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In loving memory of my father.

Dad, I hope your next story is an epic adventure.


Chapter One










A beautiful, azure-skinned giantess marched across a darkened hall, her heels clicking against polished black marble. Tall and athletic, she still appeared petite in the cavernous chamber. She held Gabriel’s gaze as she approached the foot of the stone dais and knelt before him.

“Master, the Dark Lord has fallen. All of Evora is yours,” she said in a husky, melodious voice. Deep-blue eyes glared up at him until she bowed her head in submission. “You have won. I-I offer myself to your service… completely.”

The stunning giantess’ words sent a shiver down Gabriel’s spine, and for a few seconds, he basked in the knowledge that his rule was now unchallenged. The thrill of his conquest filled him with pride.

That’s not what I want. This isn’t real.

Gabriel tried to speak, but he remained silent and motionless. Off to his right, a shadowy figure shifted.

“This is excellent news. We understand it was hard to slay your husband, but you made the right choice. No doubt, our master will accept your generous offer soon,” the dark woman said.

Still, Gabriel couldn’t move. He strained with all of his might, yet the people around continued on without him.

Behind the glaring giant came another statuesque woman. Even with her sinister, chitinous armor and the vicious expression that marred her beauty, he recognized Cindra.

His bonded walked up to the giant almost twice her height and sneered. “This one is unworthy of Packmaster.” Cindra paused to inspect the taller woman more carefully. “She might give him strong pups, though.”

Rage and fear warred in Gabriel’s mind at the harsh tone of the lovable hellhound. Her exuberant and infectious cheer was gone, and he redoubled his resistance to the horrifying spectacle.

“Now that the world isss yoursss, Massster, perhapsss—” a powerful female voice started before the shadowy figure interrupted.

“Silence, you worthless snake. Master Gabriel will decide what comes next. If you are needed, I will summon you.”

Off to Gabriel’s left, a massive form froze at the harsh words, drawing his attention.

Standing taller than Cindra, the scaled monster was part beautiful woman and part enormous snake. Her tail, thicker than his waist, lashed behind her, and she held her arms tight to her chest.

Is that Sthuza’s true form?

Gabriel studied the mortified monster girl. Scales covered most of her body, and her head-snakes hung low, pulled back as though hiding from the malevolent figure beside him. Every detail reminded him of his Prime-bonded, only enlarged.

Sthuza bowed obsequiously. “My apologiesss, Mistress.”

Trying to reach out through their bond, Gabriel felt only the vaguest sense of his beloved greater gorgon. He threw himself into the connection yet was violently repelled.

By the time his mind cleared, the scene had shifted. The shadows blotting out most of the grand audience chamber withdrew, and he stared in horror.

Dozens of women lined the hall. Members of every race he had ever seen or heard of were visible. Each of them was beautiful, but they all bore a disconcerting darkness. It took him several long seconds to realize they each wore chitinous armor instead of clothing.

The faces all stared at him with reverence, but their gazes filled him with dread. Deep inside, he felt a growing revulsion. As his attention continued to shift from woman to woman, he began to recognize more and more of them.

Those are the elves we met guarding the dungeon… and that’s… Reyna!

His mind locked onto the tortured-looking lycan he’d met recently. From their first encounter in the baron’s sex dungeon, the petite werebadger had demonstrated a barely restrained rage that struggled to conceal a soul-deep agony.

Now, her cute features were locked in an unyielding mask of raw pain and hate. Her golden-brown eyes bore no light whatsoever. All he could see was endless suffering.

What happened to her? She looks even worse than Cindra.

Gabriel glanced back to the buxom hellhound. Cindra met his gaze with a look of complete devotion, but her glowing blue eyes were hard and cold. Their black sclera appeared bottomless.

This isn’t real! It can’t be.

Unable to stomach the sight of the cheerful monster girl looking so cold and severe, he tried to view the shadowy figure next to him. After a brief struggle against an unseen force, he shifted his perspective and recoiled at the sight.

An imposing figure armored in thick, chitinous plate and dark robes sat on a black throne. Despite the strange gear and the remorseless eyes, Gabriel recognized himself. Dark Gabriel stared down at the crowd of beautiful, joyless women.

What is going on? That can’t be me.

Dark Gabriel ignored him, so he focused on the female form seemingly cloaked in shifting shadows.

Despite the ephemeral concealment, Gabriel knew the hidden person was female. As he stared at the swirling shades of black, they began to part, revealing another tall, flawless beauty.

Beautiful, but those eyes are terrifying. It’s like gazing into the Abyss.

Three pairs of baleful purple-black eyes stared back at him. When he concentrated on shifting his perspective, those eyes tracked him.

“Do not be alarmed, Dungeon Master. This is but a glimpse of the glory you can have. Join us, submit, and rule all of this world,” the shadowy female said.

Taller than Cindra, she had a slender build, and her ornate breastplate gave only the slightest hint of a bust. Her pale-white skin stood in stark contrast to the fathomless pits of her eyes. All six of them.

“Y-you’re the one I’ve been hearing?” Gabriel asked numbly. “Leave me alone!”

The chitin-covered woman shook with dark, mocking laughter. “You are in no position to demand anything from us, Gabriel Grimm.”

The certainty and smugness of her words sent a shiver down his spine, and Gabriel struggled not to panic. Despite his intangible presence, he began to hyperventilate.

“You are already ours. That pathetic Core you’ve bound yourself to did not save you. We did.”

The reminder of his bond with Merideva caused him to glance back to his dark doppelganger. Clenched tight in one armored fist was a silver-and-black staff, capped with a glowing, purple gem.

No! Meri!

The Dungeon Core who’d granted him a second life pulsed faintly, and he felt the slightest tremor from his bond with her.

Meri! Can you hear me?

“There is no point in resisting, Dungeon Master. You. Are. Ours. Cease this struggling, and we will grant you more than you could ever dream of.” The concealed woman stood up from her black throne and strode toward him.

Stepping farther from the inky shadows cloaking her, she revealed the rest of her body. Behind the beautiful humanoid form came a bulbous insectoid body with a writhing mass of sinister talons and far too many wings.

Gabriel recoiled in horror at the grotesque monstrosity, causing the creature’s near-human face to smirk.

“What is wrong, Dungeon Master? Does this form displease you? We could take another if you prefer. But the longer you resist, the worse it will be on you later. You and your little pets.”

Despite his revulsion, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the revealed horror. The grand hall and the myriad women melted away, leaving him in an empty abyss.

Alone with the shadowy woman and her insectoid other half.

“Relax, Gabriel Grimm. We will make it worth your while. Were those mortal women not enough? Take your pick from the entire world. Submit to our Swarm and rule this planet forever,” she said.

Her words reverberated within Gabriel’s head, and it felt like his skull would explode. He screamed against the sudden surge of pain.

Just as the intensity threatened to drive him mad, he sensed another presence within his mind. First one, then another, and another until he felt all but wrapped up in the comforting embrace of his bonds.

The bright, vibrant bond from Merideva suffused and reenergized him even as Sthuza’s and Cindra’s shielded him from the worst of the psychic attack. The strength of their bonds stunned him until he remembered what had happened when he’d almost died fighting the arachne.

I dove into their bonds again. Like when I tapped Cindra to harness enough mana to defeat Kelith. But that was different; I only drained her mana pool. They… they poured their Soul Essence into me. Gave of their own energy to repair my soul. Is that why the bonds feel so powerful?

Their spiritual presence soothed him, driving away the terror and the Swarm’s grim warning. He sank into them more fully and relished the simple peace that settled over him. It felt as though the souls of his bonded surrounded him, infusing his own tattered soul with a thick barrier of love and devotion.

The endless void and the unexpected agony faded away until all that remained was the warm comfort of his bonded. Too soon, even that faded away, replaced by a strange itching sensation within his right hand and upper back.

Right, I fought Yesera last night and almost died. The pain’s not too bad, considering she stuck her spear through my chest. I also don’t feel nearly as exhausted as I should after burning through my entire mana pool.

A rush of memories washed over Gabriel, and he calmed slightly when he realized he still lay on his bedroll, cuddled up next to his bonded.

Well, two of them. Even after that ‘soul sex,’ not sure I’m going to wake up with Reyna in my arms anytime soon.

As his mind played back through the horrific fight against the sadistic arachne, he smiled when he felt Cindra snuggle closer.

Wait, didn’t Sthuza make her sleep on the other side of her?

After several seconds, he realized the furry arm clutching him tight and the slender gorgon pressed up against him were both on his least wounded side.

If Cindra is holding me from the same side as Sthuza…

Concern for his Prime-bonded caused his eyes to snap open. He had to blink a few times to adjust to the strange Darkvision, but then he struggled not to laugh at the sight before him.

The experienced gorgon, who he could no longer imagine his life without after only a few days together, was all but buried beneath the slumbering hellhound.

At some point after they fell asleep, the gray-skinned beauty must have rolled over the smaller monster girl in her eagerness to reach him.

Sthuza is definitely tougher than she looks. Cindra has to weigh at least half a ton.

Looking over his fiery bonded, Gabriel’s attention was soon drawn to her prodigious bust. This time though, he managed not to become distracted.

Soft snoring from across the room told him that Reyna, his new werebadger bonded, was sound asleep as well.

With a relaxed sigh, he turned his attention to his own body. It didn’t take long for him to confirm that the devastating injuries he’d suffered in the frantic battle the night before were healing but still not finished. He flexed his bandaged right hand and managed not to whimper.

Sthuza warned me that bonding Reyna only got me a small portion of her lycan regeneration. Hopefully, I can finish recovering while we track Estrial and her party.

None of this will matter if we don’t recover that Domain Crystal soon. Meri won’t survive much longer without it, and it’ll be worthless to us if its connection to the dungeon destabilizes. We’ve got at best a week before that happens.

At best.

Normally, thoughts of the duplicitous elven sorceress dredged up fiery anger in Gabriel. The expected rage coalesced within his mind, but he barely noticed this time as something unfamiliar drew his thoughts to the twin swordsmen she traveled with. A raw, soul-deep hatred of the arrogant pair washed over him.

A rumbling growl startled him, and it was all he could do not to leap up and scream as he realized it wasn’t Cindra growling.

It was him.

Straining to suppress the blinding rage that threatened to blank out his mind, he concentrated on his bonds.

Sthuza’s was vibrant and green, and her peaceful slumber helped him resist the violence screaming to be unleashed. Touching Cindra’s bond further distracted him from the hate. Even in her sleep, the statuesque hellhound was thrilled to be with her new Pack.

If the rage didn’t come from Cindra, then it has to be…

A single stealthy peek at his newest bonded proved him right. Despite being asleep, Reyna radiated vicious, bottomless rage and a desperate need to lash out. Gabriel focused on it and quickly noticed that hatred was directed at the twins, Dresk and Derek.

Did she sense my thoughts of them and Estrial?

Worried about the troubled lycan, he calmed his mind, then sent thoughts of peace and relaxation to the werebadger. To his surprise, the raw fury receded, and he felt Reyna slip deeper into sleep.

As she slumbered, Gabriel let his thoughts return to the beautiful elven sorceress who had betrayed, then murdered him. He imagined the many ways he could make Estrial and the human twins suffer for what they did to him.

Dresk and Derek were involved with the horrible fate of Reyna’s sister. Compared to that, their mockery of me while Estrial cut out my heart is meaningless.

The memory of how he had been set up and sacrificed so the adventurers could steal the Domain Crystal naturally led his mind back to the baron’s role.

Alberik wanted Meri’s Core for himself, and I was only drawn in because Kelith suggested me to Estrial. But that asshole wronged Reyna terribly.

Unbidden, the lycan’s emotional outburst in the baron’s throne room played out before Gabriel. The baron’s role in her sister’s fate was unforgivable, and Gabriel felt a dark satisfaction that they had the noble’s soul trapped in an S-Crystal.

