quite as intimate as I’d intended, but if it’s what she wants, who am I to refuse?
He leaned down again and placed a quick peck on her lips. She whimpered once and opened her eyes in surprise.
“You need to roll over and get into position, my silly little hellhound.”
Cindra’s expressive eyes widened, and her ears perked up at his words. A huge grin lit up her flushed face, then she launched herself up and landed on her hands and knees.
It was a good thing their bed had such a thick hardwood frame. Her jump caused it to bow and creak, but it held together.
The muscular hellhound shifted about for a couple of seconds, then pointed her thick ass toward him and wiggled it. Her fluffy tail wagged wildly before she tucked it up and to the side.
Gabriel forgot to breathe for a moment. He knelt motionless behind her and stared at her potent sexuality.
Cindra turned her head and glanced back over her shoulder. “Cindra is ready whenever Packmaster is.”
That snapped him out of his trance, and Gabriel crawled toward the beautiful monster girl. “You look perfect, Cindra. My hellhound mate.”
She beamed at him, then turned back, lowered her head into the pillow, and lifted her hips.
Not needing any further invitation, Gabriel knelt behind her and lined up his painfully erect member to her glistening folds. He gripped her hips and pushed his own forward.
The second they touched, he shivered in pleasure. The lips of her entrance were soaking wet and almost hotter than he could bear.
Cindra’s response was even more noticeable as he began to sink into her fiery depths. Her entire body quivered, and she let out a loud howl. Fortunately, she was facedown in one of the pillows, which muffled it—mostly.
He’d barely entered her when he felt a slight resistance. The sculpted beauty in front of him flinched, but he’d already pushed through before he realized.
But I thought…
“Are you okay, Cindra?” He held still, though the tight, wet heat of her insides made him long to push deeper.
She lifted her head and turned to look back with one blue eye. “Cindra is fine, Packmaster. This moment is what Cindra”—she shifted against him, and a throaty moan interrupted her words—”longed for. Love this… and mate.”
If her words weren’t enough to soothe his worry, the sheer volume of desire and trust that flooded into him across their open bond would have drowned it out.
The surge of emotions was so great that Gabriel could barely think. His need to reach release vanished along with everything else.
How can this be so important to her? I know I love her—and Sthuza—but I never imagined it meant so much to her.
‘It is quite rude to think of one woman while you are inside of another, Master.’
Oh gods, have I been broadcasting this all to you?
Dread rose up in his mind that he might have forced his Prime to ride along as he focused on Cindra.
‘No, Master, the first thing I heard was when you thought of me. But why she cares so much is simple. Now that you are her mate, she feels confident that you will not discard her.’
That’s crazy!
‘To you and I perhaps, but you must remember she has lived a very different life than you. For now, cast your worries aside and give the foolish dog what she needs.’
Gabriel felt the gorgon eject him from her mind, and his consciousness refocused on his body.
And the incredible heat of Cindra’s insides.
The whole conversation with Sthuza had taken only a few seconds, and Cindra still looked back at him with complete devotion shining in her eye.
Give her what she needs. That’s a good idea.
He grinned at the gray-skinned beauty and then drove his hips forward. The move sank his pulsing erection fully into Cindra’s wet depths and caused the large woman to drop her head back to the pillow and howl.
Her tail wagged in front of him, but Gabriel ignored it and took a firm grip of her hips. He pulled back, withdrawing most of his shaft. Cindra let out a loud growl and started to turn back toward him.
She yipped in surprise when he pulled her hips back and slammed forward. The slap of his hips against her tight ass was louder than he’d expected.
His lover grunted, and for a second, he worried he’d hurt her, but their bond was still wide open. He watched as her mind lit up brighter than a Fireball.
Gabriel worked up to a comfortable pace once he knew she was enjoying it as much as he was.
Cindra growled and moaned into her pillow, and her blue tongue lolled from her mouth. Her thick drool soaked the soft fabric.
The energetic woman beneath him worked her hips back against each thrust, and he kept up a steady rhythm.
Pretty sure Cindra just wants me to finish inside her, but I’d like to see her get off again first.
To better figure out her needs, Gabriel dove back into their bond. He threw himself wholeheartedly into the connection, trusting that she would never harm him.
Beneath the waves of devotion and love for her new Pack, he found that same hesitant part of her which wanted sex. Wanted to mate.
He brushed against it. For a second, it seemed to retreat, but he sent calm thoughts toward it, and soon the tiny presence invited him inside.
While seeking out her hidden desires, he shivered and tensed his body as he continued to plunge into Cindra from behind. The presence seemed playful and eager once Gabriel expressed his desire to pleasure her.
It took a moment to decipher what she wanted, but once he did, he chuckled.
Cindra had her face buried in the pillow again. Not to muffle the sound but because she was trying to hold out until he gave her his seed.
He laughed out loud, causing her to twitch, but he reached up and gently brushed a hand through her thick hair.
She shivered as he gathered up her gray mane and drew it back. He kept a close watch over her reaction through their bond and smiled when her pleasure flared up.
Slowly, he tightened his grip and pulled harder. Her channel contracted, and Cindra let out a deeper moan.
Seeing her arousal spike, he refocused on sinking his manhood into her depths. The tight heat around him was all he could think about. He pulled back slightly, then drove forward again.
Cindra whimpered and rocked her hips, which caused him to gasp at the added friction. Gabriel repeated the short, forceful movement. She seemed to enjoy it even more than he did. As the pace increased, the stocking-clad hellhound began to pant.
“Harder, Packmaster… faster,” she moaned.
Another quick peek through their bond told him just how close she was. His own breath was labored, but he picked up the tempo and slammed his hips hard against her round ass.
The fiery wetness of her insides sent his need to the same towering heights as Cindra’s, so he bit his lip and forced his body to hold back.
At the last second, Gabriel drove his rigid member deep into her and pulled her hair back further.
She turned back to look over her shoulder. One wide-pupiled blue eye stared into his, and he grunted as he came.
Cindra’s eyelids fluttered when he sprayed his seed deep inside her. She clenched powerful muscles, arched her back, and howled.
Loudly.
Gabriel’s ears rang when she stopped and collapsed onto the bed. His hips rocked forward on their own a few more times before he slumped down atop the whimpering, panting monster girl.
He rolled over and flopped onto the bed beside his flush-faced lover. Both of them were drenched in sweat as they lay there and basked in the afterglow.
When she finally calmed down, and her breathing became soft and quiet again, he reached up and brushed sweat-matted hair from her face.
Cindra opened her eyes, and they soon locked onto his face. She flashed a lazy smile and shifted closer to him.
“Now Cindra is your mate, Packmaster,” she whispered.
“Yes, you are. Did that live up to your expectations?”
She bobbed her head eagerly, then leaned closer and licked his face.
“Yep, Snakey said it would be worth the wait. She was right. Cindra… I loved that. Can we do it again soon?” she asked dreamily.
“Sure thing, my lovely little bonded,” he whispered while brushing her unruly hair.
She shivered and beamed at him with love-filled eyes.
After a while, Cindra sighed, and her expression lost some of its excitement. “I need to go get Snakey now,” she muttered.
“What, why? Is something wrong?”
Cindra shook her head, flinging sweat around. “No… She said Cindra was to alert her once you’d finished.”
Does that mean she was waiting down there this whole time?
“Let me see if I can’t contact her instead, okay?”
Exhausted from the long day, and the sex, Gabriel was too tired to get dressed and head down to find Sthuza. And if he felt that way, there was no chance he would send Cindra down instead.
He focused his mind, finding it surprisingly easy despite the afterglow, and quickly projected the thought that Sthuza should come to their room.
The mental exercise proved to be more taxing than he’d expected, but he quickly felt a fluttering hiss, and he relaxed back with his head on a pillow.
Cindra shifted about, unable to stay still until he reached over and pulled her up against his side.
She rubbed against him, and he felt the damp proof of their coupling soaked into the bed, reminding him that they hadn’t cleaned up.
Cindra can really make a mess.
Not wanting to find out what his Prime thought of hellhound juices, he wove a cleaning spell and released it after targeting himself, the bed, and his new mate.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel pulled the thin cover over him and Cindra just before Sthuza rapped on the door once, then opened it and entered.
Probably should have locked the door before engaging in wanton debauchery there, Gabriel. Would have been really embarrassing if a maid or Mrs. Spaulding checked in on us. Especially after Cindra’s howling.
‘It would be prudent in the future, Master. And do not fear, I set up a minor sound barrier before you started. I knew the dog could not keep quiet.’
He snorted, his cheeks flushing, and grinned at the disguised gorgon.
“Hello, my beloved Prime. Thank you for helping Cindra with that outfit. It was spectacular,” he said.
And for helping her first time to be intimate and private.
Sthuza smiled and nodded slightly. “It is my place as Prime to ensure that all of your bonded and other subjects are properly managed.”
“Still, thanks. You’ve had some issues with beastkin before, and I want you to know I’ll listen if you need to speak up.”
Her smile tightened some, her gaze losing focus briefly before she nodded. “Of course, Master.”
Cindra snuggled closer to him, burying her face in his neck. Gabriel idly stroked her back with the arm wrapped around her and looked at his Prime. A subtle sense of arousal teased through one of his bonds.
Sthuza glanced around the room a bit, her green eyes pausing to take in the discard clothes on one side of the bed. She met his gaze and sniffed.
“One of the perks of magic that I never considered. Easy cleanup,” he said.
Sthuza smirked. “Yes, but you forgot to purify the air. No doubt, her scent is strong enough to draw any stray dogs to the inn.”
He blinked at her.
Weren’t you the one that said not to talk about a lady’s scent?
‘Yes, but that is because you are a man. The fur coat draped over you does not care what I think of her. She is eager to please you. Really, Master, you need to understand these things.’
Gabriel shook his head in confusion, then shrugged. Cindra still clung to him without any concern, so he let it go.
“Would you care to join us, or…?” he trailed off suggestively. Truthfully he loved sleeping with both of them nude against him; the gorgon’s cooler temperature helped keep Cindra from roasting him alive. But he wasn’t sure if Sthuza would be comfortable with it so soon after he’d made love to the hellhound, and he didn’t want to pressure her.
To his mild surprise, she nodded and began to strip. She carefully removed the far more modest leather armor she wore. When she unfastened her gear, she revealed a shiny black bra and a pair of skintight shorts that left nothing to the imagination.
Before he could wonder what they were made of, she peeled the stretchy fabric away and shimmied out of the strange underclothes. Soon a beautiful human woman stood in the middle of the room and exposed her slender, feminine curves.
When another pulse of desire washed through Gabriel, he realized it came from Sthuza.
“Aren’t you going to drop the illusion?” he asked.
She paused, then nodded, which made her proud breasts jiggle slightly. Her pale skin shimmered, then morphed back to her natural light green. Thick red hair slowly faded away to reveal writhing head-snakes.
Gabriel drank in her exotic beauty and watched her fold and store her clothes. She hung up both his and Cindra’s before she slunk back to the bed and climbed up on the opposite side of the hellhound.
She nibbled on her bottom lip, but her eyes were determined as she stared at him and inched closer.
“Now, Master, perhaps you would like to show your second bonded another way to mate?” Sthuza asked. A hint of embarrassment crossed their bond, but her lips spread into a sly smile, and naked desire shone in her eyes.
“I’d love to, but I’m a little exhausted after this. Not sure I’m up to giving you the attention you deserve.”
“Do not fret, I have faith you can rise to the occasion,” she said. Her emerald gaze lowered to his blanket-covered crotch. The lust he’d felt before was undeniable now. Along with it came an instinct to satisfy his Pack. His mate.
True to her words, his manhood was already growing again.
He looked back to the gorgon’s smug expression and grinned. “Looks like I might have another one in me after all.”
“Packmaster going to mate with Snakey now?” Cindra asked, and she started to shift from Gabriel’s side.
“Yes he is, but you need not vacate the bed, Cindra. Just move over a little,” Sthuza replied as she pulled the covers back. Her head-snakes turned to the hellhound and bobbed in agreement.
His erection stood proudly once freed, and he swallowed when both bonded monsters stared at it with lust-filled eyes.
‘Relax, Master. I will do all the work this time.’ Sthuza sent, her mind-voice filled with barely restrained desire. She crawled over and loomed above him, her modest breasts bouncing and drawing his gaze.
“Okay, but at least let me get you warmed up first,” he said.
To his surprise, the gorgon froze for a second. “Perhapsss nexxxt time, Massster. I am more than warm already.”
She threw a leg over Gabriel and straddled him just above his erect member. Before he could say anything, she arched her hips toward him and spread herself with two fingers.
Gabriel stared at her glistening entry as she teased it with her free hand. Sthuza traced her nether lips, then dipped a finger inside. She shivered and moaned as her finger curled before she withdrew it and held the wet digit up in front of him.
“Sssee, Massster? I am… mossst ready.”
He reached up to take her hand and taste her, but she pulled it back and made a show of sucking it clean.
Gabriel swallowed and grasped his Prime’s hips, pulling her down. He bucked up to meet her, and his shaft sank fully into the aroused gorgon.
She leaned close and kissed him hungrily. When she broke away long seconds later, his lips tingled.