The regular S-Crystals used by summoners were only able to entomb the dominated or willing soul of those species considered monsters. The bound soul could then be summoned to serve or fight for a minor but continuous mana drain.

His Prime had provided ones capable of capturing any mortal souls.

And Sthuza has three more of those special crystals. Soon enough, Estrial and those cruel pricks are going to be begging for mercy.

He recalled the elven sorceress as she raised a ritual dagger over his paralyzed form. Her beautiful face was locked in a cold, cruel mask, and he felt a fiery rage build within him.

A subtle sibilant hiss built in the back of Gabriel’s mind as he thought about Estrial. It grew louder, and he jerked back to awareness and blinked his eyes. The sound reminded him of just how eager Sthuza had sounded when she suggested they use the S-Crystals on the traitorous adventurers.

Well, I’ve checked on all of my bonded. Better check on my Dungeon Core too. Can’t forget Meri. If not for her, I would’ve ceased to exist entirely.

Reaching out for Merideva felt natural, and it took less than a second for him to catch her attention. The mercurial and childish Core responded instantly.

‘Gabriel! There are undead entering my Domain!’ she cried out in his mind.

The sudden shock caused him to twitch, and several of Sthuza’s head-snakes hissed in surprise. Cindra let out a little yawn, and Sthuza murmured sleepily before pressing up tighter against his side.

Across the room, Reyna muttered darkly, sounding almost sad.

‘Meri, what happened? How many? Where?’

‘Down on the fifth floor. The kobold scouts there spotted them a while ago.’

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ Gabriel forced his mind-voice to be calm, but he couldn’t restrain his worry.

‘Before she went to sleep, your Prime said we shouldn’t wake you unless it’s an emergency. There were just a few undead at first, and Kestria thought her warriors could stop them.’

Her words reminded him of the respectful little black-and-white kobold shaman. He had spent little time with her or her tribe so far, but Sthuza trusted her, and he recalled how bravely she had fought against the arachne.

‘At first?’

A surge of fear and embarrassment crossed over his bond with the new Dungeon Core, and Gabriel sighed.

‘We sent some scouts farther outside my Domain, and they spotted a horde of undead!’

‘Okay, I’ll wake the others, and we’ll join you in a minute. Tell Kestria to focus on slowing them down but keep her fighters safe.’

‘Thank you, Gabriel!’ Meri called out before he withdrew. Her worry was palpable through their bond even when he pulled back, though there was a strong sense of gratitude and relief mixed in with it.

Gabriel clenched both fists, wincing at the slight pain in his still-healing right hand. Biting his lip in anticipation of more pain, he sat up.

Or tried to. Sthuza had both of her arms wrapped around him, and while her touch was soft and gentle, the strength in her slender limbs held him fast.

His failed attempt to rise woke the sleeping gorgon, and she shook her head, causing several head-snakes to hiss in annoyance.

“Massster, what time isss it?” Sthuza asked sleepily.

Snuggled in too tight against the smaller woman’s back, Cindra let out another, louder yawn and sat up. “Packmaster wants to mate after all?” Her glowing blue eyes snapped open, and she stared at him with a cute eagerness.

Reyna let out a strange shrill noise, then rolled over.

“We’ve got intruders to deal with,” he replied. “More undead. Kestria’s trying to slow them, but Meri said it was more than the kobolds can handle.”

“Do you fuckers start every day with a fight? Cause seriously, I thought I was danger-prone,” Reyna grumbled.

She sat up, and Gabriel noticed the S-Crystal clenched tight in her left hand. Given the tormented emotions he had sensed from her, he suspected she had activated it to visit the baron while they slept.

Bet she used it to torture him again instead of resting, but we don’t have time to deal with that right now. Got to focus on one problem at a time.

Head-snakes lashed about, and Sthuza hissed something he couldn’t understand before she rose sinuously to her feet. Cindra leapt up just as quick, and despite the danger to them all, Gabriel couldn’t help but devote a half-second to admiring the pair of scantily-clad monster girls.

They are beautiful. But right now, I need to focus on the intruders. No way am I letting some rotting corpses take them away from me.

◆◆◆

It took Gabriel longer to get ready than he’d expected. Thankfully his Prime was armored and out the door within minutes.

Reyna let out a string of curses from where she sat on her bedroll in the far corner. Her thick stripe of blond hair was a mess, but she didn’t seem to care.

“I fucking hate fighting before breakfast. Why the hells do monsters keep attacking you if you’re the gods-damned Dungeon Master, anyway?” the petite lycan muttered. Despite her words, she was already dressed and had Yesera’s twin blades belted to her waist.

Gabriel glanced over after fastening his pants and shot her an apologetic smile. “It’s a long story, but basically, Meri’s not the ruler of this dungeon. Not yet.”

Reyna sighed, then muttered something quietly enough even his enhanced hearing couldn’t pick up. “Fine, whatever, but you’ve gotta explain this later. Just cause ya got a big wang doesn’t mean I’ve gone stupid. And buckle up your damn armor. You need to stop getting shanked so much. Even lycan healing can’t cure dead.”

As Reyna stomped out of the small, featureless stone room, Gabriel snorted and shook his head.

Definitely going to be a handful. And what was with those bags beneath her eyes?

Gabriel straightened his silk, button-down shirt and paused when he noticed the flawless fabric.

Either this shirt has a powerful repair enchantment, or Sthuza mended it while I slept.

‘I have a kit of magical tools, Master, which makes it a breeze to do minor repairs.’ Sthuza’s reply made it clear he had once again let his thoughts slip out.

‘Too bad the gambeson can’t be repaired the same way.’

Like most magical items, the potent enchantments woven into the padded coat allowed it to restore itself to its original state. Unfortunately, that effect made it much harder to manually repair.

“Packmaster need help with armor?” Cindra asked. She stepped closer and grabbed his coat.

“No, Cindra, I c—” he cut off when he tried to shrug away from her and something caught in his chest. Right where Yesera had impaled him. Pain wracked him, and his hand ached in sympathy. The agony faded almost as quickly as it flared up, but it stole the breath from him.

The muscular hellhound frowned.

“Packmaster is still injured. You should stay here and rest. Let Pack protect Glowy Lady and slay enemies,” she said. “You slew Spider Bitch and avenged old Pack. Now it’s time to let Cindra help.”

Not waiting for an answer, she fiddled with his green-and-gray gambeson until it was seated properly about his shoulders. Then she fastened the small buckles with surprising dexterity.

Stunned by her effortless skill, Gabriel stammered a few times before sighing and flashing her a smile. “Thanks for the help, Cindra. But I can’t stay here. We have to figure out how bad the threat is and come up with a plan to defend ourselves.”

The gray-skinned beauty frowned at his words, then paused and nodded. “Cindra thinks Snakey will have a plan. Once Packmaster hears it, then he’ll rest?”

“Perhaps. But for now, let’s head out and join the others.”

His second bonded’s face brightened, and she nodded eagerly. “Pack should stick together.”

“Yes. And that’s what we’ll do. Always.”


Chapter Two










Stepping out into Merideva’s Core Room, Gabriel paused at the rush of activity. With a dozen voices speaking and weapons being tossed about, his entrance went unnoticed by everyone.

His eyes immediately locked onto the partially butchered arachne corpses piled up in one corner. Several gooey organs lay near a bundle of weapons and armor, along with the largest Magic Stones he had ever seen. Beyond it, standing in front of a new doorway, was what looked to Gabriel like a miniature, rough-finished stone golem.

Guess that’s her drone.

Sthuza and Reyna stood off to one side, deep in an animated conversation. His Prime looked elegant in her white-and-green skirted armor.

The werebadger’s baggy linen shirt and breeches concealed her figure entirely. She wore a simple rope belt to hold up her oversized pants.

On the other side of the room, he spotted Merideva’s glowing orb bobbing and wiggling behind a row of tiny dungeon monsters.

Gabriel looked over the assorted goblins and kobolds who formed a living shield for the dark-blue Dungeon Core and struggled to comprehend their gear.

A pair of kobolds wore the same primitive armor that Kestria’s tribe had when he met them. Seven others were clothed in baggy, lumpy outfits that looked like a jester’s wardrobe exploded on them.

‘Is that one wearing a bra as a helmet?’

A tinkling laugh echoed in his head, and Gabriel glanced over to his Prime.

Sthuza was still facing Reyna, but several of her head-snakes turned to him.

‘Greetings, Master. And yes, I believe Silri is wearing a mage’s bra as head armor. I… rather doubt its effectiveness, but I admire the effort.’

Reyna kept speaking to Sthuza for a moment, then glanced at Gabriel and huffed. “Of course you two would want to play mind-footsy during a fucking undead invasion.”

Suppressing the urge to smirk, Gabriel started toward the pair. Cindra stayed close to his side, but he only made it a couple of hesitant steps before Merideva rushed over and almost slammed against his chest.

Almost, because the hellhound’s clawed hand snapped out and snatched the glowing orb before she could strike him.

“Packmaster is too wounded for mating, so too wounded for that.”

“Gabriel! You’ve got to do something. There are so many rotting corpses invading my Domain,” Meri cried, seemingly ignoring the hellhound who held her inches from him.

“We will, Meri. It’s going to be fine,” he said. Despite his confident words, his body sagged, a not-so-subtle reminder of how much damage he’d suffered just hours earlier in that same room.

‘I’m not sure how much I’m going to be able to do right now,’ he thought to his Prime.

‘You have had far too little rest given how much you have been through, Master. I have talked with Kestria’s second and have some idea of what we are facing. A well-planned defense should allow us victory, even if you sit it out entirely.’

‘I don’t want to leave all of the fighting to you three.’

‘Perhaps you can help direct Lady Merideva’s newest forces through the Dungeon Interface? Enhancing them may make all the difference in such a battle.’

‘We’ll see.’

“So, you got a grand plan to fend off dozens of crotch-rotted undead yet? Or are ya wasting time pounding the snake in your little spirit sex place?” Reyna asked.

Sthuza blushed, her head-snakes writhing and spitting, but Gabriel sent a soothing thought at her before she could reply.

“Not yet, but we’ll need to work together. And, I know I can count on you to be a big help,” Gabriel said. Staring down at the short woman, he chuckled when her cheeks flared red.

‘Either she’s embarrassed and flattered, or she’s trying to decide how to skin me.’

‘Perhaps both, Master?’

He chuckled again at his Prime’s reply and squeezed Cindra when she leaned in closer, staring intently at him.

“Okay, I know we don’t have time to waste, so what have we got so far?” he asked.

Three beautiful women, the dimly glowing Core, and a pair of kobolds all turned serious at his words.

“Kurlan reports at least fifty undead have entered the lowest rooms of Lady Merideva’s Domain,” Sthuza said. “Most of them are zombies, though there are over a dozen monstrous skeletons and a pack of ghouls or ghasts. The kobolds are not aware of the differences between those two, so we should hope for ghouls but prepare for ghasts.”

Gabriel thought back to their last encounter with ghasts and sighed. “That’s a lot of undead. Are we sure they’re headed this way?”

“Excuse me, War Chief, but we has heard the not dumb ones talking of you. Their chieftainess ordered the one in the dark armor to steal the Dungeon Master.”

Startled by the higher-pitched voice, Gabriel glanced down and blinked at the small kobold standing right beside him. It took him only a second to realize it was another of the survivors from Kestria’s tribe, and he nodded.

“In that case, can I assume everyone is opposed to giving them what they want?” he asked.

“I didn’t sell you my damned soul just to see ya turned into an undead cunt’s boytoy.”

“Packmaster belongs with Pack. Undead should get own Packmaster.”

“You know where I stand, Master.”

“Tribe has War Chief’s back. We fight rotting ones to the death.”

Merideva wiggled violently in Cindra’s grasp, and everyone turned to her. When he nodded to the hellhound, she released the orb.

The Dungeon Core floated closer but refrained from slamming into him. Her glow brightened, and slight swirls of pink flashed within her. “You aren’t allowed to surrender, Gabriel. Besides,” she said, sounding increasingly smug, “you already swore you’d defeat them.”

Chuckling at the young Core’s intensity, Gabriel reached out and stroked her crystalline body. “I did, didn’t I? Then that’s what we’ll have to do.”

Sthuza beamed with pride while Cindra let out a happy bark. The kobolds began yipping as well, but Reyna silenced them with an angry growl.

“That’s all fine and dandy, but how in the hells do you expect to beat them? I’ve faced the occasional zombie wandering out of old battlefields, and they ain’t exactly easy to put down. On top of that, the little leatherback said they’ve got a bunch of talking undead. That’s never a good sign.”

When Sthuza scowled at the blond lycan, her head-snakes rearing up and hissing, Gabriel reached out and placed a hand on the gorgon’s shoulder.

She twitched at his touch, and the closest head-snakes twisted about to rub against his hand as she turned to face him, her expression calm.

“Master?”

“I’d appreciate it if you four would go over what resources we have available after last night’s battle.”

“And what are you gonna do while we work?” Reyna snapped.

“I’m going to scry on them with my Dungeon Sense and pin down exactly what we are up against.”

“No, Massster! You mussst not risssk yourssself again,” Sthuza all but shouted. Her head-snakes lashed about angrily, their tiny emerald eyes glaring with frightening intensity. “You cannot expose yourself to that foul Swarm presence again. It almost captured you when you used Dungeon Sense.”

“She’s right, Gabriel. Listen to your Prime. That’s why I chose her in the first place,” Merideva said as her glow shifted back to a harsh blue.

Sthuza turned to stare at the Core, and Reyna opened her mouth to say something, but Gabriel raised a hand and drew their attention back to him.

“Relax, I’m not going to take any unnecessary risks.” He paused to meet each woman’s eyes. “I’ve got a better idea of what happened last time. It only detected me when I went exploring far beyond Meri’s Domain. I’ll be careful and reach out to the scouts through her connections with them. As long as I keep my presence anchored with her monsters, I won’t expose myself to that… enemy again.”

Sthuza shuddered. “Please do not, Master. Once we return the Domain Crystal to Lady Merideva, she will be far stronger. Perhaps then it will be safer for you to face that foul horror.”

The cheerful hellhound frowned at her mention of the dark force deep in the dungeon, but Reyna looked up at him with curiosity written across her face.

Gabriel met her gaze without hesitation and held it until she relaxed. “We don’t have time to discuss it now, Reyna, but there’s another faction in the dungeon. That’s a problem for tomorrow. Right now, I need you all to concentrate on organizing our forces while I spy on the intruders.”

Reyna huffed. “Fine. I’m getting tired o’ hearing that, but you’re right. Let’s go play generals with these grubby midgets, ya damn boob monster.”

Cindra accepted the lycan’s invitation. Sthuza led the kobold away from Gabriel as he carefully lowered himself to the stone floor before centering his mind.

◆◆◆

Connecting to Merideva came naturally to Gabriel. It took him only the briefest flutter of intent to join his consciousness to the web of bonds tying over twenty small monsters to the young Dungeon Core.

The moment he closed with her, a blanket of emotions surrounded him. Merideva’s fear and worry tried to drown him while the pulsing waves of trust and joy shielded him. All too soon, he split away from her to trace the intangible threads leading away from the fourth floor.

Gabriel took care to remain submerged within the Aetheric connection. He was confident the Swarm entity couldn’t reach him if he didn’t go wandering carelessly again. Still, he had no intention of taking any chances with it.

That presence is terrifying, and the fact that it’s tied into my soul is more than a little concerning. But we can’t afford to deal with that until Meri’s safe. Even if I die, I at least need to secure her Domain first. That should be enough to protect my bonded if it’s too late to save myself.

Thinking of them reminded Gabriel of how new his bond with Reyna was, and he made a note to spend more time with her.

Once he connected to the monster whose presence felt the furthest away, Gabriel concentrated on accessing the kobold’s vision. After his experience scrying through goblins, he’d expected it to be unsettling but instead found it comfortable and familiar.

The myriad shades of red, green, and blue threw him for a loop, however. Shaking his head and pushing aside the odd coloration, he focused on the dim green shapes shifting in the far distance of a vast cavern.

That’s on the fifth floor; I think it’s part of Meri’s Domain now.

Even as the thought occurred to him, he sensed a faint drain on Merideva as the intruders advanced. He ignored the stalactites and rough stone walls, instead keeping his attention on the figures shambling ever closer.

They definitely move like zombies, though it’s hard to tell with the colored vision.

As if in response to his thought, his view shimmered, and the vibrant colors faded away to the newly familiar shifting shadows of Darkvision.

Now he could make out more details of the undead marching forward than he’d ever wanted to see. Rotten flesh oozed with pus, and maggots crawled and tumbled from their tattered armor.

His vision locked onto a zombie with a shattered head. The undead’s bloated tongue hung out between filthy, broken teeth, and he could almost see the stench of rot. Thankful he was not there physically, Gabriel started counting the figures headed toward the stairs to the fourth floor.

The lead zombie was halfway across the large cave before the last one entered. Close behind them came two disciplined ranks of animated skeletons carrying large shields and spears.

Never seen one of those before. It’s supposed to take more mana to create than the fleshy types.

Determined not to miss any, Gabriel continued to count the undead as they filed into view.

By the time the skeletons reached the middle of the room, no more monsters had appeared, and he sighed in relief.

Gabriel started to pull his presence back from the scout when he felt the little kobold shudder. Returning his attention to the far tunnel, he swallowed hard at the sight of the next group.

Another two dozen undead stalked into the cave.

Side by side, the difference between a ghoul and a ghast is pretty damn obvious. The ghasts look intelligent and hateful; the ghouls appear almost animalistic.

Fourteen hunched, feral humanoids snuffled at the air around them, their yellowed eyes darting wildly about. They formed a ragged line in front of ten similar-looking but upright undead.

The baleful glares the ghasts displayed as they surveyed their surroundings reminded Gabriel of the haughty mage he’d faced a few days earlier. One of them issued an order to the ghouls, but Kestria’s scout was too far away to understand the command.

At least two of those bastards look like casters, and all of them are armored. The paralytic poison from their claws could be a serious problem for Cindra and Reyna.

A hint of concern trickled into him, and Gabriel realized he’d loosened his mental control. He clamped down on his thoughts before he could cause his bonded any more worry.

Being scared won’t help us. We need a plan, and they’re counting on me. Can’t let them down.

Balanced and back in control, he kept watch for any stragglers. One last figure stepped through the entrance and moved to follow the ghasts.

The male stood taller than his more monstrous companions. He wore a well-fitted, black-and-silver brigandine vest over a dark silk gambeson. A pale, regal face with glowing red eyes was just visible between the cheek guards of a blackened helmet.

He looks almost human. Other than the blue-white skin. And those baleful eyes.

All of the undead had marched straight through the long cavern without a single glance toward Gabriel’s location until the armored figure paused. He turned and locked eyes with the startled Dungeon Master.

“Ah, I sense someone. Are you spying on us, Dungeon Master? My mistress is most eager to meet you. Could I convince you to come peacefully?” the undead asked in a calm, cultured voice.

Mention of a “mistress” reminded Gabriel of the ghast mage he and his bonded encountered shortly after they first met. But a second later, he recalled seeing an eerily beautiful undead woman in a crowded sepulcher during his ill-fated usage of Dungeon Sense two days ago.

‘Who is that, Master?’ Sthuza asked within his thoughts.

Before he could reply, Merideva’s presence echoed in his head.

‘You can’t go surrendering yourself just because she’s a little pretty, Gabriel! You’re my DM. And you already have plenty of beautiful women. I-I’ll even get you more if needed. Just… please don’t leave me!’

‘Relax, both of you,’ he replied before turning his full attention back to the armored undead.

“I know you are there, Dungeon Master. You have a strong presence, though it bears a… strange aura. My mistress has no quarrel with your young Core and is willing to leave her alone. All you have to do is come with me.”

Gabriel knew both his Prime and Merideva overheard the figure’s words because he felt a surge of heated emotions swell across both bonds.

‘I’m not going to surrender myself. We’re going to kill them all, but we need a plan.’

‘Yes, Master. We have had a few ideas, but please return. If he has sensed your presence, he might be able to do more.’

Gabriel sighed and commanded the kobold scout to withdraw before he returned his consciousness to his own body. The ache of his chest and hand returned, but he ignored the minor pain.


Chapter Three










It only took Gabriel a few minutes to report what he had seen to his bonded—much of that time spent explaining his theory about this “mistress.” None of them appeared happy, and even Cindra expressed her dislike of the undead beauty he had encountered during his ill-fated exploration of the dungeon.

“You damn well better not surrender. Fuckers like that never keep their promises,” Reyna growled, drawing his attention the moment he opened his eyes.

“Packmaster not allowed to leave Pack.”

“Agreed, Cindra. But, Master, were you able to get an accurate count of the enemy forces?”

“Yeah, I think so. Counted sixty-five, including the armored one at the end. He’s got to be their leader,” Gabriel said.

“That’s a lot of undead,” Reyna replied, shaking her head. Her unruly blond hair whipped about, covering the short black sides.

A single peek at the bond between them assured him that the lycan had no intention of abandoning them. “True, but we can beat them. I already ordered the scouts to retreat, so we need to spend what time we have setting up some serious defenses.”

“Before we start on that, Master, how are your wounds?” Sthuza asked. She stepped closer and knelt beside him before clasping his bandaged right hand.

He winced at the unexpected touch, then formed a tight fist. “I’ve got a lot of aches, but I’m mostly healed,” he replied before turning to Reyna. “Thanks again for bonding with me, Reyna.”

“Yeah, whatever, ya damn cum-fountain. If we’re going into another fucking fight, you need to watch your ass better.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve no interest in getting stabbed again.”

“Whatever,” Reyna muttered. Her face reddened, and she turned away.

“D-do you really think we can beat them, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. She floated in closer, and he grabbed her crystalline orb before responding.

The physical contact increased his connection with the Core, and her fear was unmistakable. He stroked her gently, then nodded.

“Yes, I do. We’re going to deal with the undead, set up more defenses for you, and then I’m going to recover the Domain Crystal.” He put all the conviction he could muster into his words and breathed easier when he sensed the calm spreading through his bonds.

It’s kind of scary how much influence I have with them.

‘It is quite natural for a leader to have a substantial effect on their followers, Master,’ Sthuza replied, clearly overhearing his thoughts.

“Also, while I was reaching out, I felt something strange around the zombies. Like Meri was weaker near them,” he said.

Sthuza nodded, and Merideva darkened in his grip.

“That is because their presence challenges her control, Master. Currently, Lady Merideva is taking advantage of the autonomous nature of the Domain Crystal assigned to control this section of the dungeon. While she will always have to contest any intruders, it is especially dangerous right now, given her unsanctioned presence. The more numerous and the longer they are present without a ‘proportionate’ challenge, the more it will negatively impact her.”

Merideva wiggled in his grip. “Yep. My Domain Power Rating was forty-three, but they’ve already reduced it by one. They cost me DE too.”

“Okay, so we definitely can’t leave anyone wandering around nearby. Good to know,” Gabriel said.

Pushing that information aside, he checked his mana pool. With only a few hours of sleep and after all of the healing his body had gone through, he’d be happy if he even had ten percent.

I squandered way too much with careless spellcasting against the arachne. And even with the denser Aether in the dungeon, it’ll take a week to recover fully.