“Lie back and enjoy, Massster, I will not take long,” Sthuza said. “Cccindra, obssserve.”
I could get used to this.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Gabriel woke slowly. His eyes didn’t want to open, and it felt like he’d barely slept.
He brought up the Dungeon Interface and saw that it was still several hours before dawn.
Don’t care how little sleep I got. Last night was amazing. They were amazing.
His memories were so vivid he could practically hear Sthuza’s moans.
“Oh, yesss, Massster. Her tongue is ssso long. Yesss, do not ssstop. Deeper.”
Her lusty words sounded so real that his hips bucked, and his manhood twitched. They blended perfectly with the loud licking noises, and Gabriel pictured his bonded in his mind.
The slender gorgon writhed and moaned as Cindra eagerly devoured her, cleaning his seed from Sthuza’s tight channel.
Wait… that didn’t happen.
Someone shifted to his left—Sthuza moaned again.
With his mind still waking up, it took him a moment to remember how the night ended.
Once we finished, Sthuza snuggled up on the left while Cindra was on my right… right?
He rolled his head to the side and cracked open an eye. Nothing.
More noisy licking and his Prime moaned again. Gabriel turned back toward his left.
Sthuza lay fully exposed at his side. She had the fingers of one hand entwined with his. He barely noticed.
Cindra lay between the gorgon’s spread legs. The large monster girl lapped at Sthuza’s glistening slit, then she shifted and sank her glowing blue tongue deep inside the other woman.
Sthuza shuddered, and her hips bucked against Cindra’s slick face. Dark-gray hands reached up to grasp green legs, and she pinned Sthuza down—then went right back to licking.
Gabriel peeked up at Sthuza’s flushed face and paused at her lethargic head-snakes. He reached out to their bond and sighed at the presence of her disjointed, dreamlike thoughts.
She’s asleep. This is not good!
“Yesss, Cccindra, jussst like that. Ssso good.”
He blinked.
That’s… awkward. Part of me wants to yell at Cindra for doing that while Sthuza’s asleep. But she’s… enjoying it, and she might be humiliated if I call attention to it.
He glanced at Cindra again. The hellhound’s bright-blue eyes were glazed over. His bonded didn’t even flinch when he waved at her. She just continued to greedily delve between Sthuza’s thighs.
Okay, that’s… odd. Hot, but odd.
Gabriel decided to watch until he figured out what to do. Sthuza continued to moan and squirm beneath Cindra’s oral caress.
He felt nothing but pleasure and satisfaction across their bonds. When he realized how much stronger his bond with Cindra felt, Gabriel tried to get her attention that way.
Just as he framed his thoughts and reached out toward her, a panicked scream exploded in his mind.
With his attention fully on his bonds, the sudden spike of fear caused him to jump. He stumbled his way out of the bed, startling his bonded.
“Massster!?”
A garbled bark escaped Cindra when she jerked back. She got caught in the discarded covers and tumbled off the bed with a massive thump that shook the room.
“What isss wrong?” Sthuza asked. She shook her head, which caused her snakes to sway and hiss.
“I don’t know. I was reaching into my bonds when there was this terrified scream.”
Sthuza said something, but he couldn’t understand her words.
Merideva’s voice wailed inside his mind, and he fell to his knees. ‘Gabriel save! Please help! The—’
His blood froze.
Strong hands shook his shoulder, and he blinked when the pain in his head receded.
“Wha—?” he muttered, then blinked and stared up at his Prime.
“What happened, Massster?”
“Meri, something attacked Meri. She’s terrified; she begged me to save her. To help… but then her scream cut off,” Gabriel said. He rocked back and collapsed on his butt as he spoke.
“Can you reach her now?” Sthuza whispered.
His bond with Merideva glowed as bright as ever, but he couldn’t contact her.
“No, but I hadn’t thought to try since we left the dungeon, so I don’t know if that’s normal. Our connection still feels strong, though.”
The gorgon let out a sigh.
“Both of you get ready; I want to go find her right now. We can’t waste any time,” Gabriel said.
Sthuza nodded. Cindra tore the cover from around her legs and leapt up.
While the hellhound stumbled across the room, Sthuza moved to her neatly stored gear and dressed in a rush, not bothering to put on her strange black undergarments.
Gabriel grabbed his pants and pulled them on as his Prime quickly slipped into her leather armor. When he saw how much quicker she was dressed, he called out, “Sthuza, would you check on Reyna? Cindra and I will meet you downstairs.”
The gorgon nodded and headed for the door while strapping on her belt. “Of course, Master. Please let me know if you can make contact with Lady Merideva.”
Gabriel pulled his armored coat on without a shirt and began to button it closed. He ran through a calming meditation and then tried to reach out to the Dungeon Core.
Meri, can you hear me? What’s wrong?
Merideva?
Shit. Was she under attack?
Gabriel focused on the Interface and checked his pool.
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Better than I had before the fight with Kelith.
He glanced at the hellhound, who struggled to get the tight armor over her unbound breasts. “You okay?”
“Cindra ready, we go now!” she growled. Righteous wrath at the thought of someone daring to attack Merideva flooded across their bond. Her presence had a strange, hazy feel to it.
Is she drunk?
True to her words, she grabbed her sword and stood ready. Apparently, she’d given up on stuffing her boobs into the tight armor and left them uncovered.
Don’t think we could make it to the dungeon with those beauties on display like that.
He chuckled, stepped close, and grabbed her armor to help.
With his assistance, it only took her seconds to fasten the leather top, and then they were racing down to the all but empty common room.
“This better be good, you sexed-up love-muffins,” Reyna grumbled sleepily. The petite lycan rubbed at her eyes then let out a loud yawn. She wore an oversized shirt and baggy pants.
Gabriel headed straight for the door without a glance toward her. “I don’t even know… We’ve got to go back to Meri. I still can’t reach her through our bond.”
“Yes, Master,” Sthuza agreed. She was the best-dressed of the group but still fidgeted with her pouches and satchel while she moved.
“Who the toad-licking hells is Mary?”
“Just follow us, no time to explain,” Gabriel said. He struggled to resist the whirlwind of fear and despair that seeped across from Merideva.
With that, the trio rushed out the doors. After a moment, the still cursing lycan raced after them.
Four hours from dawn, the city streets were deserted, and he sprinted toward the dungeon entrance.
Heart in his throat, he was surprised that he had no trouble running at full speed. His body shook, and his pulse raced, but it all stemmed from the unrestrained terror that spiked into him from the Core.
Hopefully, that means she’s still alive.
Gabriel refused to entertain the possibility that she wasn’t. Instead of worrying, he began to harness mana and focused on weaving the glyphs for a simple Haste effect.
Between the panic flooding through all of his bonds and the strain of sprinting, it took him twice as long to form the spell even though he skipped every step he could.
Rushing didn’t really affect the potency—only the cost and stability of the magic. Given the circumstances, he wasn’t worried about the mana or anyone countering his spellwork, and he released the recklessly cast magic the second it completed.
He shivered as the spell accelerated his body and reflexes. Time appeared to slow, and Reyna stumbled as the magic washed over her, but she recovered and sprinted to catch up with Cindra.
When they reached the fortified entry hall leading into the dungeon, Gabriel slammed to a stop and looked up at the pitch-black sky.
“Shit, what if they don’t let us in so early?”
“Then we forccce the issssue,” Sthuza said grimly.
“We’re attacking the dungeon?” Reyna asked.
“Let’s hope they don’t mind,” he said with a sigh, then pushed the heavy door open.
Four guards looked up at them.
“Are you all new around here?” one masked woman asked.
“We want to enter the dungeon,” Gabriel said as calmly as he could.
His connection to Meri felt stronger now, and her fear flowed through it. He fought back the urge to scream.
“You’re here way too early, kid. It’s not like the place is going to fill up if you wait till dawn,” an older male dressed in red robes said.
“Are we allowed inside or not?” Gabriel asked. He glared at the four guards still seated around a square table.
“Eh, yeah, you can enter. If you have tags from the Guild or a writ from the baron,” the woman said with a shrug of her shoulders. “There’s just no reason to go delving at this ungodly hour.”
“Hmph, yep. Not like there’s anything worth looting in this decaying place. If you came to Lostbarrow hoping to strike it rich, you should just head home now,” the red-robed mage said.
“Thanks for the advice,” Gabriel snapped irritably. He pulled the bronze tag from his coat pocket and held it up as his companions rushed to do the same.
The woman stepped forward and held out an onyx stone for him to swipe his tag across.
Once she nodded, he rushed past to help the other armored guard who slowly opened the heavy barrier that blocked the dungeon entrance.
“Silver-ranked?” the woman gasped when Sthuza presented her tag.
“For real?”
“We are in a rush, sso if you do not mind, pleasse hurry up,” Sthuza said, and Gabriel winced at the slight sibilance of her words.
His companions caught up by the time he’d opened the foot-thick gate enough to pass, and they sprinted down the winding tunnel.
“Is the big one drunk?” the masked woman whispered.
“Damn, never seen someone in such a rush to get themselves killed,” the other mage muttered, which drew a round of chuckles as the party disappeared from view.
◆◆◆
 
Meri has to be safe!
I can’t lose her. We should never have left her alone like this. She begged me not to.
‘Breathe, Master. We will do whatever we have to in order to protect Lady Merideva, but you must remain calm. Let her feel your presence. Do not broadcast your anxiety.’
He nodded and tried to keep his mind calm as they raced for the fourth floor. Sthuza dropped her disguise the moment they turned the first corner and slipped into the dungeon proper. Skin already glistening with sweat, Reyna took that as the signal to shift as well.
They quickly passed the dozens of goblins and giant rats that occupied the dirt-walled warrens of the first floor. Reyna cursed and muttered about their pace, but she never slowed.
Cindra led the way, and her black greatsword tore through any careless goblins that got in her path. Gabriel and the other two women were able to follow without much threat as the little monsters fled.
Would be nice if whatever’s threatening Meri is just as easy to defeat.
Now that they were in the dungeon, her presence was stronger in Gabriel’s mind. Their bond was limited by distance.
What happens when I leave the city to find the crystal? Will I even be able to sense her?
He sighed and rushed over to the hellhound. “Cindra, hurry back to Meri as fast as you can. You have to protect her; we’ll catch up as soon as possible.”
Cindra ducked her head, smashed another too slow goblin aside, and put on a burst of speed that left him staring in awe.
Hopefully, she can get there in time to make a difference.
“Will one of you long-legged assclowns explain why the hells we’re running through the dungeon?” Reyna grumbled as she panted for breath.
“You suspected Master is from the dungeon,” Sthuza replied breathlessly. “You were correct. And Lady Merideva is in danger.”
“That explains fuck all, you serpent-haired freak.”
Gabriel let out a dark chuckle at the werebadger’s continued grumbling. Despite her complaints, the short lycan kept up with them.
Jumbled visions of Cuix and her forces arrayed against chittering monsters filled his mind. Archers fired small arrows into the shadows that flooded the stone corridor. A white goo flew out from the darkness.
A rock shifted beneath his foot, and he stumbled. Gabriel shook aside the blur of images. He focused on the path back to the Core.
Back home.
When he spotted the passage down to the third floor, he sped up.
A filthy goblin rushed out and tripped Gabriel with a spear.
The blow took him by surprise. He stumbled and fell but got a hand in front of himself to keep from face-planting against the uneven stone.
Gabriel rolled to his feet and spun toward his ambusher.
A male goblin in a ratty, oversized gambeson stood there, spear in hand. The stupid fool soon discovered the folly of his mistake when Sthuza and Reyna caught up to them.
With an angry gorgon and a snarling werebadger barreling down on him, the terrified goblin froze up and stared with wide eyes.
Then he soiled himself.
What is it with goblins and voiding their bowels at the slightest danger?
Gabriel had to redirect his sword in mid-swing when Reyna raced by and ripped the goblin’s head off in a blur of fur and claws.
“Whatcha waiting for slowpoke?” she growled while blood dripped from her paw.
Not bothering to reply, he followed after her and leapt down the stairs.
At least now we shouldn’t have random monsters blocking our path. At least so long as we don’t take any wrong turns.
Lungs finally starting to labor, he dug deep and forced himself to keep going. The strain of sprinting and maintaining his Haste spell on the four of them had sapped much of his strength.
Every time his body cried out for rest, to slow down, he focused on the insistent tide of fear flowing from the Dungeon Core. Gabriel couldn’t contact her, but he could feel her presence.
We have to save her!
They crossed the third floor quicker than he’d expected, and he soon led the way through the winding tunnels of the fourth floor.
Meri’s floor.
Even with the Haste spell, Reyna struggled to keep up thanks to her shorter legs. Sweat matted her fur, and he felt a surge of gratitude that the prickly lycan stuck with them.
◆◆◆
 
They were closer now, just inside of Meri’s expanded Domain. Gabriel could hear the faint echoes of clashing swords and angry growls. The high-pitched screeching of goblins and the warbled battle cries of Kestria’s kobolds.
He ran around the next corner and skidded to a halt in the large chamber.
Cindra desperately parried spear thrusts from four armored arachne.
“Oh shit,” Reyna muttered.
The words matched Gabriel’s thoughts perfectly as he took in the bloody spectacle before him.