Mana 48%

He stared at the Interface in shock. “What the hells?”

“Is something wrong, Master?”

“No, I was checking my mana to get an idea of what I can do in the upcoming battle.”

“I do not think you should actively engage in this fight, Master. Regardless of how much mana you have now.”

“Packmaster should empower us then stay back and guard Glowy Lady,” Cindra declared.

Reyna snickered. “I’ll be impressed if he can avoid gaining any extra holes this time.”

“Anyway,” Gabriel grumbled, “I’ve got over forty percent left. I expected to be almost dry after screwing up like I did against Yesera. Even with the increased Aether here in the dungeon, I’m lucky to recover fifteen percent with a full night’s rest. Did I drain her gear like I did Kelith’s?”

“Ah, no, Master. Back at the inn last night, while you and Cindra were… occupied, I took the liberty of studying those potions you found. One of them was a potent mana-restoring elixir. After you bonded with Miss Reyna, I fed it to you, hoping it would help you recover faster. I am pleased to see it worked so well.”

“Oh, thanks,” Gabriel replied. “That’s going to make this fight a whole lot easier. If we can funnel the undead into a tight group, I could try to take them all out with a Fireball like we did in the baron’s castle.”

“Master, are you sure that you are rested enough to handle such an intense spell?”

He started to nod, but all three women frowned at him. Before he could open his mouth to protest, Reyna leaned closer and jabbed him in the chest with one finger.

Right where Yesera had stabbed him.

His vision flared white, and all of the air in his lungs rushed out as he collapsed backward.

“What are you doing? Do not ssstrike Massster!”

“Packmaster okay?” Cindra asked. Her strong hands grabbed his shoulders, and she helped him back to a sitting position next to her.

“What? He was talking big about soloing a damn undead army. I was just pointing out how fucking weak he is right now.”

Gabriel’s vision returned to normal just in time to see the blond lycan cross her arms and glare up at the gorgon.

He coughed a few times before his lungs filled with fresh air. Glancing to Sthuza, he smiled. “Relax, my Prime. She has a point. I might have been getting a bit cocky there.” Gabriel turned toward Reyna and continued, “Though next time, I’d prefer if you call me out with words first.”

Reyna’s amber eyes locked with his, and he felt a rush of relief across their still new bond.

“Yeah, whatever. Point is, you shouldn’t be anywhere near the main fighting. Maybe Boobs is right. You do your magic shit and turn us into a bunch of badass bitches so we can slaughter these guys. Like when we attacked that shit-for-brains baron.”

“We’ll see,” Gabriel said before anyone else could reply. “The important thing is to take advantage of the time we have to set up some defenses. The less risk to all of us, the better.”

“Of course, Master.”

“What kind of defenses are you thinking about?” Merideva asked from where he still held her glowing orb.

He smiled down at her. “Before we get to that, unless you’ve already replaced our losses from the arachne fight, I think you need some more goblins and kobolds, right?”

The Dungeon Core shifted in his grip. “Your Prime suggested I conjure a dozen more after the battle ended. I did that while she was bandaging your wounds. Those are the ones Kestria led out on patrol earlier.”

“Twelve’s a good start, but I think you need a few more to handle all of your increased Domain. After that, it’s more a matter of how much Dungeon Essence you have available to spend on conjuring and maintaining them,” he said.

“Oh, right!” Merideva chirped. “Since you only really fought against that big, ugly arachne, I got loads of DE from when your bonded killed the others.”

Gabriel blinked. “You did? Great!” He knew his presence as a Dungeon Master reduced the Essence she could earn from battles within her Domain, but he had not considered how splitting up during that frantic fight would have benefited her income.

Still holding the Core tight, he turned his attention inward and brought up the Dungeon Interface. “Wow! Over four thousand DE. That’s incredible.”

“Yes, Master. That should be sufficient for securing Lady Merideva’s Domain until we can return with the crystal. Though, without a solid plan and the assistance of your bonded, I doubt her monsters would be able to deal with this undead incursion.”

“Yeah, but they shouldn’t be too bad. We can just conjure up a bunch of fire arrows and similar anti-undead weapons for the kobolds, right? While I never fought any undead before meeting you, I saw the gear multiple times,” he said before turning his attention to the glowing Core in his hands. “That’s all you need to unlock crafting an item, right?”

“Well… yeah, but…” Merideva trailed off too quietly to hear.

“I believe what she means is that the alchemical and silver weapons typically used to slay undead are far more expensive to craft, Master. The same is true for most such specialized equipment. And before you ask, she cannot conjure holy water or similar divine items without the proper altars.”

Gabriel held back a sigh at his Prime’s words and tried to think of another way to handle the oncoming horde. Their sheer numbers combined with the more powerful variants had him more worried than he was willing to admit. “Could she make some flasks of lamp oil? Pretty sure I’ve heard of adventurers using those in battle.”

“Yes, Master. It should be very inexpensive, but then there is the issue of getting them into the enemy ranks without burning ourselves. I seriously doubt the kobolds or goblins could throw them very far. And given how long it takes mundane fire to destroy even zombies, I fear that would make them harder to fight. Except for Cindra, of course.”

“What’s all this about crafting shit? Your fancy rock friend can magic items into reality?” Reyna asked, distracting him.

“Hey! That’s not a very nice name!” Merideva protested even as Cindra spoke up a second later.

“Yep. Glowy Lady is great. She made Packmaster a new body.”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. But you can make anything he’s seen before?” Reyna continued.

“Pretty much. The price varies depending on how rare the materials are and how specialized the item is,” Merideva said.

Reyna turned to look at Gabriel. “You ever seen a sling in action?”

“Huh?”

“I have,” Sthuza said. “But I fail to see your point, Miss Reyna. A sling stone, or even specialized bullets, will have little effect on the necrotic energy holding the undead together. We need magic, silver, or fire to do any significant harm to them.”

“Yeah, everybody knows that. But if Meri can make jars of lamp oil, I bet some oil-filled clay bullets shouldn’t be much harder, right? Knew a group of hunters that used ‘em to clear out some zombies.”

Sthuza’s eyes widened, and several head-snakes coiled in excitement. “Yesss… I see your point. Unfortunately, Lady Merideva cannot draw upon our experiences. Right now, she is limited to those items which Master has encountered.”

“Shit. I bet those little lizards would be lethal with slings once they learn how. The ones you sent out earlier looked surprisingly skillful.”

“Hey! We’s skilled too. Gorte can hit tiny creepy crawly with a stick,” Cuix called out.

Reyna snickered. “Oh, right, forgot you were in here.”

‘Honestly, I’d forgotten too. Every time I see Cuix, I can’t help but recall her and the others eating my corpse.’

‘Relax, Master. I doubt they meant anything by it. They were clearly starving when we arrived. If you allow it, I can handle Cuix and the other goblins as well as Kestria’s tribe, so you do not have to deal with them personally.’

‘Thanks. I appreciate her commitment to protecting Meri, but Cuix is a bit much for me to handle.’

His Prime didn’t reply, but he sensed amusement across their bond as he turned his attention back to the conversation.

“Can’t Packmaster dive into Grouchy Panties’ bond and see the bullets there?” Cindra asked.

“He better not be diving into my fucking mind, and I told you not to call me that!”

Reyna’s heated reply caused everyone else to speak up as one, so Gabriel took a deep breath and focused before reaching out across all of his bonds.

‘Calm down. This is no time for arguing.’

“The hells?” Reyna said. “You can speak directly into my head?”

“Somewhat. Usually it’s only with Sthuza,” Gabriel replied.

“Packmaster growing stronger?” Cindra asked, an eager smile on her face.

“Yes, he is,” Sthuza said.

When everyone finally quieted down, he looked to each of them then turned to Merideva. “If Reyna shared a memory of her idea with me, would that be enough for you to conjure up the weapons?”

The glowing Core shifted in his grip for a moment, then bobbed slowly. “Yeah, I think so. I didn’t pay much attention to the rules back home since I had handmaidens to handle all the boring stuff. But yeah, it should work. Probably.”

Gabriel glanced over to Sthuza, who nodded. “Okay, if Reyna’s agreeable to trying this, I’d like to give it a shot. Maybe while we do, Meri could start conjuring some more monsters.”

The feisty lycan glared at him, her amber eyes staring into his. After an awkwardly long pause, during which neither of them blinked, she lowered her gaze and nodded. “Yeah, whatever. Already sold you my damn soul, might as well let you root around in my head.”

“I won’t look at anything more than what you want to show me, I promise,” Gabriel said. As he did, he felt a strange tugging across his bond with the petite blonde.

“Yes, Miss Reyna. Have faith in Master. He truly is the man you hope him to be.”

Sthuza’s words caused the werebadger to turn away, red-faced. “Whatever. Let’s… let’s just get this over with.”

‘Any advice on how to do this?’ Gabriel asked, careful to direct the question to his Prime.

‘Physical contact should strengthen the connection between you. Then it is a matter of Miss Reyna focusing her entire awareness onto the memory so you can see it through her.’

Thanks.

“Okay, Reyna. First thing you need to do is come sit down and hold my hands.”

Surprising him, she walked over and sat down, knees touching his without a single word of complaint. Her small hands were surprisingly soft but strong, and she interlaced her fingers with his.

“Now, close your eyes and recall the memory of the hunters killing those zombies.” Gabriel closed his eyes before she did, but he felt their bond grow sharper the moment her eyelids closed.

He sat there, holding hands with the petite woman for several long seconds before Reyna sighed.

“It isn’t working. I told you our bond wasn’t that strong,” she said.

When he felt her try to pull free, he tightened his grip, wincing at the pain in his bandaged right hand. “Relax, Reyna. Trust me. Just think back to the memory you wish to share. Remember how you felt then. Let it fill your thoughts.”

She huffed but stopped pulling away, and soon his mind brushed against hers. Like before, her presence was a prickly fortress. All jagged spikes and solid walls.

He felt around, trying to locate the hidden entrance to bypass her defenses.

‘Master, perhaps she is correct? There is no guarantee Miss Reyna’s strategy will work, even if you do find the memory. Slings are a simple tool, but they require great skill to use properly. With the DE that Lady Merideva now has, she could conjure more traps and equip all of her monsters with weapons and armor. I believe that to be the most practical route.’

‘Have her conjure as many kobolds and goblins as you feel we’ll need to hold her Domain. I’m going to keep trying a little longer with Reyna. Even if we don’t wind up using the oil, this… this feels important. Trust me. Please?’

‘Of course, Master.’

As Sthuza’s presence withdrew, Gabriel threw himself fully into his bond with the lycan. He pulled away from his body and finally located his target.

He dove into the revealed gap, and a vague sense of longing washed over him. Despite the temptation to pause and study the various emotions, he restrained the urge. Instead, he sought out the presence which had guided him when he had first bonded Reyna.

Soon enough, he found her. His ethereal companion felt like Reyna, and he smiled when he realized how much stronger her emotions seemed from this close.

Definitely has a lot going on under the surface. But this isn’t the time to go exploring. Need to get what I came for, so we can arm the kobolds and set some traps. At the rate those rotting corpses were moving, we’ve got less than an hour.

Focusing on their goal, he followed the subdued presence within his lycan bonded. Reyna quickly led him deeper into her soul, and flashes of memories flared all around them.

His perspective changed, as if he’d grown shorter, and a forest erupted into existence. Thick, old trees surrounded him, and a thousand scents assaulted him. He struggled not to lose himself at the pungent odors and sweet fragrances he’d never smelled before.

Movement to his left drew his attention. A large rabbit bounced out from between a pair of trees. It glanced about several times before continuing forward and crouching low to munch on a vibrant patch of grass.

As the brown bunny nibbled at the greenery, a soft hum spun up above his head. Gabriel shifted his attention to it, and his perspective lurched—just in time to watch a teenage Reyna release her shot.

A smooth stone flew from her sling’s pouch and slammed into the rabbit’s neck.

Gabriel blinked at the sight of the animal dropping bonelessly to the grassy ground. A youthful thrill passed through his bond with Reyna at the successful kill.

A woman called out, “Excellent shot, my little huntress.”

Those words sent another rush of pride through Reyna, and he shifted his focus to locate the speaker.

A dozen feet back, he spotted a more mature, harder-eyed version of his lycan bonded, complete with the same odd hairstyle.

Reyna’s mother glided silently through the thick underbrush. She reached the beaming teenager quicker than he’d expected and ruffled her already unruly blond hair.

“With this one, we should have enough for a while, right, Mom?” Reyna asked.

Gabriel missed the reply, his attention drawn away by a deep longing and sadness that rushed through their bond and threatened to drown him.

Reyna mentioned hunters and undead. I don’t think this is what she meant to share. Must be her strongest memory about slinging.

Confirming his suspicion, the forest faded away around him. An open field and a sizable log cabin replaced it. A second of focusing helped him locate Reyna.

An even younger version of the blonde stood at one end of the field, a small fiber sling in her hand. Reyna was so short that her weapon hung almost to the ground. Her amber eyes were glued to a metal ring hanging from a tree at the opposite end.

The childish lycan loaded a small stone into the pouch without shifting her gaze and started spinning the sling over her head.

The stone tore across the field but missed the ring by several inches, and Reyna huffed. She started to mutter under her breath, but Gabriel quickly got the impression she wouldn’t want him to listen in.

Can I help her find the right memory?

Even before he’d finished the thought, everything blurred again. This time, an insubstantial emptiness remained for several seconds before fading away to a dark forest night.

He felt the chill of winter as Reyna pulled a dirt-stained coat tight about her slender form. The woman now looked only a year or two younger than the Reyna he currently knew. She wore the rugged, undyed tunic and breeches common to the peasantry. A straight shortsword was belted to her waist along with four pouches.

She shifted on her feet then turned to a muscular, blond man leaning against an oak tree. “How much longer is it gonna be? I’m tired and cold. You didn’t say we’d be spending the whole damn night out here.”

“Relax, babe, we’re just waiting till they leave the forest,” the unshaven man said. “Telik and the others will handle this. Just be patient.”

Reyna huffed and pulled her coat tighter. “Whatever. I never should have taken this job,” she muttered, her breath visible in the winter air.

Minutes flashed by in seconds, and four more rough-looking people joined the pair. Two of the men escorted the third as he labored with an unwieldy burden. An attractive brunette followed close behind, her sharp focus on the thick forest.

They looked tense as he sat down the large crate and popped it open. Time slowed to normal, and Gabriel watched as they passed out large ellipsoidal clay bullets.

Each taking one in hand, they popped open flasks of low-grade lamp oil and filled the clay containers through a small bunghole. They stoppered each with a wad of goblin-grass sap.

“You sure this will work?” Reyna asked.

“Trust me, babe,” the blond man said. “These grenades are dwarven crafted. They’re made for just this sort of combat, and we’ll get plenty of range with the slings.”

“It had better work,” the other woman said as she shifted into a hulking werewolf. “I’ve got no interest in facing a horde of zombies just cause these stupid villagers decided to loot a crypt.”

Several voices spoke up at her words, but Gabriel focused on Reyna. She filled a second and then a third of the large bullets, sealed each, placed them carefully into one of the pouches, then pulled a well-worn leather sling from her belt.

Again time sped up until a low moaning filled the quiet night. Over a dozen rotting corpses lurched from the woods to Reyna’s left.

She and her companions waited until the undead were less than two hundred feet away before loading their slings. All six spun them at their sides, but they released in a staggered rush.

The clay ellipsoids arced through the air. Five struck zombies directly, and the oil splashed all about them. The fifth came down short, its flammable contents soaking the wet grass. Another volley of the large bullets arced out, then a third.

What’s the point of soaking them in oil at this range if you have to wait until they—

While he had been distracted by the thought, Reyna loaded her sling with a rune-etched gray pebble. She spun the sling over her head this time, and when she released it, the small stone screeched through the air.

The runes began to glow as it flew straight toward the oil-soaked zombies. Halfway there, the pebble ignited into a tiny ball of flames that struck the closest of the undead monsters.

The oil caught in an instant, and thick flames raced across the group in a wave. Five more oil grenades crashed down into the budding inferno.

Reyna and the others paused, letting the undead shamble and burn. Gabriel felt a slight tweak in his mind and realized the werebadger had shown him all she had intended.

He withdrew from the memory, and his mind stumbled at the sudden shift back to his own senses. The transition left him disoriented, so he kept still and took a moment to settle back into his body.

A moment later, he opened his eyes and found himself seated before his lycan bonded. “Thank you, Reyna.”

“You saw enough then?” she asked quietly, her amber eyes wide as she stared back at him. A slight tremble in her voice highlighted the hesitant fear and awe he sensed through their bond.

Gabriel smiled and focused a gentle wave of sincere gratitude across it. “Yes. Your skill was impressive. You’ll have to teach me sometime.”

Reyna blushed, then shook herself fiercely. After a moment, she returned her gaze to him and snorted. “Whatever, let’s go make some slings. No point wasting time.”


Chapter Four










Reyna kept her gaze away from Gabriel and his other bonded, who both sat pressed up against him. “Got any other defenses yer planning on setting up to counter an army of undead? So far, we’ve only discussed us three bitches and the talking rock’s little monsters.”

“Not sure if you saw it earlier, but we’ve got a decent pit trap out in the only passage into here. It replaces the floor with an extra-dimensional pocket thirty feet deep, with magically smooth sides. It didn’t even slow the arachne, but it might be enough to stop this horde in their tracks. Though…”

Gabriel paused and thought back over the confident undead leading the attacking force.

“As well-armored as their commander appeared, I’m more than a little worried he might have the means to overcome such a static obstacle. Traps like that aren’t very effective against well-prepared foes, or ones with enough expendable troops. And most physical adepts would laugh at its depth.”

“A good point, Master. It is impossible to anticipate every possibility. Still we should consider what other defenses we could prepare in case they overcome the pit trap despite Miss Reyna’s oil idea. I would prefer to establish extra layers of defense beyond what is needed against the undead. Such work would serve to protect Lady Merideva until we return with the Domain Crystal.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Since none of the monsters between here and the second floor are respawning, there’s a greater risk of adventurers stumbling into her Domain. She needs all the defenses we can manage.”

Gabriel brought the Interface back up and studied the available options. “It’s a shame we can’t just close her off in here. With the DE she has now, we could easily fill the entire hall in with stone. Doubt anyone would even notice.”

“Wait, you can change the fucking walls and shit?” Reyna asked.

“Yep, it’s super easy to rearrange the terrain of my Domain. Well, at least those closest to my Core Room. But once Gabriel gets that crystal back from his skanky elf-friend, I’ll be able to reshape entire floors,” Meri said.

Reyna turned to stare at the Dungeon Core nestled in Gabriel’s lap. “No shit? Really? Hells, there’s got to be a way to use that to beat these walking meat racks. There’s no point in fighting fair if we don’t have to.”

“How hard would it be to add a tunnel along the one outside? If it’s only accessible from in here, some archers could shoot from safety while the rest keep them pinned out in the main hall,” Gabriel said.

“That is a good point, Master. If the wall has properly shaped arrow slits, it would substantially boost the survivability of any defenders. It would also pair especially well with the pit trap.”

“How big should I make it, Gabriel?” Merideva asked as she floated up to eye level. “The more volume and material involved, the more DE it’ll cost. That’s why I used my drone to make rooms for my goblins and kobolds.”

He focused on the glowing pink orb. “Could you make it run the full length of the outer hall and manage it before the undead get here?”

“Yep! It should only take a few minutes once you’re sure about what to build.”

‘I think it’s a good plan. Should we go ahead and have her start now?’

‘That seems wise—’ Sthuza’s reply was cut off when Cindra pressed in closer and spoke up.

“Maybe Glowy Lady could lower tunnel ceiling to chew toy height? Tight quarters make fighting much harder. If the rotten ones want in, make them crawl through tunnel while Snakey and the others shoot them. Cindra could use Spider Bitch’s spear to poke them back.”

Gabriel stared at the smiling hellhound for several seconds before turning to face his Prime.

Sthuza’s sharp eyebrow rose in amusement as her head-snakes bobbed about, their tiny heads nodding. “That is… a surprisingly good idea. If we put that before the pit, it will further slow any intruders—and hopefully stagger their entry.”

“Doesn’t that mean we’d have to crawl in and out as well, Boobs?” Reyna asked.

“Cindra doesn’t mind getting dirty. Packmaster’s magic bath is fun.”

The werebadger snorted but turned to face Gabriel with a feral grin. “If you’re gonna go that far, might as well turn the extra space above into a kobold-sized room with some murder holes. I bet those little bastards’ll be a crazy nuisance from above. Then we wouldn’t even need slings, just flasks of oil. Could also add a few raised shooting platforms along the walls on this side. Let them shoot over the defending line.”

Gabriel nodded along with Cindra. “That’s a nice addition, Reyna, thanks,” he said.

The blonde’s nose twitched, and her cheeks heated before she hopped to her feet and turned away from him.

Reyna stomped off toward the black altar in the back of the room, but his attention was drawn to Sthuza as his Prime began fleshing out the idea with Merideva.

“Packmaster should give pets since Cindra and Grouchy Panties came up with plan, right?” Cindra asked.

Gabriel laughed as he felt exasperated amusement come across his bond with Sthuza. To his surprise, Reyna didn’t protest the nickname, so he couldn’t help but turn and see what she was up to.

Seated with the altar between them, he could barely see her on the far side, where she dug through a pile of discarded equipment.

Finding what she sought, Reyna stood straight and turned to him with a smug smirk on her cute face. “Since we’re working on defenses, I think you need some heavier armor. No offense, but that coat isn’t cutting it with the way you rush into melee. Especially with that gaping hole where you got shanked.”

“I’ll be more careful,” he replied.

“Miss Reyna does make a good point, Master. You have a disturbing tendency to risk yourself. Your survival is every bit as essential as Lady Merideva’s.”

Gabriel looked to the Core, who bobbed in agreement. “Yep, you have to stop getting wounded. You’re my chosen DM. You can’t go dying.”

“I know facing Yesera alone was reckless, but we didn’t have a lot of options. And I almost had her. You boosted my magic enough that I actually pierced her defenses,” Gabriel said before glancing at his bandaged hand.

His left hand rose to rub the spot where the arachne had impaled him with her spear. “If I’d had more practice, that Aetheric Lance would have taken her through the heart.”

Sthuza frowned, and several head-snakes hissed. “What about the first time we encountered her, Master? Or when that swordsman in the castle sliced through your armor with an enchanted blade?”

He sighed and nodded. “Fair point.”

After Mother got me into the Academy, I could have studied anything I wanted. Why did I shy away from battle magic? Now I can only hope I learn quick enough to avoid getting myself or my bonded killed. Again.

Gabriel glared sightlessly at the ground as his mind played back through the moments after he lost to Yesera. A burning sensation flared in his right hand, but he ignored it as he recalled how close he came to losing his bonded to the enraged arachne.

He saw the large arachne in his mind’s eye as she toyed with him during their battle. Shame welled within at the memory of how she mocked him by disarming him, only to back off and allow him to recover his sword.

He saw too the moment when his potent Aetheric Lance struck her just below that black breastplate. Despite his best efforts, her powerful presence within the Weave had lowered his accuracy, and all his attack had accomplished was to anger the arachne further.