Unlike the first time he faced them, these spider women had black-and-gray breastplates, helms, and bracers to protect their humanoid half. A strange barding of scale or mail shielded much of their arachnid abdomens.
They shared the same too-pale skin and coal-black hair as the ones from before. While their human faces were attractive, the dark, alien red eyes unsettled him.
Cindra whipped her massive greatsword back and forth impressively. But even with his speed boost, the hellhound simply wasn’t fast enough to block all of the spears and talons the four arachne attacked with.
Across the hewn-stone room, two more arachne hacked their way through the last of the kobolds. They had the small reptilian warriors pinned into the far corner. Over a dozen bodies littered the broad chamber. Mostly kobolds, though a pair of goblins were slumped near the opposite door.
We’re only two rooms away. Hope Cuix’s forces are guarding Meri.
“Reyna, try to flank them from the left and take some pressure off Cindra. Sthuza, aim for any weak points to slow them down,” he ordered.
The werebadger grumbled, then muttered something about his dick, but she rushed into the melee. She showed more cooperation than he’d expected from the belligerent lycan.
Sthuza was ahead of him and had loosed three arrows by the time Reyna slipped in behind a distracted spider monster.
Gabriel immediately reached inside and studied his mana pool.
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While he’d recovered more than expected since the battle in the baron’s keep, he had already burned a good bit of it on maintaining multiple Haste buffs for longer than ever before.
Got to assume they’re all sisters to the powerful one Cindra saved me from. I’ll need to conserve my pool for when we face her, if she’s with them.
He focused and harnessed enough mana for a deflective shield spell, then wove the arcane energy into the unfamiliar patterns.
Gabriel recalled the sparse details he had learned about arachne. He knew enhancing his bonded would be far more effective than trying to blast the magic-resistant monsters. He anchored the defensive buff to Cindra, cast it, and then suppressed a shudder at the sensation of another sustained spell tapping his dwindling pool.
That makes five. Not sure how many more spells I can maintain at one time.
Sword already in hand, since he’d needed it as his conduit, he stalked toward the increasingly brutal melee.
Reyna drew off one arachne when she leapt onto its disgusting, chitinous abdomen and ripped a leg off. That relieved the pressure on Cindra. She made good use of the increased speed from his Haste buff to parry the flurry of blows the other three launched.
Cindra growled angrily and lunged at the foe closest to Reyna’s prey. She dodged between a pair of thrust spears and ducked low to cleave the startled monster’s front legs.
The wounded arachne screeched. Ichor sprayed out in pulsing gouts as she recoiled and fell back fast enough to leave her sisters exposed.
Cindra halted the black blade’s momentum and brought it back to hit another spider-woman. Her attack caught the monster where pale flesh merged with hardened chitin.
The screeching of the three wounded arachne, whose voices were a horrific blend of chittering insect and skinned cat, had Gabriel cursing his enhanced hearing. They made the bellowing growls of Cindra and Reyna sound soothing and pleasant.
How can they stand it?
His whole body begged him to flee as the cacophony set his nerves on fire, but he clenched his fists and rushed to support his bonded.
No way I can cast with that much noise vibrating in my head!
He caught his target by surprise, her focus entirely on the hellhound who’d just sliced her sister’s belly open.
His mithril blade slipped through the weak chitin near the leg joint. He threw his weight behind the strike, and it sank deep into her spider-body.
She spun, flinging him around as he held tight to the sword wedged inside her.
Turning was a mistake. One Sthuza quickly took advantage of when she loosed two arrows into the woman’s exposed back. The black missiles punched through the unarmored part of her lower back and drove the monster to her bulbous belly.
Gabriel twisted and drew his sword out of the dying arachne’s guts as her chitinous legs twitched wildly around him. He ducked beneath one, then dashed away from the slashing claws.
Cindra had finished one of her foes, and Reyna was busy gnawing her way through another’s throat.
That left only one more spider monster to deal with on their side.
Good thing too. Haste spell is wearing on me.
He paused to catch his breath and tried to contact Meri again. Gabriel received no reply, though their connection felt even stronger. While her fear washed over him, he thought the Core sensed his presence this time.
Across the room, two arachne still tangled with a half-dozen desperate kobolds.
Though armored and wielding a sinister black spear with skill, the wounded arachne backed away. Her red eyes darted between her sisters’ killers.
“You are Dungeon Master?” she asked. The chittering undertone of her voice sent shivers down his spine.
She’s a lot harder to understand than the one we fought before. Like she doesn’t speak Common often.
“Yes. Why are you here?” He was careful not to take his eyes off her while she shuffled back again. She walked oddly, no doubt due to her missing front legs.
“Yesera, oldest sister says you be ours,” she replied. The arachne seemed to calm down when she spoke the name.
“Is that the one we burned the face off of last time?” Gabriel smirked when the arachne snarled and exposed vicious fangs.
“It would appear so,” Sthuza said. She sounded calmer now that they’d dealt with the immediate threat, and she turned to glare at the spider-woman. “If you swear to keep your sisters away from here, Master may be willing to let you leave with your life.”
The arachne shook her head, and a single coal-black braid whipped behind her. “You slay me. Sisters still claim Core.”
As she spoke, one of the pair facing the tiny lizardmen spun and moved to her sister’s aid.
Gabriel brushed his bond with Meri and flinched. All the tension that had started to seep away rushed back with a vengeance at the realization there were arachne in the Core Room.
If possible, she was even more terrified now. He could feel Meri’s thoughts vaguely now that they were so close. When he increased his focus on her, she rushed to him, and it felt like she was trying to bury herself inside him.
‘Gabriel, save me! They’re killing all the goblins!’
Hide, we’re on our way. We’ve already dealt with three of them.
The talkative arachne turned toward her sister.
Sthuza loosed an arrow.
Gabriel barely caught the blur as it passed him to plunge into the distracted arachne’s eye. The large monster girl collapsed instantly, her humanoid body slumping lifelessly while her remaining spider legs twitched, slowly curling up.
“So you heard what I told her?” He grinned at the gorgon, who nodded and matched his expression.
“There are more of them threatening Meri,” he explained between ragged breaths. “They’re still killing goblins, which means we might get there in time, so hurry.”
The lone arachne that faced them screeched horribly, her inhuman voice assaulting his ears. She tossed her spear up, switched her grip, and threw the long weapon.
His vision tunneled, time slowing as the lethal missile flew straight for his chest. Wishing he’d kept up his combat training, Gabriel threw himself to the side, then winced as the sharp blade caught his left arm.
It carved through his coat. The dark metal parted flesh to cut a shallow gash along his triceps.
A hard landing jolted his senses back to normal, and he shook his head clear before rolling to his feet.
Sword still in hand, he turned back to face the monstrous woman and blinked.
She was just starting to reach for her sister’s discarded spear when Cindra lopped off one pale-skinned arm, and Reyna leapt at her humanoid torso.
“You fucking skank!”
The vicious werebadger stretched her jaws wide and sank her fangs into the pale throat. As she brought her victim down, the last arachne fled toward the Core room.
He felt another spike of fear from Merideva. It was so intense it washed over his other bonds, and he saw both of his bonded flinch.
“We need to move!” Gabriel called out toward the pair of blood-covered monster girls. Sthuza was already at his side.
He didn’t waste any time and led the way through the door. Cindra caught up to him in the last room before Meri’s, where eight more armored arachne blocked the path.
They stood over several unmoving goblins and a pair of the kobolds.
“You should surrender now, save much pain,” one of the looming monsters declared. She spoke in the same chittering screech they all seemed to possess.
Cindra growled deep in her chest and lunged for the speaker. Her greatsword crashed against the woman’s spear with a crack like thunder.
Then it was on as the other seven spider monsters swarmed forward and tried to surround the hellhound.
Reyna rushed in and drew three of them off of Cindra.
While Reyna forced her way to stand at Cindra’s back, Sthuza loosed arrow after arrow. She aimed her shots at any weak points she could find.
Another wave of dread slammed into Gabriel. He staggered as though it was a physical blow.
So did his bonded.
“Hurry to Lady Merideva!” Sthuza hissed as she drew another arrow. “We will deal with thessse, Massster. You mussst protect her.”
Gabriel was torn. He hated the thought of leaving his bonded and Reyna to face the eight monstrous warriors. But the overwhelming despair that flooded across from the Core chilled his soul.
Can you shift into your other form? Or use your gaze?
‘Pretending to be human has kept my mana low, Master. And if the arachne resist my gaze, it would put us at an even worse disadvantage.’
Shit.
Cindra whipped her greatsword across to fend off all five of her attackers. “Snakey is right! We kill these. Packmaster save Lady Glowy.”
An arachne screeched and thrust at her, but the hellhound narrowly dodged aside.
Despite the tense atmosphere, he couldn’t help but chuckle at Cindra’s simple way of viewing things.
They’re facing worse than two-to-one odds, but she’s right. I’ll lose them all if the arachne harm Meri.
“Don’t die,” Gabriel said, then raced past the chaotic battle. He wasn’t sure if it was truly a command, or a plea.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The pit trap had been triggered, but no doubt failed to slow the arachne. Gabriel reset it without pausing as he entered the hall that led to Meri’s room. A single goblin corpse was viciously hewn apart just past the pit. A small crossbow lay on the stone beside the dead warrior.
Gabriel ignored it and sprinted to the ajar door.
The large, well-crafted room was a scene of horror.
Several butchered goblins lay strewn about the spacious room. Gabriel didn’t know if they’d tried to defend the Core, or had just been cowering here and got caught. His stomach roiled as the stench of blood, shit, and goblin piss filled his sensitive nose.
He recognized a couple of the more intact goblins and felt his blood chill at the sadistic injuries inflicted on most of them. Several had been crudely skinned, while one hung from an upright spear—strangled with his own guts.
A pathetic mewling drew his attention to the large arachne standing by the dark altar at the back of the room.
Cuix’s green face was a bloody ruin. She looked up, and her one good eye locked onto Gabriel. One feeble arm lifted off the altar and reached toward him. “Boss guy, sa-save… Core.”
The monstrous arachne withdrew her curved sword from where it was buried inside Cuix’s hamstring, which elicited another tortured whimper, and turned around. Like her sisters, she wore a dark breastplate and scale armor.
Bile climbed into Gabriel’s throat as he recoiled from the horrific visage glaring at him. He forced it back down and met her gaze.
Staring into her burned face sent his mind racing back to when he first met Cindra. She had rushed in to save him from the powerful arachne, burning the monster’s face off and almost dying in the process.
The grotesque woman chuckled, or at least he thought she did. The clacking sounds and the way her face stretched sent another shiver up his spine.
“I hope you do not find my looks too unpleasant now, Dungeon Master,” she said. “This is thanks to you and your infernal mutt. You have no idea how much pain you’ve caused me, but do not worry.” She paused to sneer, and her eyes glared at him.
All six of them, though half were a hideous milky-white.
“I’m still going to let you live with us and breed my sisters and me,” she continued. She might have been going for seductive. The way his rage and disgust mixed with the fear and pain that still radiated from Meri, he didn’t care.
“I was going to say you and your sisters could leave if you surrendered, but that was before I saw what you did here. You’re going to die for this,” Gabriel said. His words caused her red and white eyes to blink disconcertingly.
“Really? You care so much about a few goblins? It is your own fault, truthfully. I grew bored of waiting for you to return. So I decided to play with a few of them,” she said with a snicker. The sadistic monster flicked her twin blades, which sent a spray of goblin blood splattering across the gray stone.
She sheathed the sinister swords and pulled a black and purple spear from behind her back. Its dark blade glistened wetly.
With a thought, he activated Magesight and studied the arachne. Every item of hers glowed with powerful enchantments.
The ornate, feminine breastplate and her spear were both potent enough to hurt his eyes. Her twin swords carried a similar glow, though with a harsher feel.
She was tough enough unarmored.
Six eyes studied him. “Do you intend to fight me with your sword again? Surely you remember how that went last time. Your firebreathing bitch isn’t here to save you now.”
A surge of rage washed through Gabriel. He fought back against the desire to rush the arachne and sink his fangs into her throat.
That’s Cindra’s bond. Can’t afford to get offended and rush in recklessly.
The memory of the first time he encountered Yesera was fresh in his mind as he focused on the Interface.
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With a force of will, Gabriel suppressed the urge to charge and began a spell cast.
She’s an arrogant bitch, but she’s not wrong. I almost died last time, even with Cindra protecting me. Hope I can overcome her magic resistance… or this is going to be a very one-sided battle.
“Ah, yes. I would like to see your capability as a mage before I claim you. Please don’t disappoint me too much,” the monstrous woman said.
Then she started to cast a spell.
Gabriel frowned but dove back into his own work. He formed the glyphs for a brace of Aetheric Missiles. Once he had the mana layered in, he split his focus and began to weave a spellshield.
She was quicker than he expected, and he had to rush his own magic to keep up.
It’s risky to cut corners, but I’m much stronger than before. Even Tobias never managed to counter my magic.
A sense of dire urgency crossed his bonds with Sthuza and Cindra. It took less than a second to confirm that the pair were hard-pressed by their foes.