The memory faded away, to be replaced by the horrible moment when his bonded had surrendered to Yesera’s sisters. He lay there, impaled by her spear, and the mutilated arachne’s face filled his vision as she declared her intent to torture Cindra.

“Master!” Sthuza shouted, though she sounded far away. “You cannot change the past. We are all together and safe. Calm yourself.”

“The fuck’s wrong with him?” Reyna asked. The slight tremor in her usually brash tone startled Gabriel more than his Prime’s words.

He shook his head and blinked when he saw blood soaking his bandaged hand still clenched around Merideva’s dark-blue orb. “Shit, what happened? Are you okay, Meri?” he asked, releasing the Core.

“I’m fine, Gabriel. But are you? You went silent and started squeezing me super tight,” she replied.

“Thank Asmodeus you have returned to us, Master,” Sthuza said. A pair of head-snakes brushed against his cheek as she pressed tight to his side, opposite Cindra.

“Is this normal for you?” Reyna asked.

“We can discuss it later,” Sthuza replied. “Master has been through a lot of changes at a pace that would break a normal man. He simply needs time to adjust.”

The werebadger studied her for several long seconds, a harsh frown on her face. “Right. We need to get back to the defense topic anyway. Though his little fit kinda ruined the timing for my joke,” she muttered.

“Huh?” Gabriel asked.

“I didn’t bring up you getting shanked to make you feel bad about it, Ass. Just thought it’d be funny to suggest you wear that fugly spider’s breastplate,” Reyna said.

Cindra bellowed in laughter, and Sthuza joined her when the lycan held up the black armor.

Gabriel snorted and fought against the surge of amusement washing over from all of his bonds. It helped to soothe the worry he felt over the impending attack. “Very funny. Unfortunately, I don’t think it’s… quite the right look for me.”

He opened his mouth to add more, then snapped it shut when his eyes focused on the pair of stylized breasts on the front.

‘Yeah, Reyna might take it the wrong way if I suggest she wear it. Think she’s a little intimidated by Cindra already.’

‘That is wise, Master. Though you are correct, that armor would do far better on Miss Reyna, at least when she is in her hybrid form. It has a minor sizing enchantment that should suffice.’

‘Would you mind suggesting she wear it then?’

‘I am sure I can convince her to wear it for your… appreciation.’

Before he could reply, Sthuza leaned back and flashed him a smug look. “If you are worried about the color clashing with your gambeson and sword, Master, I have a lovely green-and-black armored corset that should fit you perfectly.”

Gabriel turned a mock glare on his Prime as his other bonded laughed even louder.

“Why is that funny?” Merideva asked.

He chuckled and reached out to rub her orb with his good hand. “Because I’d look ridiculous in either one.”

“Ah, okay,” she said. “Maybe one day I’ll have enough Essence I can make some special armor just for you. Would that be okay, Gabriel?”

The sincerity in her voice rocked him, and he paused to consider her words. His mind went back to how upset the young Core had been when she thought he had thrown away the goblin ass-hair robe she made him.

The memory of her righteous outrage combined with the pure eagerness that filled their bond almost brought tears to his eyes. He blinked them away and nodded. “That sounds great, Meri. But that comes after we get you fully settled in, right?”

“Yep!” she replied, already back to her chipper, pink self.

‘Much prefer her joyful.’

‘I agree, Master. Lady Merideva is a far more approachable Core than Mistress Iylara’s bond. I look forward to watching you and her grow to greatness together.’

Unsure how to reply, Gabriel settled for taking her hand in his and squeezing.

Sthuza flashed him a quick smile, then glanced down at his bloody bandages and frowned. “We need to redress your wounds, Master.”

He released his grip, shaking his head. “Not right now. I’m fine for the moment. We were planning defenses. Based on what I saw earlier, I’d say we’ve at most a half-hour until those shambling corpses arrive.”

The gorgon’s frown deepened, but she nodded and rose with her usual sinuous grace. “You are correct,” she said before turning her attention to the pink Dungeon Core.

“Perhaps you should conjure another batch of kobolds and goblins while Master decides on the details for the hallway alterations? And they will each need several flasks of oil.”

Meri performed that happy bobbing motion that Gabriel interpreted as a nod. “Okay, I can do that.”

“Thanks, Meri,” he said. “Can you take out the loot you stored in the Inventory so the new monsters can sort through what they can use?”

“Sure,” she replied, already floating away toward the still wounded Cuix.

“Gem Boss, I is ready to organize the new boys. Don’t worry, Boss Guy will deal with these rotters,” Cuix said.

‘I have to admit, she’s been a lot more reliable since we dealt with Kelith’s adventurers. Much better than the time she abandoned me back when we stumbled into your hunting grounds,’ he thought to his Prime.

‘Goblins need strong leaders to imitate. You were hesitant and out of place when we first met, Master. Now, you have already declared that we will defeat a small army of undead.’

‘Good point.’

If only I felt as confident as I acted.

After standing up, Gabriel stepped back so he could see all three bonded monsters. “Let’s think through the best layout for this Crawlspace of Doom we’re going to build.”

“Ha! I like that. ‘Crawlspace of Doom’ has a nice ring to it,” Reyna said with a laugh. “So if your rock friend can reshape the room at will, is there a reason we can’t just seal this place off entirely until we get back with that stupid gem?”

“Yes,” Sthuza said. “While there are numerous factors, the main problem is that Lady Merideva must maintain a constant flow of Aether and a path for adventurers to reach her Core Room. Once her control of the dungeon is uncontested, she will be capable of putting far more distance between herself and any intruders. At the moment, this is the most secure room available.”

“This is more of that ‘Eternal Dungeon’ bullshit you mentioned while sleeping beau was dreaming of threesomes and shit, right?” Reyna asked.

When Sthuza gave her a tight nod, the lycan snickered. “You’re gonna need to explain all this weird crap once we catch up with that elf bitch.”

Gabriel nodded before Sthuza could reply. “Don’t worry. We’ll have a lot more time to dig into the details after we recover the crystal. We can learn about it together.”

Reyna’s face reddened, and she gave a single sharp nod before returning her attention to the pile of loot taken from the arachne.

Turning away from the lycan, Gabriel headed for the thick wooden door. He purposefully ignored the lusty look Cuix directed toward the magic circles across the room from which naked goblins would soon emerge. “I think taking another look at the hall will help with planning.”

“That makes sense, Master,” Sthuza said with a touch of humor. “But, perhaps you should study it via the Dungeon Interface. You have already proven it to be safe within Lady Merideva’s Domain.”

He paused and chuckled before nodding. “Yeah, good idea.”

His first two bonded rejoined him after he returned and carefully sat down again. While Cindra snuggled in tight against him, he dove into his Dungeon Sense and sought out the room beyond the pit trap.

It extended straight to the left from the outer tunnel to Merideva’s door, a little over ten feet long.

‘The dimensional pit trap should stop the shambling undead, but I’m a little worried they might have something planned with all those ghasts. Even after modifying the pit before installing it, it doesn’t cover half the length of the corridor outside. Bet Cindra could jump it easily.’

‘Yes. Honestly, Master, I would imagine that Reyna is the only one of us who would not be able to. But, I agree about taking extra precautions. If the one leading them is a death knight, he will no doubt prove a serious threat.

‘Such heinous undead retain the the full breadth of the skills they acquired as mortals in addition to their supernatural empowerment. A melee confrontation with such a monster could go poorly for us. In light of that, I believe Cindra’s idea is excellent.’

‘But how exactly do I…’ Gabriel trailed off as his vision of the room blurred.

Glowing lines overlaid the walls, floor, and ceiling. A list of materials appeared along one side, and a quick test proved the lines could be shifted at will.

‘What is wrong, Master?’

“Nothing’s wrong. Just discovered another aspect of the Interface. Looks like I can alter the room however I like. Length, width, and height. Plus, there are over a dozen material choices available.”

He paused to read through the list. “I’m afraid to even check the price for replacing the stone with adamantite.”

Sthuza giggled. “Yes, I can hardly imagine how expensive that would be. Mistress Iylara was always quite hesitant to use it for anything. It took me two years to convince her that Ffaelane needed that oversized adamantite sword.”

He froze when his Prime mentioned her previous DM but then relaxed when only the briefest hint of sadness seeped across their bond. After sealing his mind off, he returned to the room settings.

A few minutes of concentration revealed several functions he could use. “Looks like I can either designate the changes for later implementation or apply them on the fly.”

“That makes sense. I have seen it used in both ways.”

Cindra leaned in closer, pressing her warm cheek against his. “Packmaster will let Glowy Lady remake hall since it’s cheaper, right?”

Reaching up to brush her unruly gray hair from his mouth, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. Given what I know of the Eternal Dungeon’s rules so far, it’s definitely better if Meri makes the changes. While she’s setting that up, we can get prepared for battle.”

His bonded frowned at him and opened their mouths to reply, but he raised a hand to pause them. “Relax, all I’m talking about is casting a few buffs for you three. And maybe a Haste spell for the kobolds as well. That potion you fed me made a huge difference.”

Cindra calmed at once and wrapped her arms tight around his waist. His Prime released her frown but didn’t appear entirely mollified.

“Trust me. I know I’ve come too close to dying… again. This life is very different from anything I’d ever imagined before we met.”

“Would you change it now, Master… if you could?”

Sthuza’s worry was barely discernible, even with his full attention on the gorgon, and Gabriel flashed her a genuine smile. “Never. While it’s not the life I’d dreamed of, nothing could convince me to abandon it now.”

Cindra’s powerful arms squeezed him tight, crushing the wind from him.

Really glad she had the foresight to hug me below my battered ribs.

He shook his head clear and laughed at the sight of Sthuza struggling to peel the beaming hellhound off of him. Still smiling, he returned to the Interface and began tweaking the glowing diagram.

He started to lower the ceiling in the short hall beyond the pit trap. But as he experimented with the controls, he found the option to reposition and reshape rooms.

Why not go all out and create a layered defense. Force intruders to cover the same ground more than once.

Gabriel shifted the dimensions of the ethereal floorplan until a pair of equal length halls ran parallel with a shorter chamber connecting them at the far end. The second led into Merideva’s Core Room and retained the pit trap. With careful placement of a kobold-sized door and arrowslits along three walls, he set up a narrow defensive bunker between the two longer rooms.

The new outer hall was only four feet high with a taller corridor atop it and ran over twenty feet before giving way to two sharp right turns, each with a solidly built wooden door.

Even after surviving that lethal crawl and the shorter connecting hall, any intruders would still have to cross the entire length of the pit trap room. All while Merideva’s monsters could pelt them from the relative safety of the fortified enclosure.

Gabriel set the ceiling in the narrow bunker to the same height as the outer hall. When he was done, the tight confines looked claustrophobia-inducing, but he figured it would be perfect for their needs.

‘High enough for the kobolds and low enough to force a human into a full crouch or crawl. I didn’t see any shorter undead, so that should work fine.’

‘How much headspace can you allocate for the defenders above the outer hall?’

‘The more we change the room’s overall dimensions, the more expensive it all becomes. Cheapest option is to just add in a floor and leave the original ceiling in place. It seems like keeping the same volume of space cuts the cost.’

‘The hallway was around ten feet tall.’

‘Yeah. I made the crawlspace four feet which leaves six above. Cindra and I’ll have to duck, but you and Reyna should be able to stand up straight inside. If we ever go in there.’

‘Excellent. I would prefer to stay close to you, Master, but I could be more useful shooting through an arrowslit while Cindra and Reyna block them from entering the Core Room. Though… I may stay in the main hall with them for this battle. That way, I can support them if needed. For now, I will see what it takes to convince Reyna she should wear the arachne’s breastplate.’

Gabriel finalized his planned changes while they chatted, then confirmed the list and checked the total.