I need to finish this bitch quick. Can’t leave them to handle all eight of those horrid bugs alone.
“What is your name, Dungeon Master? I would know it before I take you for the first time,” the large arachne said. Her horribly burned face stretched sickeningly in a parody of a smile.
“Gabriel Grimm.”
“Gabriel… Grimm? I like that. You may keep the name after you are mine. Perhaps I will even take your last name? I have heard it is the way of your people,” she said distractedly. “My name is—”
“Yesera. Yeah, I already figured that out,” Gabriel snapped, then released his completed spells.
Ten purple-pink darts of arcane energy shot out and crashed into the arachne’s shield.
She clucked her tongue. The glyphs before her flared, then she pointed her dark spear toward him.
A wave of calmness filled his mind.
Mental domination?
Gabriel shook his head once, and the soothing sensation vanished.
Six eyes widened when he shook off the last of her attack and dove into another spell. “That is a little impressive, let’s see how you do with the next one, though,” she said.
A second volley of the basic missile spell lasted only a split second longer. They pierced her shield but fizzled out upon striking the arachne, and the pale-skinned woman paused to stare at him.
“Your magic has an unusual… flavor,” she said, then she licked the burned side of her lips. “Who are you?”
“I’m the guy that’s going to kill you and every one of your sisters.”
Gabriel checked his pool.
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He pushed aside his worry and tried another spell.
Bet that miasma would cut right through her defenses.
‘Yes, Gabriel. Cut this arrogant upstart down. End her delusions in seconds. Use your true power. Our power—and you can slaughter all those that oppose you.’
Gabriel shivered at the voice in his mind. He shook away the sinister sensation and refocused on his spell.
I can win without using that repulsive shit. Just supercharge an Aetheric Lance to breach her resistance.
Across from him, the arachne glared death. “You dare ignore me, Dungeon Master?” she snarled.
His eyes widened at her words, and he realized he’d been distracted by the voice for longer than he’d thought.
The arachne shot him another hard stare, then dove into a new spell.
Gabriel did the same and wove in additional glyphs to enhance penetration. Working them into the spell construct slowed his progress. Each second felt like minutes as he pushed himself in an attempt to get ahead of the skilled arachne.
She finished first.
Translucent blue tendrils writhed about him. They reached up and wrapped around his shield.
The magical barrier flared brightly. A loud crack split the air as Yesera’s attack broke through.
Gabriel dropped to the ground as the spellshield shattered. Instead of being caught in the tightening tentacles, he rolled to the side.
“You move well,” she said.
He ignored her, eyes closed, keeping his entire focus on holding his nascent spell together. When he regained his feet, his eyes snapped open, and he grinned at the startled arachne.
A spear-sized lance of purple energy manifested.
All of her eyes widened.
He launched it with a thought. The powerful missile split the air and struck her shield before he could blink.
The lance ripped right through the weakened barrier. It hit just beneath her dark breastplate, piercing her armored skirt with contemptuous ease.
Yesera screeched. Her high-pitched wail almost made Gabriel drop his sword, and he glanced up to her scarred face.
Their gazes met, and he couldn’t look away. The unscarred side of Yesera’s face locked in a tortured grimace, and her red eyes blazed with a frightening intensity. She stared at him, unblinking, and reached down to grip the magical shaft buried deep in her chitinous abdomen.
Envenomed fangs glistened, and her lips peeled back as she pulled the weapon free.
The lance had made a nasty squelch on the way in, and it sounded even worse as she ripped the weapon loose. She winced and snarled in pain.
If looks could kill…
“That was a mistake you will soon regret!”
She hurled herself toward him.
Gabriel froze, then recovered and dove to his right just before her purple-bladed spear sliced the air.
Running on instinct, he rolled forward. He gasped when Yesera struck the stone just behind him.
“Stop struggling. I’m not going to kill you, male. You shall be my mate. The harder you make this, though, the worse it will be for your disgusting bitches!”
Gabriel leapt to his feet and glared at the enraged arachne. “I’m going to pluck your fucking legs!” he roared.
Yesera blinked, then laughed. “Really now? Do the two of them mean that much to you, Dungeon Master?”
He didn’t reply.
A reckless rush brought him into melee with the gigantic monster. With his Haste spell still active, he kept her on the defensive for several long seconds.
Mana 11%
It felt like second nature to weave a spell with his free hand, and half his mind, while he pressed the advantage with his mithril sword.
She has to die! I won’t let her touch Cindra!
Gabriel could barely think, but that didn’t seem to impede his spellcasting. A single thought dismissed the last remnants of his previous spellshield.
He replaced it with a simpler physical barrier.
Yesera laughed. “That will only delay the inevitable.”
She whipped her spear down and across faster than he expected. He stumbled back and threw a weak parry.
His sword went flying from a numb hand, but she didn’t exploit his weakness.
When she skittered back, he blinked, then bent to recover his blade. From the hall, he heard continued fighting. Cindra roared.
“I don’t want to leave you the delusion that resistance is anything but futile.”
I’ll show you futile.
Gabriel seethed. His vision blurred.
‘Do it. Do it! Show her your power.’
“Fuck you!” Gabriel screamed.
Yesera momentarily flinched, then stared at him.
He blew out an angry breath and stepped back to rush out another spell.
Mana flooded his leylines. He held his conduit before him and cast Eldritch Edge, causing it to glow a dark red.
“The same enchantment you used last time? I admit it hurt, though you won’t get a chance to strike me before I end this farce.”
He rushed toward her, sword raised high.
She parried his blow, then swept her spear and forced him to duck. One of her legs snapped out at his face.
The shield flashed and stopped her chitinous limb, but he recoiled from her attack and stumbled.
Shit.
Her disturbing half-face shifted into a smirk. “Is that the best you can do, Dungeon Master?”
Gabriel growled low in his throat. He rushed her again, then rolled beneath her swing. He came up inside her reach and thrust hard.
Yesera skittered to the side, easily dodging his magically accelerated attack. She countered with a sweep of her spear at his waist.
Again he jumped back and stumbled twice, working to regain his balance.
Metal rang out from parry after parry. The arachne advanced on him with furious intensity. She kept him off balance with a relentless barrage of spear strikes and spider kicks.
Rage still filled Gabriel’s mind, and he struggled to think.
Not going to beat her with anger.
Now that she fought with such focus, her reach advantage prevented him from even trying to strike her.
It took all of his enhanced talent and half-remembered training to dodge or parry each precise strike. The arachne countered his speed with her greater skill.
If I wasn’t buffed up, she’d overwhelm me in seconds! How do I beat her?
He winced as another perfectly timed thrust slipped by his guard. It glanced off his shield, causing the barrier to flicker into view. When it did, several small hexagons cracked.
“Your shield looks pretty shabby, Dungeon Master. We both know it won’t survive another blow. Perhaps now would be a good time to surrender? I truly do not wish you harm,” she said. Her voice still grated on him, but it sounded more human than it had earlier.
His lungs burned from mana fatigue and overexertion. Gabriel swallowed and shook his head as exhaustion dulled his rage, clearing his mind.
While his body slowed, his thoughts grew focused. He brought up the Interface and checked his shield’s strength.
Less than ten percent. She’s not wrong.
Yesera sneered at him. Her hideous half-face drew another shudder from him when the magical glow illuminated her partially exposed skull.
How can she still function with half her face burned off?
Once again, she executed a rapid series of attacks. Gabriel knew that there was a pattern to it, but he couldn’t keep up enough to interrupt her.
“I can do this all day, but you flag already. Let us end this. I promise it will be easier on you if you simply yield.”
Gabriel snorted. While he had no intention of surrender, he knew he couldn’t defeat her like this.
“I wasn’t interested before… Cindra burned off your ugly face… Why would I want you now?” he taunted between gasping breaths.
Her eyes flashed, the three red ones flaring brighter. Yesera swung her spear around with a sudden ferocity that hadn’t been present in her earlier attacks.
This is it!
He dropped into a roll beneath her overhead strike and came up sword first inside her guard.
He thrust his mithril conduit into the narrow gap between carapace and breastplate. The strike landed next to the gory missile wound.
The sharp tip punched through with ease, and ichor flowed as he drove it deep. She let out a terrifying screech above him.
Exhilarated by his success, Gabriel twisted his blade and tried to slash her open.
It didn’t work.
Yesera pulled both arms back and slammed her spear shaft into the back of his head.
His shield finally shattered, and stars flared painfully in his vision. He wobbled drunkenly while the world spun.
Got to keep moving!
He ducked under her, seeking to escape beneath her massive spider-body. His grip slipped, but he clenched tight and tore his sword from the arachne’s abdomen.
Still disoriented, he stumbled into one of her chitinous legs and spun away from it.
“That is enough!” she screamed.
A wave of power slammed into Gabriel, and he blinked when the glow of his blade flickered and died.
He blinked again when he slowed.
Area Suppression?
The field of magic nullification caused his guts to writhe as he struggled against the recoil of seven open spells severed all at once.
Gabriel could barely stand between the blow to his head and the magical feedback. Mana flooded out of his pool, trying to sustain the poorly woven spells. In the split second it took him to shut the mana taps, his pool all but drained itself.
Shit.
Yesera chittered something, and he staggered away from the sound.
Think!
His head throbbed, and his vision swam. A dark shape moved to his left, so he ducked away. He leaned too far and fell. Going with the impromptu roll, he popped back to his feet.
Yesera rushed forward. She snarled and whipped her spear about with one arm.
He managed to dodge it, more through luck than intention, but the agile arachne twisted around.
Two taloned legs lashed out and caught him by surprise. They struck his chest and flung him into the air.
Gabriel slammed back-first against the altar, and the blow blasted the breath from his lungs. He landed poorly and rolled over.
Vomit rose into his throat when he came to a halt facedown in something wet, hot, and foul.
Yesera drove her spear into his back, and fiery pain blossomed in his left shoulder.
He screamed. His whole body contorted in agony as the glistening blade cut muscle and shattered bone before sinking into the stone beneath him.
“Ah. And it seems it is over now.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Pinned to the floor by the spear through his chest, Gabriel craned his head around enough to glimpse Yesera looming over him. The wounded arachne snarled and drew her twin swords.
His pool was nearly tapped out, but it didn’t matter with the powerful Area Suppression that filled the room.
Everything ached, but Gabriel could still feel the textured leather of his sword’s hilt in his right hand. After drawing an excruciating breath, he twisted to bring his good arm up and slashed at Yesera’s exposed underbelly.
She cackled and slapped his attack aside with one of her swords. The hard parry broke his grip, and the ornate weapon clattered to the ground.
His empty hand stung when it fell and slapped the hard stone just inches from the mithril conduit. Biting his lip at the pain in his chest, Gabriel reached for it, fingers outstretched.
One of her curved swords flashed down and impaled his hand to the floor, ripping a hoarse scream from his throat.
Wide-eyed, he stared at the black metal that pinned his hand.
“I said I didn’t want to hurt you, not that I wouldn’t,” she said. Her frantic, outraged breathing calmed rapidly.
She called out in a nerve-wracking chitter. A similarly disgusting reply came, and indistinct chatter followed. A moment later, Gabriel heard the last sounds of fighting fade away.
Did they kill Sthuza and Cindra? Reyna?
He tried to reach out to his bonded, but the Area Suppression blocked their connection, and Gabriel couldn’t sense Cindra or Sthuza. At least, he hoped that was the reason.
Gabriel could barely think between the pain and the lingering echo of fear that still permeated his bond with the Core. Through it all, his mind screamed at the thought of his bonded dying.
A flurry of footsteps and the clatter of talons on stone approached him, then all of his companions called out to him.
“Massster!”
“Packmaster!”
“Fucking shithead.”
Gabriel twisted his neck to watch as three wounded arachne escorted Reyna and his bonded into the Core Room. Cindra and Sthuza stared down at him. Reyna stood to their left, but she shot him only a brief glance before snarling at the remaining arachne.
The lycan was soaked in blood and ichor, but the way she favored her right side hinted that much of the blood was hers.
Lycans can die if they burn through all of their energy, right?
His Prime shifted next to Reyna, and he flinched at the despair in her green eyes. Sthuza’s face was tight with worry, but she looked calm and relaxed compared to the hellhound at her side.
Cindra’s chest rose and fell rapidly as her eyes locked on the brutal wound in his back. Her hands clenched into fists, and sharp fangs drew blood from her dark-gray lips. She had several injuries beneath the gory ichor and blood coating her armor, but Gabriel doubted she’d even noticed them.
Yesera stepped away from him, leaving her spear and sword thrust through him. She approached his bonded slowly. “It was wise of you to surrender. I really wasn’t looking forward to hurting him anymore.”
She skittered to the side and stopped just in front of the blood-covered hellhound. All six of her eyes glared at Cindra. “You, on the other hand, I am going to enjoy very much.”
“Don’t you lay a finger on her, you disgusting bug!” Gabriel screeched, his voice hoarse and ragged.
All four remaining arachne chittered laughter. Their revolting noises amplified the pain escalating in his pounding head.
“I’m going to take my time with that flaming bitch, but I’m willing to spare the other two. If you submit yourself, and your hidden Core, to me.”
“Massster, you mussst not!”