“Even making all of the new stonework reinforced only costs eleven hundred DE. Given the difference this should make in defending Meri, I think that’s a steal.”

When he withdrew from the Interface, he found himself seated alone and looked around. Cindra stood across the room, working to help Reyna into Yesera’s breastplate. The lycan’s cheeks were red, but she appeared cooperative. Sthuza was in deep conversation with Merideva, so he rose and stretched.

It was less painful than he had expected, but the twinge of pain deep in his chest reminded him of just how close he’d come to dying.

‘Definitely going to be more careful from now on. I’m a mage. I need to support my bonded with magic, not charge headlong into melee combat.’

‘That is excellent to hear, Master. Lady Merideva just finished conjuring her warriors, and she is now working to implement your alterations. I will be over in a moment.’

‘No rush, and thanks for suggesting that armor to Reyna.’

Sthuza didn’t reply, but he felt a faint rush of pride across her bond.

“Hey, you done with that mental bullshit? Think ya could check this stupid armor out? Snakes said it has a fitting enchantment or something, but Boobs and I can’t figure out how to make it work.”

Shaking his head, Gabriel joined the pair and inspected the petite lycan. She wore simple black trousers and a tan blouse that looked like they were cut for Sthuza. Cindra stood behind her, holding the darkly feminine armor against her slender body.

“I think your best bet is to shift first, then slip the breastplate on. There are limits to most fitting enchantments, and compared to Yesera, you’re…” He swallowed his next words when Reyna shot him an angry glare. “Anyway, yeah… shift into your hybrid form, and the enchantment should activate.”

The short blonde continued to glare for a long moment, never blinking before she nodded and looked away. “… thanks,” she whispered.

The softness of her words drew a sharp contrast to the harsh growl she unleashed as she shifted. Black-and-white fur erupted from her skin, and her cute face morphed into a pronounced, furry muzzle.

Seconds later, she’d gained a half a foot in height and fifty or more pounds of muscle. Despite the massive growth, she still failed to fill out the well-endowed arachne’s armor. But as he’d expected, a soft glow surrounded the black scale breastplate, and it began to shift and shrink to fit her.

The upper portion shrank substantially.

“Stop staring at my chest, Fucker,” Reyna growled.

Gabriel chuckled but turned away as Cindra helped the werebadger adjust the fit now that the armor was less endowed. He looked to Sthuza and saw her handing out the various bits of armor and weapons they’d looted from Kelith and his party. Over two dozen kobolds and several goblins were packed into that side of the room.

‘Definitely getting crowded in here.’

‘Yes, Master. Perhaps you should retire to your quarters and smooth your mana pool? Even with what the potion restored, any efficiency advantage may be useful soon. We can handle distributing the gear. Kestria has already sorted the tribe’s hierarchy, at least for the moment.’

‘Yeah, centering my mind’s probably the best thing I can do right now. This isn’t the time to get sloppy with my casting just because my pool is so much larger.’

“I’m going to meditate before the battle. Let me know when the intruders reach this floor. That should give me plenty of time to cast some buff spells.”

“Fine, just get your skinny ass out of here, so we can concentrate. Mega-tits over here can’t stop staring at you and drooling,” Reyna said with a snicker.

“Packmaster not skinny,” Cindra growled.

“Not sure what you is comparing him to, but Big Boss’s meat looks nice and thick,” Cuix croaked from deep within the pack of waist-high monsters.

Her words reminded Gabriel of what the goblin had been eating when they first met. He shuddered, then blocked out whatever response came and slipped into his simple room behind the altar.

Don’t let her distract you. It’s time for discipline and focus. Even with all of our plans, I’ve still got a bad feeling about this.

◆◆◆

After Gabriel finished his second complete centering routine, a gentle tug across one of his bonds drew him out of a meditative trance. Shaking his head, he took a deep breath and stood. He winced as a twinge of pain shot through his still healing chest, then grinned when he felt no worry from his Prime.

Guess I’m finally getting better at keeping shit to myself. I can’t keep worrying her needlessly.

Mana 48%

A quick peek at his mana confirmed that the percentage hadn’t changed. His thoughts were calmer, though, and the slightest focus on his pool itself revealed just how smooth and placid it had become after meditation.

Not bad for twenty or so minutes at best. When combined with the well-attuned arcane conduit Sthuza gave me, I should get some serious efficiency.

Still dressed in his stylish but damaged gray-and-green gambeson and with his mithril conduit sheathed at his hip, he moved to rejoin his bonded in Merideva’s Core Room.

Over two dozen monsters paused, the dull chatter dropping away in an instant as he stepped through the door. Sthuza flashed him a fang-baring smile and headed his way.

“Time for Packmaster’s magic?” Cindra asked a split second before the armored hellhound picked him up in a spine-popping hug.

Gabriel coughed and hugged her back. “Yeah. But you need to put me down. We don’t have time to waste.”

“Indeed, Master. Lady Merideva said the band of undead is no more than ten minutes from reaching the hallway outside. They seem to know exactly where to find us and have taken the shortest route on each floor.”

“That’s right,” Merideva said. “Sometimes they pause, and the armored one talks to himself, then they start moving again. Straight toward me.”

“Well, that’s discouraging. I was hoping they might split up and search for us. But if they already know where Meri’s room is, it might not be safe to leave her.”

“Ya said you’d seen the skanky undead bitch in one of those crazy magic visions, right? Maybe she can track you? If she’s sending troops after your ass, they might not bother coming here while we’re out.”

Gabriel paused, then nodded. “Good point. I suppose that’s better than the alternative. Anyway, you and Cindra stand side by side, please. It’ll be easier to weave a shield for each of you together.”

The armored lycan frowned at him but stepped over to join Cindra, who finally released him. “Ya sure that protecting us is worth your mana? Don’t you need to save some for that elven cunt?”

“Definitely worth it. And I’ll still have plenty for dealing with Estrial when the time comes.” He turned to face his Prime, and the gorgon grinned at him.

“It is quite unnecessary to shield me for this fight, Master. I will remain well back from the frontline this time. Cindra and Miss Reyna will have plenty of kobolds and goblins to support them if any undead make it past the traps. I can be far more useful with my bow, though I also have Yesera’s spear if I must join them. This is very different from when Kelith invaded.”

Gabriel sighed but nodded. “True. I just don’t like the idea of any of you getting wounded.”

Sthuza flashed him a soft smile while Cindra beamed brightly. Reyna just looked away.

With the talking done, he dove inward and reached out through the Weave of Creation. He tapped his mana pool while carefully tracing the arcane glyphs to form a pair of identical shield spells.

Even taking his time and ensuring that each spell was as efficient as possible, he still finished before the intruders entered their first line of defense.

Mana 47%

Shielding two of his bonded put a minor drain on his pool, but Gabriel pushed on and began to weave a Haste enchantment. He attached it to his bonded and the four kobolds who’d been chosen to serve as the frontline.

Their hodgepodge armor looks ridiculous, but their spears are lethal enough.

Anchoring the spell to seven targets barely taxed his focus now, and he couldn’t help but grin.

‘When I was delving with Estrial’s party, I cast each buff as an individual spell. Against Kelith, I struggled to target twelve. Now I could probably handle twice that many.’

‘Your progress is most impressive, Master. Just imagine how much you will be able to do after a year. But for now, please stay back with Lady Merideva. Trust us to deal with these loathsome intruders.’

“Of course, my Prime. I have complete faith in all three of you,” he said out loud, drawing a pleased howl from Cindra and dark muttering from Reyna.

“They’ve reached the Crawlspace of Doom, and my archers are shooting at them,” Merideva announced. The way she managed to sound both excited and terrified reminded Gabriel that she was almost as new to all of this as he was.

He reached out and gently clasped her now yellow orb. At the same time, he sent thoughts of calm and peace toward her.

Instantly, her glow brightened and shifted back toward her usual pink. She wiggled against his palm, so Gabriel pulled her closer, holding her tight. “Want to sit with me?”

“Ye-yes!”

“Great,” he said, then released the carefully woven Haste spell. Despite his rapid growth, he still flinched at the sudden surge of mana through his conduit and into the multiple targets.

“Please do not strain yourself, Master. Our defenses are stronger than I would have expected. We will stop them.”

Gabriel smiled at the worried gorgon and nodded. “I know you will.” He turned to meet Cindra’s fiery gaze. “You’re going to be front and center if any of them get past the pit, so I want you to be extra careful.”

“Cin—I will win, then mate with Packmaster as a reward!” she barked.

Sthuza’s worried look shifted to a glare, and Reyna laughed. “Horny as she is, I wonder how long your cock’s gonna last.”

Gabriel coughed. “Anyway,” he began, ignoring the antics of his bonded, “You three have to protect each other. Don’t be reckless.”

Reyna stared up at him, her amber eyes flaring brightly against the dark fur of her face.

“Yes, that means you too, Reyna,” he said without looking away.

For long seconds, neither of them blinked, but she finally relented and gave a short nod. “Whatever. Let’s get this shitshow over with. We’ve got other fuckers to fry.”

‘Perhaps you should select a more civilized bonded next time, Master?’

A sharp scream from Merideva cut off Gabriel’s response.

“What’s wrong?” Even as Gabriel asked, he dove into his bond with the Dungeon Core.

◆◆◆

Gabriel’s senses warped, shifting from the Mortal Realm to the indistinct Astral. The moment he settled within their bond, the cause of Merideva’s terror was obvious.

He shuddered as myriad sensations assaulted his mental avatar. It felt like his soul was being molested, and he instinctively recoiled from the disturbing contact. The groping, probing presence let him withdraw, seemingly content to focus on the Dungeon Core.

“Gabriel, please help!” Merideva cried. Her voice was filled with fear, and the sound triggered a surge of anger within him. “I don’t know what’s going on. One second I was monitoring the undead, then this horrible entity started violating me.”

“Where is it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t understand any of this! It’s like someone’s all around me. Touching me everywhere at once,” the Core replied.

Gabriel froze as a thought occurred to him. The presence felt strangely feminine, and he muttered, “Her.” Before he could solidify the concept, his Prime’s concerned voice sounded in his head.

‘Master, what is wrong?’

‘I’m not sure yet. Something’s… attacking Meri. I’ll handle this. You take care of the others.’

‘… yes, Master.’ Sthuza’s mind-voice was thick with worry, so Gabriel focused on broadcasting as much confidence as he could into their bond.

I’m not feeling very confident, but this isn’t the time for distractions. Just hope I can resolve this quickly.

Gabriel had no choice but to trust his Prime to handle the invaders while he dealt with whatever this other attack was.

“Are you still there, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. If anything, she sounded even more scared. Her voice quavered, and he instinctively tried to wrap himself around her.

“Yeah, I’m here, Meri. You’re my Core. I won’t leave you to face this alone.”

The more he tried to shield her, the more attention he drew from the probing presence. He felt a powerful, chaotic intelligence focus on him, and he shuddered again at its disturbing caresses.

Merideva’s intangible presence seemed to burrow deeper into his, and a sense of calm suffused their connection. “Thank you. But, what were you saying about ‘her’?”

“Right, thanks for the reminder,” Gabriel said.

He refocused on the unsettling entity even now seeking to penetrate Merideva. His first thought was that this new mental attack came from the undead “mistress,” and he worried she had planned a two-pronged assault.

Tattered whispers danced at the edges of his awareness, but he strained to recognize them, and they began to morph.

Syllables grew distinct, and Gabriel continued to shield Merideva as he listened to increasingly incoherent words in Imperial Elvish.

Each muttered nonsense danced through the immaterial nothingness with a familiar, feminine elegance.

“It’s Estrial,” Gabriel said. The moment he said her name, he felt a surge of outrage and a hint of fear from their attacker.

“What is she doing?” Merideva asked.