“Silence, filthy serpent,” an arachne yelled. A loud slap followed her words, and his Prime let out a pained gasp.
“I’m… going to enjoy killing you,” Gabriel growled through clenched teeth. “Rip your soul out and feed on it!”
More screeching laughter, but this time it didn’t bother him as much. He hardly noticed.
Gabriel focused on his bonds. All that mattered was reconnecting with them.
I can still almost feel Meri. This spider bitch can’t sever our connection!
The more he visualized reaching out to Merideva, the less intense the pain wracking his body. He withdrew his mind entirely from the Mortal Realm and raced toward the Core.
His efforts succeeded, and he could suddenly feel Cindra and Sthuza crying out through their bonds. The unbridled panic and despair from them drove all remaining thoughts of pain from his mind.
The link between them felt jagged and grated on his senses, but Gabriel reached out blindly for his bonded and grasped at anything he could find.
He brushed something and latched on. Merideva clung to him just as firmly, her connection carrying even more dread than those of his bonded.
The innocent Core was a glowing ball of raw emotion, and he wrapped her shivering presence with his own and calmed her. As he soothed her fear, a trusting warmth rushed from her depths and seemed to settle within him.
Meri didn’t want him to leave, but he pulled back and reached out to the next bond. It was cool, green, and filled with centuries of loneliness, regret, and a sliver of hope. He followed it to the gorgon’s presence.
Sthuza, his incredible Prime, was a twisting, spiraling serpent in the immaterial space. She thrashed and hissed. He gently stroked the coiling snake and thought of his love and respect for the talented, loyal gorgon.
Unlike the innocent warmth he had drawn from Meri, Sthuza’s very soul rose and flooded him with her Essence, all of her energy. She seethed in desperation, willing all of herself to him, to sacrifice her being to save him.
He drank deeply from her offering but stopped when the glowing serpent began to shiver. Stroking the smooth scales one final time, he slipped away from her presence.
Looking for Cindra now, Gabriel turned his senses toward the lovable hellhound. He almost drowned when she pulled him into a molten pool of energy.
Innocent trust. Absolute loyalty. An overwhelming
need
to serve him.
All of her emotions washed over him and dragged him deeper into the viscous lake of blue magma that was her innermost self.
Her unshakable faith warmed him, penetrated his soul, and scorched clear all the fear and doubt that plagued him.
Gabriel calmed. He wasn’t drowning—he couldn’t drown here. Cindra would never hurt him. He felt it with every last strand of his tattered soul.
And he suddenly realized that it was tattered. His loyal hellhound softly whimpered as her blue tongue licked at the ragged edges.
Right where Estrial sacrificed me to steal the crystal. My soul is no longer whole.
Where there should have been a single, smooth fabric of Soul Essence, was instead a tattered, patchwork abomination.
Patches of four different colors bordered the worst of the damage.
Pink—his powerful but fragile bond with the young Core.
Green—the growing connection he’d built with a lonely, wise gorgon.
Blue—the absolute devotion from a cheerful hellhound, so bright he could barely look at it.
And an evil, purple-black miasma that actively burrowed tendrils of shadowy darkness into the rifts torn in his Essence.
That’s… concerning, but I need to focus. Stopping Yesera is all that matters right now!
Feeling confident, he plunged back into the fiery depths of Cindra’s soul and embraced her eagerly.
She responded instantly and shared of herself just as the others had. Her essence flowed smoothly into Gabriel and seemed to fill in the frayed wounds of his soul.
He pulled back from her, then soothed her reluctance with a gentle mental caress.
Soon.
◆◆◆
 
All of the agony that filled Gabriel’s battered body rushed back into his consciousness at the same time.
Then he vomited.
Bile seared his already raw throat as the pain blanked all thought from his mind.
“That is disgusting, but it doesn’t change anything, Dungeon Master. You. Are. Mine. There is no reason for you to suffer like this, or for your little whores. Surrender,” Yesera said. Her voice came from across the room now.
Gabriel forced one eye open, trembling with the effort, but grinned when he saw the hideous arachne standing in front of his kneeling bonded.
“Please do watch, I would hate for you to miss out. Wasted suffering is such a terrible thing,” she said, the unblemished side of her face toward him.
Despite reconnecting to his bonded, the Area Suppression still prevented any spellcasting. Even if it didn’t, he couldn’t perform the precise gestures to help form the glyphs, and as battered as he was, he wouldn’t dare try casting without his conduit.
Not that I have any mana left—
His thoughts flashed back to what he’d seen within his soul.
Are you still there? Help me, or you’ll never be able to make me serve you.
‘Master?’
Sthuza called in his mind. Gabriel ignored her concerned tone.
I know you can hear me. I saw you digging into my soul. Help me!
Sthuza pushed more thoughts at him, but he focused his attention on the profane voice that reverberated a second later.
‘You submit to us?’
No, but you’re going to aid me, anyway. You’ve been begging me to use your power. To consume souls.
The dark presence seemed to smirk.
Gabriel kept silent, though it took all of his discipline not to yield to the pain radiating from the spear impaled through his left shoulder and the sword that pinned his right hand.
‘You wish to use our power now?’
Yes. Help me kill the arachne.
‘You refused before.’
Something brushed across Gabriel’s mind. It clawed at his thoughts and rifled through his memories.
‘You plan to die for your pets.’
Before he could reply, the mind-voice cackled.
‘No matter. Taste a hint of true power. You will submit and serve us. Soon.’
Gabriel shuddered as pain wracked his body, but his mind grew calm and smooth. He turned inward and opened himself to the revolting darkness that ate at his soul.
Heedless of its source, Gabriel drew upon it. Tapped it and begged for the dark power he’d used several times before.
Instantly, he felt the vile shadow-stuff well up inside him. A sickening pulse of ravenous hunger, it craved to destroy everything. He concentrated on the idea of it striking down the scarred arachne.
The evil energy scorched its way along his internal leylines, setting his nerves aflame until it built up within his throbbing hand.
Gabriel took a deep breath, bit his lip, then ripped his hand from the sword pinning it. Flesh tore as small bones scrapped and snapped against the unyielding metal, but he fought through it.
Blood filled his mouth as he moaned at the agony of his devastated hand. He shoved everything but his target and the foul power from his mind.
He struggled to lift his arm high enough to aim.
The closest arachne slashed down at him. Sharp steel sliced through his bloody coat and lit his back up with more burning pain.
Gabriel didn’t flinch, but he barked a bitter laugh when the dark force erupted from his savaged palm.
Despite the Area Suppression, a vicious purple tendril shot forth and speared Yesera’s giant abdomen. It tore through her black chitin effortlessly.
She screamed. The arachne guarding him raised her blade again.
His arm dropped. The burning pain of his hand faded beneath the gut-churning nausea of the vile attack he’d unleashed.
More screams and growls drowned out the larger arachne. Gabriel ignored it all.
I hope Meri can help Cindra and Sthuza survive my death.
While he waited for the arachne above him to end his life, Gabriel watched the miasmic bolt devour Yesera. Her legs gave out, and she fell onto her side.
Her six eyes locked onto his. Gabriel couldn’t turn away.
“What kind of abom—” Yesera gasped before shuddering. Her fangs extended obscenely as her words morphed into an earsplitting scream.
The tendril rippled as it burrowed more and more of its mass within the screaming monster. Long seconds passed before deceptively beautiful, charnel lilies erupted from the dying arachne.
The purple-black flowers bloomed and seemed to pulse as Yesera grew quiet.
He tried to roll over and groaned when he pulled against the spearhead still lodged through his chest. His jagged ribs ground against it, and blood flowed from the deep slash across his back, soaking his gambeson.
Over his own pathetic whimpering, several voices cried out in shock, fear, and pain.
Seconds after his attack, the clash of metal on metal filled the room. Creepy chittering sounded in the background but faded quicker than the ring of weapons on armor.
“Massster? Are you awake?”
He coughed, moaned when that set off a fresh wave of pain, and opened an eye.
“Yeah, unfortunately,” he gasped.
“No, do not—” Sthuza cried before his shoulder lit up again. If possible, the spear hurt worse coming out than going in.
“Bastard wasn’t going to heal with that stuck in him, and it wasn’t ever gonna get easier to pull out,” Reyna said, though he barely heard her over his scream.
Gentle pressure covered the sudden shock, and he heard quiet hissing above him as voices in the background argued.
His eyelids grew heavy, and he dozed off momentarily, awakening to a wet, tickling sensation on his mauled right hand.
He opened his eyes again and saw a thick, blue tongue licking the mangled remains of his hand. “I don’t think that’s the kind of wound you can kiss and make better.”
If I die now, what happens to Meri and my bonded?




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

“Are you fucking serious? I already stuck my neck out for you deranged dungeon-dwellers! Now you want me to give him my gods-damned soul too?” Reyna screamed, waking Gabriel.
His consciousness returned to a physical presence of pure pain. Everything ached, burned, or throbbed. He drew a ragged, wet breath and swallowed at the overpowering taste of blood.
At least that’s better than vomit.
“It is not so bad as all that, I assure you,” Sthuza said. “Besides, we both know you were going to demand he bond you, eventually. What harm is there in accelerating your timetable slightly?”
“Aggh! You… gah! Whatever,” Reyna muttered.
“You have my most sincere gratitude,” his Prime said.
“Yeah, thanks for agreeing to help my Dungeon Master,” Merideva added.
Reyna snarled. “Save your damn gratitude and get the stupid thing started.”
“Of course,” Sthuza said, and Gabriel could hear the gorgon’s smirk through the fog of pain.
“Growing Pack is good!” Cindra yipped from just above him.
“Yeah, yeah, shut it, you mangy flea-motel.”
“Cindra not mangy.”
Reyna continued to grumble as he faded in and out of consciousness over several minutes. Sleep was a blessed respite from the incessant pain and his labored breathing.
Someone cradled his head and cool fingers parted his lips. Sweet, fruity liquid poured into his mouth, and Gabriel struggled to swallow the soothing potion.
“Master, I am afraid we must move you now,” Sthuza whispered from right next to him.
“Mmhm,” he groaned.
“Be careful with him,” Meri said.
Strong hands lifted him from the cold, wet stone and carried him across the room. Despite their tender efforts, he felt jagged bones grind against one another, and he bit his lip to keep from screaming.
Given what Yesera did to me, plus that other one slicing my back open, bet the only reason I’m still alive is how much Essence Meri invested in my body.
That reminded Gabriel of when he saw Cindra’s condition via the Interface, and he pulled it up. A single thought shifted the display to his stats, but unlike when he viewed the hellhound, there was no mention of Blood Points or Hit Points.
He switched the Interface over to Cindra.
BP:240/250
HP:245/250
Are those only for monitoring my bonded? At least it looks like Cindra’s been healed. Sthuza probably used alchemical salves for the minor wounds. I’m the only one getting gored lately.
They gently laid him down again, and something shifted around in his chest.
Painfully.
He cracked his eyelids open to see Cindra and Sthuza staring at him, their eyes glistening. Merideva’s orb glowed just behind them, and he winced against the brightness.
“Wha… happened? Is everyone okay?” he asked.
“Shh, everyone else is fine, but right now you need to concentrate on performing the ritual, Master.”
“Ritual?”
“You are gravely injured. You must bind Miss Reyna to you if we are to recover the Domain Crystal in time. Bonding such a powerful lycan should give you enough of her regeneration to restore your body,” Sthuza explained, her soft voice tight with tension.
She’s mentioned before that I gain power from them, but I haven’t taken the time to learn enough about it. Need to change that.
“How bad off am I?”
Cindra and Sthuza looked at each other, and Meri’s glow morphed to a dim blue.
“You look like shit, Dungeon Master,” Reyna said. “Why the hells did ya let that bitch shank you so many times?”
Gabriel laughed, which caused pain to blossom along one side of his chest and his back.
“Yeah, you probably shouldn’t laugh,” she said, sounding almost guilty.
Sweet, seductive darkness called to him, his eyes growing impossibly heavy.
“Massster, you mussst ssstay awake!” Sthuza said, one hand squeezing his uninjured shoulder.
The gentle touch drew his attention and seemed to revitalize his mind.
“I have the ritual traced out, and Lady Merideva is preparing to help Miss Reyna with her side. But you have to inject your mental presence into the ritual, or it will fail,” she said.
She leaned in, pressing a chaste kiss to his bloody lips.
Up close, he could see she was on the verge of losing it altogether. Her pupils were flared until they almost eclipsed her green irises, and the snakes about her head were rubbing against each other consolingly.
He swallowed and looked in her eyes. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
Sthuza froze, her head-snakes all looking away from his gaze, then nodded.
“Yes, Master. I fear… it may take weeks for you to heal without Reyna’s bond. We have done what we can to treat your wounds, but you lost a great deal of blood.”
Gabriel focused on his bond with the gorgon and instantly knew she was lying. His back burned where the second arachne had carved him open, and he couldn’t ignore the gaping hole in his chest.
At least it’s not my heart this time.
“And you would never regain the use of your hand without magical assistance,” she whispered.
He grimaced as he drew a ragged breath. “Still worth it to save you all. Had to”—a wet cough erupted, and he spat up more blood before continuing—”protect the Core.”
“Packmaster saved everyone. Now you need to add Cranky Panties to the Pack.”
“Oh hells no, mutt! You are not calling me that!”
He heard a brief scuffle as Cindra and Reyna tumbled and snarled at each other for several minutes while his Prime hissed at the pair.
Can’t blame Reyna for not wanting that nickname. Way worse than “Snakey.”
Too tired to turn his head and watch, he waited patiently in the pleasant fog of nearly asleep until they settled down again and returned to his field of view.
Reyna was glaring, and Cindra looked rather smug. Sthuza stepped up last, still shaking her head, but her tense expression softened when she saw his gaze.
“Everything is ready now, Master. You must form the initial thread for the bond, then Lady Merideva and I will help Reyna catch hold of it and finish connecting her to you.
“Okay, I’ll try,” he said as he tried to keep his eyes focused on the beautiful gorgon. Meri floated closer and lowered herself to rest on his stomach.
“You have to bond her, Gabriel. Please? You can’t die now,” Merideva whispered.
“You’re sure that nothing bad will happen?” Reyna asked.
“Master would never betray your trust. This ritual is all about you. He will do nothing beyond tying your soul to Lady Merideva through him,” Sthuza replied.
Reyna said something else, but Gabriel ignored their talk.
Forcing his mind away from the throbbing pains that radiated through his body, he turned his focus inward. He wove the first few arcane glyphs using only his will.
His professors had explained the fundamentals of magic well enough. He knew it was possible to cast any spell without gestures or incantations. But, he’d never tried it on anything so complex before.
Never been this badly wounded, either. I think Sthuza might have downplayed the severity a touch. Doubt she’d urge me to risk this otherwise. Going to use every damn point of Essence to grow stronger if I survive the night.
He spent what felt like minutes meticulously forming each symbol within his mind. Then he slipped a trace of mana into the perfected glyph and added it to the slowly emerging spell.
Cindra whined nervously, and Reyna muttered under her breath while he continued to lie there motionless. He ignored them, his full attention on the task before him.
“Be sssilent, he isss working, can you not feel it?” Sthuza admonished the pair quietly. Gabriel ignored that too.
It took hours, or at least it felt like it had, before he empowered the final arcane glyph, and the spell to connect with the petite lycan was complete.
He let out a tense breath, the slight movement sending only a mild twinge of pain through his left side, and then released the spell.
Not sure if the pain lessening is a good thing or a bad one.
Gabriel cast his worries aside. He knew it would take every bit of willpower left in him to successfully bond with Reyna.
And that’s if she cooperates. Doubt I have the energy left to fight if she tries to dominate me.
He let go of his physical presence and floated along the gentle path to the waiting werebadger. After bonding the other two, he’d expected to find the process both familiar and easier.
Only seconds after he brushed against the white glow reaching out from Reyna’s presence, he realized that might have been a mistake.
Where Sthuza was soothing and refined, Reyna was a raging torrent of raw emotions.
Cindra’s inner self was a fiery pool of strong passions, but it had soft, smooth edges. The lycan was all jagged spikes and coarse grit. The moment Gabriel touched her true self, the concentration of her Soul Essence, she latched onto him like a leech.
One with lots of gnashing teeth.
He screamed in shock before reminding himself that none of this was physical. It was all happening somewhere else.
I really need to learn more about this whole experience. This is nothing like when I bonded Sthuza or Cindra.
Gabriel shook away the distraction and forced his touch to spread across the prickly ball of raging pain and hate and despair. He slowly got a better sense of the diminutive woman’s hidden nature.
It feels like there is something concealed deep within her. Something more than just burning, white-hot anger.
As soon as he thought that, he felt a gentle, almost submissive reaction to his spiritual avatar. After all of the virulent spite and rage, Gabriel was quick to notice the soft kindness and empathy cowering beneath the surface. Focusing on it, he dove within the defensive swirl of Essence.
Following the discordant sensation, he found it much easier to avoid the worst of the vicious spikes and pits of boiling angst that seemed to fill the bright depths of Reyna’s soul.
Gabriel knew his timid guide led him along the safest route. Despite that, he still brushed against enough jagged, painful edges to make him question the wisdom of his actions.
What would happen if she decided not to bond with him? Would it fail, or could she overwhelm him and turn him into a puppet like Sthuza had mentioned?
The moment we get that crystal back, I’m turning this place into a bunker and not leaving until I understand what the hells I’m doing.
He was catching up to the bundle of kindness and tenderness he’d been following. It, or she maybe, was slowing down, allowing him to overtake and touch the lycan’s vulnerable soft side.
Unsettled and off balance due to the strange nature of this other place, Gabriel slammed his avatar into the delicate ball of soft-white emotions instead of brushing against it.
Like her prickly exterior, everything he felt was surging and churning. A frothing maelstrom of emotions, thoughts, and dreams. Unlike those he’d passed on his way in, these were nothing but kindness, love, and a sincere desire for simple companionship.
She’s every bit as lonely and scared as the rest of us were, she’s just too stubborn to let it show. Is she consciously aware of what I’m sensing from her now?
The timid, ethereal presence suffusing him shifted and tightened around him, squeezing gently but insistently.
Guess that’s a yes?
Again Reyna’s gooey inner self pressed into him, almost desperate for more contact.
Taking the hint, he willed himself to relax, softening his own soul and allowing the hesitant presence to enter him.
Gabriel had thought the emotions he’d felt earlier were intense. But they were nothing compared to what he experienced when Reyna’s true self merged with his. She clung to him in desperation and attached her Essence to his in a disturbingly permanent manner.
Even Cindra wasn’t this absolute in her submission to me. What is up with the real Reyna?
Seeming to sense his doubt, the presence permeating his soul shivered. Gabriel tried to comfort her, but Reyna cowered away from him, and a wave of unbearable shame threatened to drive him out.
He dug his heels in and used every bit of willpower he could muster to prevent Reyna from pushing him away—or fleeing.
After what he’d felt from her, there was no way he was leaving her to suffer alone. The level of loss and loneliness there was as sharp and painful as what his other bonded had when he’d met them.
Intense concentration quickly sapped at his consciousness. Gabriel felt himself growing weaker and redoubled his effort, forcing thoughts of acceptance and love toward the humiliated werebadger.
For several moments it seemed like Reyna was winning. He felt her pulling fragments of herself from him. Each vibrant emotion she stole back left a gaping hole, but all Gabriel could think of was how desperately she’d clung him.
Reyna worked hard to seal off more and more of the intense emotions that swirled under ever greater pressure within the tiny lycan. Then without any fanfare or warning, she stopped.
With the sudden loss of all resistance, he surged forward and encompassed her entire being. All of the twisted, clashing memories in her combined into one and accepted his now exposed soul.
Even as Gabriel submerged her entire soul within his, she exploded outward, filling it in a strangely pleasant fashion. Her spunky, rough presence spread a strange confidence throughout him.
He felt it when the ritual finished, and a powerful bond formed between them. Instead of separating, their connection deepened, drawing him in further. His newest bonded dove into the swirling pool of memories and dragged him with her.
More of Reyna’s experiences played out in his mind’s eye. Gabriel watched as her life raced up to the moment they met.
A thousand memories of living in a small cabin rushed by. Her sister’s lively face, a near mirror for Reyna’s, smiled at him from uncountable moments of the werebadger’s life.
The initial warmth and love for her small family transformed into an unquenchable hatred during a rapid blur of painful memories. Scenes continued to play out at a near blinding speed, growing fuzzier until he spotted Estrial’s party.
The images slowed, and Gabriel saw his group arrive in the baron’s sex dungeon. It played out just the way he remembered.
Until the moment Reyna insulted his bonded.
One second he stood there. The next, he vanished in a blur of purple-black that left a trail across the room before he reappeared next to the petite lycan. Hand already around Reyna’s slender throat, he slammed her against the stone wall.
Except she was in her hybrid form when I did that.
Her golden eyes flashed, and a confused jumble of emotions rushed at Gabriel.
Desire, fear, arousal, and self-loathing. All drenched in a twisted fusion of absolute powerlessness and extreme lust.
Is this what Reyna felt?
Everyone ignored him. The event continued to unfold, but it morphed and changed more the longer it played out.
Cindra growled, and Sthuza sneered at the gasping werebadger. The hateful looks on the faces of his bonded shocked Gabriel, but his attention was drawn to his double.
The Dungeon Master glared at Reyna. “You’re weak. Worthless. I’ve no need for a pathetic loser like you,” he said.
Only it sounded like a woman pretending to be a man.
Was that Reyna’s voice?
The lycan’s eyes flashed, and she whimpered when he squeezed her neck.
More emotions flooded Gabriel. It took him several seconds to sort through the swirling morass, but he soon realized the lust was stronger now.
As the fear receded, desire radiated from Reyna and all but overwhelmed everything else.
Once he grew accustomed to experiencing his copy’s senses, he realized all he could do was sit back and watch like a voyeur.
What is going on? Is this in Reyna’s mind? Is this what she feared would happen… or did she want it to happen? Am I watching her fantasy?
“Perhapsss she hasss value asss a ssexx ssslave, Massster?” the false Sthuza said in Reyna’s voice.
The fake Cindra nodded. “Packmaster should mount her and find out!” she said, sounding like a slightly deeper Reyna.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The vision grew clearer, more detailed, and Gabriel watched the fantasy play out in the baron’s sex dungeon. He frowned when his doppelganger leered at Reyna and tightened his grip on her throat.
Her eyes flared when Not-Gabriel ripped off her silk panties. She shook her head but couldn’t suppress an eager grin.
The domineering copy laughed and repositioned her against the rough stone wall.
Fake-Cindra darted in and ripped his pants open, freeing his flaccid member. She took it in her mouth and sucked greedily.
False-Sthuza grumbled but knelt next to her and licked the lycan’s exposed, and surprisingly wet, slit.
Reyna whimpered and bucked, but Not-Gabriel tightened the hand about her throat. Then, he yanked the red-and-black corset down to expose her breasts.
She gasped and squirmed as the gorgon’s prehensile tongue penetrated her, but Not-Gabriel grabbed her hip with his free hand.
Cindra released his massive erection with a wet plop. “Packmaster ready,” she said with Reyna’s voice.
Not-Gabriel lifted Reyna and lined the head of his shaft with her glistening entry.
Her amber eyes pleaded with him, but a powerful wave of desire flooded across Gabriel’s newest bond. Not-Gabriel smirked, then he slammed his hips toward hers.
She moaned before biting her lip.
Gabriel gasped at the rush of sensations that filled him. He felt every exquisite second as his doppelganger penetrated the beautiful woman.
What is this?
Again and again, Not-Gabriel rocked his pelvis in short, brutal thrusts. The lycan whimpered and whined though his grip on her neck never loosened.
“How isss she, Massster?” Sthuza asked in that fake voice. She stepped close and licked Reyna’s ear.
“Not bad. Shit compared to you fine bitches. But better than most of the others,” Not-Gabriel grunted between thrusts. Again the voice sounded like Reyna imitating him.
I don’t talk like that! Hells, there are no others!
Reyna flinched. Her eyes flashed toward Gabriel’s perspective.
Did she hear me?
There was no answer beyond the slap of flesh and breathless gasps.
“Ooo! Packmaster should use some toys on her!”
“Good idea,” Sthuza agreed.
Not-Gabriel loosened his grip on Reyna’s neck and pulled his engorged manhood from her tight channel. She squirmed, but Cindra helped him carry her over to a padded table.
“Don’t you fucking touch me!” Reyna screamed when Sthuza moved to strap her down. Her face was flushed, and her hungry amber eyes never looked away from Not-Gabriel’s slick shaft.
Gabriel glared at the other him. Now naked, the doppelganger raised his hand to slap the lycan.
No!
To his surprise, the scene froze.
Except for Reyna. She twisted about, and her eyes darted back to Gabriel’s perspective. When their gazes met, he sighed as Sthuza’s words about bonding came back to him.
This must be something Reyna wants. But then why…
He tossed the thought aside when she whimpered again. She bucked her hips toward the frozen man puppet, but he didn’t flinch.
A wave of doubt swept past Gabriel, and he sighed at the surge of Reyna’s emotions. He quickly realized how much she craved acceptance and how scared she was that he would cast her aside.
“Fine, but if we’re doing this, we do it my way.” The words, his words, came from the doppelganger that stood over the nude lycan. A second later, his perspective shifted, and he stood over her.
Reyna, still unbound, trembled on the sturdy table. Her face was beet red, but her eyes were glued to his erect member.
Hope this doesn’t turn awkward.
He stepped closer and lined up. Reyna arched her hips and pressed her nether lips against him.
“Is this really what you want?” he asked quietly.
Reyna glared at him for a second, then looked away and nodded.
He shook his head and then slipped inside her.
Despite her petite build, he had little trouble hilting himself, and they both moaned when he bottomed out.
She was almost too tight. Gabriel doubted he would fit if she wasn’t so wet.
And if she hadn’t already ridden me… him… this body. Whatever.
He pulled back, and she whimpered when he almost plopped out. Remembering how she’d imagined he’d behave, Gabriel slammed forward. He worked his hips with quick, forceful thrusts.
Reyna moaned. She grew more vocal but then began to bite her lip and writhe as he tried to pound her through the table.
While Gabriel focused on enjoying her, his bonded leapt back into action.
“Yay, Packmaster. Breed her like you breed Cindra,” the muscular hellhound cried.
He glanced over and saw both of his fake bonded. They lay entwined on a wide bed across the room. Nude.
There wasn’t a bed there before.
The pair of monster girls looked up and beckoned Gabriel over.
His vision swam, and he blinked, then found himself kneeling over Reyna, who now lay on the bed beside his bonded.
Sthuza untangled herself from Cindra, crawled over, and knelt above the smaller woman. She grinned at Gabriel, then lowered her crotch to the lycan’s face.
“Don’t you dare!” Reyna said. A wave a disgust poured out from her. That seemed to heighten her desire even more.
The gorgon’s emerald eyes flared, and she ground her entrance against Reyna’s mouth. “Do be a good little ssservant and pleasssure your bettersss.”
The werebadger growled and struggled, but Sthuza just laughed and wiggled her hips, smothering the other woman’s response.
“Mmhm, yesss…” Sthuza said in that false voice.
Is this what Reyna desires?
The moment he asked the question, he felt a pull toward her. Gabriel didn’t fight it. He let the moaning, gasping lycan guide him.
Soon his hand was wrapped around Reyna’s neck again as he pounded her into the firm mattress. She moaned into Sthuza with every powerful thrust.
Her presence slipped away from him again, but he felt a warm gratitude when he kept up the same punishing pace.
He accepted her desire and focused on enjoying the ride as all four of them moaned and sought climax.
A pressure began to build all around Gabriel. The entire dungeon shifted and shimmered as the need to finish arose.
It washed over him suddenly and with a fierce intensity. The moment he realized it was all part of Reyna’s fantasy, that she was ready and wanted him to erupt within her, he relaxed into the pleasure.
He slammed his manhood deep into the sweat-soaked lycan and growled. His hot seed flooded her tight insides, and she screamed as Sthuza climaxed on top of her.
Gabriel worked his hips a few more times, pumping his entire load into Reyna, then collapsed onto her.
Sthuza and Cindra vanished. The baron’s sex dungeon shimmered and disappeared.
Gabriel focused his will on their surroundings, and the immaterial void shifted into his room at the Careless Queen.
Reyna jerked in surprise, but she relaxed when he rolled over on the double bed. Her face reddened, but she shifted closer, snuggling against his chest.
“Do you want to talk about what just happened?” Gabriel asked.
The petite lycan shook her head, so he sighed and wrapped one arm around her.
As they lay there, Reyna began to almost purr. The sound startled Gabriel, but he leaned close and kissed the side of her head.
She sighed happily, and Gabriel held her until the fantasy faded away. As the room vanished, Reyna whispered something he couldn’t hear.
Once the last image disappeared, their intimately connected souls were all that remained.
◆◆◆
 
The two souls stayed merged, a single pulsing of shared existence until both came down from the intense emotional climax and slowly separated.
When his mind was his own again, Gabriel turned his senses toward the still white-hot presence of his newest bonded. And Reyna was bonded to him, every bit as thoroughly as the others.
A thin band of energy tethered the pair of souls, the white energy pulsing in time with her heart.
He looked at Reyna again and studied her more carefully. Her metaphysical presence remained every bit as jagged and uninviting as before.
But now Gabriel could sense the way to a secret opening. It took only a single thought to find himself floating before an inviting entrance. The door was already opening to welcome him back into her innermost sanctum.
Her invitation sorely tempted him, but the more he remained in his mind, the more he remembered their circumstances.
Have to head back. I don’t know how long this took.
Reyna’s presence whimpered, but he felt a surge of reluctant agreement. A thought later, and he was once more painfully aware of his physical body. Every wound ached, but the sensation was dull compared to before. An unnatural tingling radiated from each place, the most intense being where Yesera had impaled him with her spear.
“I really need to stop getting injured so often,” Gabriel muttered, drawing startled gasps and sobs.
“Yes, you really do, Master. I do not enjoy seeing you like this,” Sthuza replied, sniffling.
“Grouchy Panties is Pack now?”
“I said you’re not calling me that you over-boobed firestarter,” Reyna yelled loudly, from far too close.
“Reyna, are you okay?” he asked.
He opened his eyes and found himself in the simple room Merideva had created for him. Turning his head toward Reyna’s voice, he spotted his newest bonded.
The werebadger stood in human form, and her amber eyes briefly connected with his. Her face reddened, and she twisted to the side.
“What? Why wouldn’t I be? You’re the walking dildo that got pin cushioned,” she snapped.
I thought we’d made a connection earlier. Did the bond break?
The moment Gabriel thought it, the Dungeon Interface appeared before his eyes. A quick glance at the glowing pane revealed that she was his third bonded.
Even after their shared experience, it was a relief to see the display include her. To his surprise, though, he still had an open slot.
Reyna Keenclaw
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Badger Lycanthrope)
Sex: Female
Age: 24
Soul Essence: 845
Bonded Monster to Gabriel Grimm
Affinity: 55
Upgrades: 0
Threat Rating: B
Current Bonded Monsters: 3
Maximum Bonded Monsters: 4
I didn’t check before bonding her, so maybe it’s from when I leveled up in the castle? Or from killing Yesera? And Affinity is new.
Gabriel shook the question aside. “My mistake obviously. You’ll have to forgive me, my dear bonded. Clearly, my injuries addled my mind,” he said, turning his head and grinning at Sthuza.
‘I can sense only the vaguest nature of your experience, Master. You simply must tell me all about it afterward. I am most curious about your new feelings toward her.’
Sure thing, but later.
He turned his attention back to the still ranting lycan just in time to learn that she definitely wasn’t going to make things easy for him.
“And I don’t care that we did that freaky, soul sex shit. Just cause those two go into heat at the thought of yer huge dong, don’t think I’m gonna join ‘em. That was a one-time thing.”
“Soul sex? Master, is there a reason Reyna appears to have received a far more intimate bonding than myself or the dog?” Sthuza asked. Her tone was sharp, but the smirk on her face as she peeked at Reyna told the truth.
Cindra’s blue eyes flashed. “Is soul sex better than regular sex?”
Unbridled mirth filled his bond with the gorgon as Reyna turned away from them all and stomped over to a pile of arachne weapons.
“Soul sex doesn’t count,” the lycan muttered.
“Try not to tease her too much,” Gabriel whispered when his Prime leaned in close and carefully embraced him.
“Of course not, Master,” she replied softly, her cool breath tickling his ear.
“Now that that’s settled, let’s see if I can get to one of the bedrolls,” Gabriel said. He leaned up slightly and, while it still hurt, he didn’t feel anything tear open.
“Be careful, Master. While you received an aspect of her innate regeneration and healed the worst of your injuries, you will still need time to fully recover.”
“What? But I saw Reyna heal from dozens of wounds in minutes,” he protested.
Sthuza chuckled, and the soft sound elicited a smile from the tired Dungeon Master. “Yes, but she is a true lycan. Miss Reyna is a werebadger—one of the most potent strains in existence. But you only receive a portion of your bonded’s abilities.”
Gabriel opened his mouth to respond, but Sthuza brushed his lips with her fingers.
“When we bonded, my innate magical nature increased the raw power of your spellcasting, Master. I believe that Cindra boosted your strength and toughness, and likely granted you some measure of increased healing.
“Reyna’s regeneration then enhanced that by an order of magnitude or more. At the same time, you have not acquired my petrifying gaze, Cindra’s firebreathing, or our shapeshifting. That is because your Soul Essence and level as a Dungeon Master affects how much of our power you can gain. The strength and age of the bond have a significant effect as well.”
“Oh right, well, the bond with her felt pretty strong,” he replied.
“Really, Master?” Sthuza teased.
“Don’t you try and pretend it was anything more than the very basic connection we both know it was. You fucking manwhore,” Reyna shouted, still facing away from them.
He glanced at Sthuza, whose smirk grew even wider, then shook his head. “Of course not, my dear third bonded, I would not dare besmirch your honor,” he said, grinning.
“Damn right,” she grumbled. “And in exchange for helping your mangled ass, I’m taking these swords.”
He let Sthuza help him sit up before turning to see what the lycan was talking about.
Leaning heavily against his Prime, he looked over to find Reyna testing the heft of Yesera’s twin swords.
She clearly liked them as she was soon swinging them about her in a surprisingly graceful demonstration of skill.
“If you’re so familiar with swords, why did you use your claws and fangs up until now?” he asked after she ran through a lengthy routine.
Reyna froze. She slowly twisted her head toward him.
Her face was cherry red, and her honey-colored eyes threatened to pop from her head as she stared at him for several long seconds.
Then she screamed.
Despite her normally gruff voice, the petite lycan’s screech was so high-pitched she set off Cindra.
The hellhound dove behind the altar with her hands covering her furry ears.
Mercifully, Reyna quieted a few seconds later, and Gabriel turned back to her.
She stood fully transformed and glared at him. Her furry muzzle was set in a look of pure rage.
“Maybe cause I love the feel of their guts as I shred their flesh. The warmth of their lifeblood filling my mouth and pouring down my throat,” Reyna snarled.
Shocked by her hostility, he reached out to their bond and studied her. While he could feel her anger and indignation, it was far fainter than expected given her savage display.
He dove deeper, seeking the truth of her. Hidden beneath the spike-covered surface, her presence was filled with embarrassment, fear, and self-doubt.
There was more. Gabriel peeled through the emotions and sensed a hint of longing. A burning desire for something Reyna refused to reveal. But mixed in with all the rest was a staggering font of love and gratitude that was entirely at odds with her outward manner.
She’s going to be a handful, isn’t she?
‘Based on the sense I get through you, I would agree, Master.’
Gabriel sighed and smiled at the snarling werebadger. Her facial fur bushed out, and her eyes narrowed before she turned her back and stomped into the far corner.
“I’m tired after all this shit. I’ll help you track down that elf skank after some sleep,” Reyna declared before dropping onto one of Sthuza’s bedrolls.
He glanced about and noticed that three others were set up on the other side of the room.
“That sounds fine, Reyna. And thank you for agreeing to bond me. I promise you’ll have a home here as long as you want it.”
She hunched her shoulders closer, curling up away from them, and he sighed before turning back to his other bonded.
“Thank you, Gabriel,” Reyna whispered. It was so faint he wasn’t positive he’d even heard her.
“Well, Master, now that we have that out of the way, we should get some rest as well,” Sthuza said.
He nodded and started toward the middle of the three bedrolls.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The moment Gabriel lay down on the bedroll, Cindra was at his side, her beaming face inches from his. “Packmaster killed evil spider bitch, avenged old Pack! Ready to mate again? Grouchy Panties has to wait until Snakey and Cindra both go first, right?”
Gabriel stared at her for a second, then flopped back on the bedding.
“Sorry, but I—”
“Master is far too weakened to risk injuring himself rutting with you, you musclebound breast-monster,” Sthuza said. She walked over and stepped in between them.
“And as for you, Master,” she said, staring down at him sternly. “You will sleep on the outside roll tonight. I will sleep in the middle to prevent this furbrain from molesting you in your sleep.”
He chuckled, then winced when the ache in his chest reminded him that he’d had a spear stuck through him recently. Only then did he think to check his injuries.
Kind of surprised it doesn’t hurt worse.
Someone had removed his padded coat and dressed his wounds. The left side of his chest was bound in clean white bandages.
A glance at his right hand revealed similar cloth wrapped around his now itchy flesh.
Sthuza sighed from beside him. “I bound your wounds after Cindra cleaned them, but even with the boost of regeneration you acquired from Reyna, it will take more time for your body to fully heal.”
“Especially since you will have to acclimate to the changes from three bonds now. That is no doubt taxing your Essence already.”
“How much change are we talking about,” he asked.
The effects of Cindra’s bond have been pretty blatant. Hope Reyna doesn’t have the same kind of impact on me.
“It is… hard to tell, Master,” she replied. “You are so new to being a DM and still getting a feel for who you are now. And…”
“And?”
She sighed and turned away from him. “And you are bound to some rather powerful monsters, relative to yourself. A normal DM would develop and grow for decades before bonding with a greater gorgon. I have no idea what sort of long-term consequences will arise.”
He nodded. Being careful of his injuries, he reached out and pulled the depressed gorgon to him. “I hope you aren’t blaming yourself, or the others for any of this, my Prime,” he said.
“But—”
He brushed his bandaged fingers against her soft lips. “Nope, I am eternally grateful for each of you and for all you’ve done to help me. So no being negative.
“Sure, I’m a little concerned about the idea of dramatic personality changes. We’ve already seen my temper grow recently,” Gabriel paused to grin at the sulking hellhound nearby.
“But I’d rather face potential changes than be dead—or without you,” he said and punctuated his words with a decisive nod.
“Oh, Massster,” Sthuza replied. She wrapped her arms tight around him, which made him gasp as his battered chest protested.
She loosened her hold on him, a faint blush darkening her green skin. “Sssorry.”
“It was worth it,” he said with a grin.
“And no, Cindra,” he continued, turning to face the stealthily creeping monster girl. “It is not mating time now, either.” When her expressive face fell, he reached out and gently brushed her wild hair with his good hand. “But as soon as it is, I’ll let you know.”
She brightened, her luminous eyes flashing happily. “Packmaster promise?”
He chuckled, and his smile widened when Sthuza giggled.
“Yes, Packmaster promises, and it won’t be long,” he said, still stroking her hair. Surprisingly she hadn’t tried pressing against his hand, demonstrating restraint he wasn’t sure she was capable of.
“But for now, I think there is one more lovely lady that I need to meet with,” he said, causing Cindra to tilt her head and stare in confusion.
“I said I don’t wanna suck your massive dick! Don’t care how hard it gets either!” Reyna shouted from across the room.
Gabriel stared for a moment, then turned to Sthuza and blinked.
His Prime let out a soft giggle, her head-snakes writhing mischievously as her eyes lit with mirth. “I do not believe Master was referring to you, dear.”
A stream of indecipherable profanity erupted from the lycan’s side of the room. Gabriel was thankful she was loud enough to cover up the sounds of his and his Prime’s laughter.
Really don’t want to know what she’d do if she realized how amusing we found that.
A soft amber glow brightened the room, and Gabriel turned toward the partially open door. He could see Merideva’s dimly lit globe peeking around it.
“Yes, Meri, I was referring to you,” he said, smiling. “So get your flawless orb over here.”
Whorls of pink blossomed within the murky yellow glow, and she wobbled through the air toward him.
He watched as she floated closer, seemingly equal parts worried and thrilled.
With his Prime gently supporting his back, he opened his arms wide for the hesitant Core. After a brief pause, she rushed forward and pressed against his right side.
“Gabriel! You came for me,” she said, her normally chipper voice wracked by pained sobs.
“Of course I did, you’re my Dungeon Core, and I’m your Dungeon Master, right?” he said with a chuckle.
She sniffled. “Ye… yeah, that’s right, you’re my Dungeon Master, and I’m not letting anyone steal you from me. Not ever!”
He froze at her odd statement.
Behind him, Sthuza squeezed him tighter, clearly sensing the wrongness of Meri’s concern. He rubbed the sobbing orb soothingly.
“Are you talking about that arachne?” he asked slowly, once the distraught Core calmed down.
Still pressed against his chest, she wiggled side to side.
“Then what are you worried about?”
“I felt that dark force trying to claim you—I could hear its creepy voice saying you were theirs. It even taunted me,” she mumbled. Her voice sounded muffled against his bare chest.
Why does it seem like covering her orb affects the sound? She can project her voice from anywhere in the room.
“What voiccce, Lady Merideva?” Sthuza asked as she moved from behind him.
“Uh,” Gabriel said before swallowing at his Prime’s gaze.
“Isss there sssomething you need to share, Massster?”
“I’ve heard that creepy voice a few more times now,” he confessed.
Sthuza stared at him for a moment, visibly struggling to compose herself. “Other than the two times you mentioned?”
“Yes.”
“Why did you not tell me, Master?”
He sighed and wilted. “Because at first, I wasn’t sure it was real. It was after we slept together. I thought it was a bad dream, remember?” he said.
Sthuza nodded. “But, you have heard it frequently?”
“Yeah, I think it was what pulled me down into the Swarm levels.”
“And why did you hide this?”
“I thought if I didn’t explore again, it wouldn’t matter. Plus, I was starting to wonder if I was going crazy,” Gabriel said.
Sthuza stiffened, all her head-snakes turning their tiny green eyes to glare at him and hissing. “You are not going crazy, Massster! If you ever fear anything odd is happening, pleassse tell me, I will help you,” she said, emerald eyes flaring as she stared at him.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it through,” he replied.
She nodded. “I am not angry, Massster, but you are mossst preccciousss to usss… to me,” she said, trailing off into a nearly silent whisper.
“But tell me more about the voice you heard,” Sthuza said after a brief silence as she gently stroked his cheek.
“It knew I was a Dungeon Master, asked if I was sure about not wanting to change anything. It had this harsh, irregular nature; it was pretty damn creepy.”
“Yeah, the one I heard was like that,” Meri whispered. “It said Gabriel was going to leave me. That it’d take him from me, but would leave me alive to watch as he immersed himself in its power.”
Sthuza hissed, and her head-snakes echoed her. Gabriel reached down and pulled the shivering Core tight against his chest, his good hand wrapped around her warm surface.
“I already told you, I am not going to leave you, and I’m not going to let whoever or whatever that was take me from you. We’re in this together forever, right?” Gabriel said, injecting all the confidence he could muster, or fake, into his words.
Merideva sniffled. “You promise?”
“I promise,” he said solemnly, then grinned. “You wonderful ladies seem to be quite capable of extracting such pledges from me.”
Sthuza giggled next to him, and he relaxed, tension melting away as his Prime calmed. Then powerful arms snaked around his waist and squeezed, crushing the wind from his lungs.
“Ack! Cccindra, let him go thisss inssstant!”
“Packmaster promises Bright Lady and Cindra!”
After the surprise wore off, he managed to suck down enough air to breathe, barely, and turned to face the beautiful, angry gorgon.
“And I promise I won’t keep important things like hearing voices from you either, my beloved Prime,” he said.
Sthuza stared at him. Her snakes were as motionless as she was, all eyes locked on his. Slowly a wide smile spread across her flawless face, and she nodded.
“That is wonderful to hear, Master. Thank you.”
◆◆◆
 
When Cindra was satisfied and released them, Gabriel grinned. He turned toward Reyna, who still lay curled up in her corner. “While I’m freely passing out promises, is there anything you want me to pledge not to do?”
It was hard to be sure, but he thought she flinched at his offer. After a moment, she mumbled something, but he couldn’t even guess at what she’d said.
He touched the still tender bond which connected them and hesitated. Desire, hate, rage, lust, fear, pride, and more all twisted together, throbbing through their bond.
A careful moment of study unraveled the spiraling emotions enough to see that she wanted him to promise her something, but she was terrified to say it.
Gabriel shot a glance at his Prime, then nodded toward the lycan.
Sthuza frowned, then nodded and grabbed hold of Cindra. “Let go of him, you and I need to discuss something in private,” she said.
Clearly reluctant, the hellhound nodded and helped him rise slowly on shaking legs.
When Cindra let go, he staggered toward his newest bonded. She tensed up as he neared, but she didn’t insult him.
Progress.
Standing above Reyna, he looked at her for a moment. She remained tightly curled up, refusing to acknowledge his presence.
He tried to lower himself to the ground next to her, but without assistance, he started to tumble. Reyna jerked, twisted, and reached up to catch him by his hip and unwounded shoulder.
“Gah, what the crap do you have instead of brains in that stupid dome you call a head?” She snapped from right in front of him.
This is the closest we’ve ever been, isn’t it?
She’d caught him at the last moment, preventing him from landing on the stone, but there was barely an inch between their faces. Both stayed unmoving, staring intently into the other’s eyes.
Up close, it’s easier to see how cute she is.
Her amber eyes had a feral intensity that combined well with her boyish face and harsh haircut. She had a peculiar charm.
“Stop staring at me like that fuck-face.”
And like that, she ruins it.
“My apologies, dearest bonded,” he replied with a straight face.
Her eyes widened dangerously, and she snarled at him. Her hands opened and closed repeatedly, squeezing and clutching at him like she wanted to rip him open. But she kept from clawing him up and glanced away blushing, so he counted it as a win.
“I was coming over because I couldn’t really hear what you asked for,” he said, emboldened by her sudden shyness.
“Don’t need anything, shithead,” she mumbled, still not looking at him.
Sighing, he repositioned himself, taking his weight off her and settled back kneeling.
He reached out and placed his bandaged hand on the side of her chin. When she didn’t lash out, he applied the slightest pressure, turning her face to him.
Amber eyes filled with unshed tears, she glared at him, her lips trembling.
“You don’t have to hide your true self from me,” he started, speaking softly as he held her gaze. “I know you’re not going to trust me overnight, but I am grateful for your help. And for saving my life.”
She twitched, and her eyes grew even wider. “Snakes wasn’t supposed to tell you that. Said she’d just say it was bad.”
“No one told me, Reyna. I could sense it from what they didn’t say. Now I want you to tell me what you want, I know it started as a joke, but if there is a promise you want, I’ll do my best to fulfill it for you.”
Reyna opened her mouth, but no words came out, and she jerked her head to the side.
He sighed. “All right. How about I just make a promise I think you’d like?”
She turned back, spearing him with an even more hostile glare.
He couldn’t help but flinch reflexively, and her face dropped.
“Don’t, I-I didn’t mean to,” she said, her amber eyes looking everywhere but at his.
“Shh, it’s all right, I know you won’t hurt me.”
She nodded, and he waited patiently as she composed herself.
After a minute or two, she looked back to him and flashed a small smile. “Please promise you won’t force me t-to have… sex with anyone outside your Pack… like a whore,” she whispered. Her tiny voice cracked as she spoke.
Like what happened to her sister?
He rocked back at her words, then cursed when he saw her pitiful reaction.
“I’m not going to refuse, Reyna. Was just mad at myself for not anticipating you better.” Gabriel hesitantly reached out and placed a hand on her shuddering shoulder.
She looked up again. Her expression was so vulnerable it made his heart ache. “You’ll promise?” she asked, even quieter.
He nodded.
“I promise I’ll never pressure you to do anything sexual with anyone,” he whispered.
Her eyes widened again, and she bared her teeth in a vicious snarl.
“Uh, what’s wrong?” he asked a little louder.
“Not a good promise, too broad,” she growled softly, gnashing her teeth.
Too broad?
“Then what would be better?” he asked after swallowing.
Reyna reached up and pulled his face down to hers again.
She could rip my throat out in a flash, even without shifting.
“Just what I said, and only that,” she breathed against his ear.
He nodded as much as he could in her tight grip, then whispered, “I promise that I’ll never force you to have sex with anyone outside of the Pack.”
Her entire body sagged with relief. She released her grip and took a deep breath.
“Thanks, snake-lover,” she said before pushing him away. “Now get out of here, you smell like wet dog, ash, and that nasty perfume the green one wears.”
Gabriel chuckled and shook his head as he climbed back to his feet.
That one is definitely going to be a handful.
‘Indeed, Master, but I trust you will be able to handle her.’
He blushed at his Prime’s amusement over their bond but turned and shuffled back to join the pair of monster girls still on their bedrolls.
“What are we going to do about keeping watch tonight?” he asked, suddenly remembering that they didn’t want to leave it to the few remaining goblins.
Well… if any of the kobolds survived, they might be trustworthy enough.
“And did any of Meri’s monsters survive?” he added.
“Lady Merideva and I have already resolved that issue for the moment, Master,” Sthuza said.
“Kestria and several of her warriors are on patrol. It is fortunate that Lady Merideva had conjured most of the monsters you agreed to. Kestria led the kobolds in a valiant defense. Twelve remain; they are wounded but will manage. And yes, Cuix, survived the battle, though she will need some time to recover.”
“Well, that’s… good?”
“Indeed, unless,” Sthuza said, then paused as her eyes flashed with amusement. “You wish to tend to her recovery personally, Master?”
He shook his head, black hair whipping about.
“Packmaster adding green chew toy to Pack?” Cindra asked innocently.
Sthuza giggled, and Reyna snickered from her side of the room.
After fixing his smug Prime with a harsh glare, he shifted his eyes to the hellhound, and his jaw dropped.
Cindra had the biggest shit-eating grin he’d ever seen.
Unable to think, he stared mutely at his second bonded until one arm began to respond. Frowning, he pointed a shaky hand at Cindra’s smug face.
Finally, she started laughing, and he couldn’t restrain his own chuckle.
“Did you put her up to that?” he asked, shooting a glance at the smirking gorgon.
Her grin widened, but she shook her head. Not entirely trusting her response, he glanced up at her writhing head-snakes and got the impression that she was telling the truth.
“Well, here’s to hoping at least Reyna’s not interested in being a jester,” he grumbled.
When they’d settled down, his body was sore, but his spirit felt refreshed from spending time with his bonded. With his new family, and they laid down on the combined bedrolls.
“You’re sure we don’t need a watch?” he asked again.
“Yes, Master, and no, I will not explain it tonight. You must trust me.”
“Fine. I trust you; it’s just kind of hard to forget that we’ve been attacked here in the Core Room twice already.”
“Three times actually,” Meri chipped in from where she sat on a pillow near his head. “Don’t forget the time you came down here with your slutty girlfriend and stole my Domain Crystal!”
“She wasn’t my girlfriend,” he snapped back, grumbling to himself as his bonded chortled.
“Really need to rethink the whole ‘Dungeon Master’ title if everyone’s going to constantly tease me.”
“Shh, sleep, Master. You need to relax and sleep. We are all safe now, and you have bested three of your enemies. Soon we will track down the last and begin restoring the dungeon,” Sthuza said. Her soft hand stroked his cheek as he closed his eyes.
“Yeah, you’re right,” Gabriel murmured.
‘We have just begun, Dungeon Master. Don’t grow used to your little pets. They are not worthy of our greatness. You must replace your pathetic Prime. Soon.’
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