Gabriel shook his head and shifted more of his attention to the disturbing presence seemingly hellbent on the young Core. He heard more Elvish babble and knew it was the sorceress who’d betrayed him, but the few words he understood made no sense. “I’m not sure, but I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I. At least it’s not so bad with you protecting me.” Despite the tense atmosphere and the subtle fear still within their bond, he sensed a growing happiness radiating from Merideva.

He started to reply, but Estrial lashed out with a sudden intensity that battered his senses and shattered the Core’s happiness. He reeled from the sharp attack and Merideva’s pained wail as she was exposed once more.

Desperate, Gabriel threw his full might into a renewed defense. A radiant barrier flared into existence within the Astral emptiness. It surrounded both him and Merideva with a tangible presence, startling him even as it blocked another more powerful strike.

“How did you do that?” Merideva asked.

“No clue. It looks like an Aetheric Shield spell, but I didn’t cast anything.”

“It feels really nice.”

Gabriel chuckled and clutched the Core tighter against his mental avatar.

Estrial battered against his magical defense several times. With each attempt, her blows weakened, and after a final, tormented wail, the disturbing presence melted away, leaving the two of them alone.

Merideva wiggled about within his embrace. “I-is she gone now?”

“Seems like it. I’m worried she might come back.”

“But you’d protect me again, right?”

Gabriel chuckled and mentally stroked the Core. “Of course.”

But how well can I protect her while also chasing the Domain Crystal?


Chapter Five










Merideva was nestled in Gabriel’s lap by the time he shifted his mind back to his body. He stroked her crystalline orb, eliciting a pleased murmur from the Core.

‘Are you back, Master? Is Lady Merideva all right?’ Sthuza asked, her mind-voice clear and focused despite the imminent battle.

‘Yeah, I’m back. We’re fine for now, but I think Estrial somehow launched an attack through the Domain Crystal. I was able to protect Meri long enough to drive her off, but it’s still worrying.’

‘Indeed. Once we deal with these wretched intruders, we will have to chase down that foul betrayer before she can cause any more trouble.’

Calm confidence surged across the bond Gabriel shared with Sthuza, and he drank it in for a long moment before activating Dungeon Sense.

A peek at his bonds revealed Sthuza had done as he asked. Their forces were already set up in the outer hall. Four kobolds wearing oversized gambesons and ill-fitting mail stood with spears at the ready.

In her skintight leather and bronze armor, Cindra stood just behind them, her massive adamantite sword braced casually over one shoulder. Reyna snarled and gnashed her fangs as they waited for the undead horde to approach.

What do we do if they retreat and come back later?

His Prime didn’t respond, so Gabriel felt confident his mind was shielded from his bonded. He still struggled to recognize when he was broadcasting his thoughts, but he had no intention of letting any doubt or fear sabotage them mid-battle.

They’ve trusted me with their lives… their souls. Now it’s my turn to trust them.

From his bird’s eye view, he spotted the front rank of undead crammed into the short hall outside the pit trap tunnel. Arrows and bolts flew from kobolds inside the bunker, but few inflicted any appreciable damage.

More of the foul intruders crawled into the cramped space then rose to their feet. Several zombies slammed into the heavy wooden door, and it burst open a few seconds later.

One after another, those grotesque animated corpses shambled into the pit trap room. Oil dripped from their rotting corpses and rusty armor, but few bore scorch marks, and he was surprised at how intact they appeared.

Gabriel shifted his view to cover the split-level Crawlspace of Doom. He watched as Kestria’s kobolds hurled clay flasks of oil down into the horde of undead crammed into the claustrophobia-inducing tunnel below.

A green-scaled kobold dropped a lit torch onto a zombie that dripped with flammable oil. The flames flared, racing across the oily sheen.

Then a second later, the fire sputtered and vanished.

The hells!?

‘What is wrong, Master?’

‘The fire’s not working. Guess they anticipated that.’

‘Are they using magic or something else?’

Face flushing that he didn’t think to check, Gabriel focused and shifted his Dungeon Sense to include Magesight. The necrotic, life-hating energy that animated the rotten corpses glowed a sinister purple white. A simplistic defensive field surrounded each undead.

‘Some kind of fire suppressing magic… but it’s not like anything I was taught in school.’

Sthuza didn’t reply, so he turned his attention to the hall where she stood on a raised platform that jutted from the wall behind his other bonded.

Over a dozen undead had already flooded into the long room, many dripping with oil.

One of Sthuza’s black-feathered arrows flashed down the hall and took an armored zombie in the head. A pulse of magic flickered, and that one fell, but a dozen others raced forward, gnashing their rotten teeth at Cindra and Reyna.

The imposing hellhound stood a foot back from the still concealed pit trap. She held her massive black sword at the ready. Beside her, Reyna bounced on the pads of her bestial feet.

“Come on ya festering wormbait. I got more important shit to do,” Reyna growled. She wove her black swords before her. “You want that big-dicked mage, yer gonna have to get past us first.”

If she wasn’t standing next to Cindra, she’d be terrifying. Few things look scary when compared to that adamantite blade.

The undead seemed to get the lycan’s meaning and surged forward. The lead zombie, a shifting horror with his intestines flopping against his knees and a single arm, made it over halfway across the false floor before he triggered the pit.

Four other zombies fell with him as the ground beneath them vanished. Unlike with a live opponent, the undead gave no cry of surprise. The moaning and gnashing of broken teeth remained steady.

Reyna chortled. “Fucking morons…” She paused and scrunched up her muzzle. “wait, why’d they stop?”

Attention drawn to the feisty werebadger, Gabriel glanced back to the front line of undead. The rotten, misshapen monsters stood at the edge of the pit. Even as more poured in from the outer room, they held back.

Sthuza didn’t wait for a reply and loosed another arrow. The dark missile tore through a zombie’s pale eye and carried through, blasting out the back of its head in a gory spray of rancid brain and black blood.

Its animating force released the devastated corpse, and it collapsed forward, falling into the pit. Another zombie stepped up into the now open space and raised a crude, wooden shield.

“The hells is wrong with these shits? They’re not supposed to show caution,” Reyna muttered.

‘She has a point.’

“Yes, it appears the armored warrior Master mentioned is controlling them,” Sthuza said. Her voice remained smooth and level even as she loosed another arrow.

It took another front-rank zombie in the neck, causing it to join the others in the pit. Then a heavily armored skeleton pushed through the crowd and raised its shield. More followed.

Within seconds the entire front line was replaced by a row of similarly armored skeletons. They each held assorted shields up to limit Sthuza’s targets.

Unlike living troops, they don’t care if she shoots them in the legs. Undead don’t feel pain.

Sharing his thought, Sthuza sighed and lowered her black-and-silver recurve bow. The movement drew Gabriel’s focus back to her, and he noticed the silver daggers strapped to her waist. Yesera’s spear was propped against the wall behind her.

‘I don’t want you rushing into melee, Sthuza. Let Meri’s monsters do the grunt work.’

Sthuza didn’t reply, but her green lips turned up in a slight smile.

Reaching out through his bond with Merideva, he sought her conjured monsters. He felt eighteen goblins and twenty-five kobolds.

Looks like only one has died so far. Wonder what the death toll will be once this is all over.

A single thought of what the undead would do to his bonded helped stamp out any concern about throwing the weak and poorly geared monsters into the fray.

Meri conjured them for this purpose. Better them than my bonded.

Gabriel directed all of the small monsters who had been held back to rush toward the frontline. They all responded, and a rush of kobolds charged in from Merideva’s Core Room.

‘Why did you send the kobolds to us, Master? Their crossbows are far weaker than my bow. The bolts will not penetrate those shields.’

‘I know, but if that armored asshole was ready for fire, he’ll have some way to cross the pit as well. I’m going to order the goblins guarding Meri to move up also. They should at least distract a few while you three tear into them.’

‘Of course, Master. I will relay your plan to Cindra and Reyna.’

‘Thanks.’

◆◆◆

True to his word, Gabriel stretched out through Merideva’s network and compelled the last of the cowardly goblins to join the fray. He was careful not to bother Cuix, knowing that the sole female goblin was still wounded.

Gabriel felt the death of a kobold near the Crawlspace of Doom. He shifted his vision back to that fight and frowned.

More undead struggled to crawl through the low-ceilinged tunnel. About halfway along, a skeleton had gotten a lucky spear thrust through a murder hole above him.

Two other kobolds had grabbed the bone spear and were locked in a desperate bid to steal the skeleton’s weapon. Between them, a blood-splattered white kobold lay limp, its face ripped open. Its blood poured down into the crawlspace, soaking the undead below.

Was that Kestria?

It only took a split second to track down the white-and-black scaled shaman. Gabriel was surprised at the sense of relief he felt knowing that she survived, but then he noticed how the undead were spreading out in the crowded tunnel.

The first half of the long crawlspace was packed with rotting bodies, the undead forced to crawl across the oil-coated stone floor. They continued on relentlessly while several kobolds threw oil flasks, torches, and even loose stones down through the murder holes.

The pair of kobolds he had noticed earlier still struggled to control the skeleton’s spear. They were just past the middle of the long bunker above the crawlspace, and several undead had bumped up against their pinned foe. Beyond them though, only a couple of armored undead crawled toward the open door at the far end.

‘They’re getting stuck because of the spear wielder!’

‘What?’

Gabriel ignored his Prime, instead commanding all of Merideva’s minions stationed above the Crawlspace of Doom to use their spears in place of the oil. They threw the flasks in hand then picked up their weapons.

Most of the spears had stone heads and would cause no significant injuries to the unholy monsters. The kobolds stood over the murder holes, jabbing downward. Most of them accomplished little more than scratching the zombies and skeletons trying to crawl through the tight space.

A black-scaled hand thrust a sharpened stick down into the neck of a skeleton’s rusty breastplate. The unfeeling creature kept crawling until the spear caught against the stone and jammed.

‘It’s working.’

‘What is, Master?’

‘I’ve got the kobolds above slowing them. Once you three whittle down the ones already in the pit room, the rest should come in slow enough to handle with ease.’

‘Understood.’

Gabriel shifted his perspective back to where his bonded stood. Sthuza shot another zombie as they shuffled near the front. Her target collapsed, tripped a second, and they both fell into the pit. Behind them, several skeletons armored in archaic, rust-covered mail marched forward.

More skeletons pushed to the front and stood motionless, ignoring the arrows and bolts incoming. A slight swirl of mana flared farther back.

Just when Gabriel wondered what they were up to, two of the fleshless monsters stepped off the ledge.

Instead of dropping into the dimensional pit like the zombies, the pair fell to parallel then held themselves rigid, arms outstretched. He focused on their feet and belatedly noticed they weren’t wearing boots.

Their bones were sunk into solid stone.

Two more skeletons marched across their prone companions before bending down and gripping their outstretched hands. Kicking their feet up, the pair rotated and extended their legs toward Cindra and the others.

The hellhound figured out what was happening quicker than Gabriel or Reyna. She lunged ahead, her greatsword coming down in a powerful slash. Her black blade sheared through one, and bone shards sprayed as the undead monstrosity shattered.

Reyna rushed forward to support her, but a hazy magical shield flared into place before either monster girl could strike the remaining skeleton. The werebadger staggered back but remained standing.

Cindra spun and whipped her sword across in a heavy strike at the glowing barrier. Her adamantite blade produced an earsplitting chime when the translucent wall resisted, and she barked in pain. She stepped back and turned her attention to the horde of undead already rushing across the makeshift bridge.

Shit.

Gabriel started to withdraw from the Interface when he felt a surge of fear from his Prime. He knew she was worried he would panic and rush to join them in person. Instead of doing that and distracting his bonded, he reached out to Merideva’s monsters again.

The small band of goblins had reached the others, but they felt more distant than the kobolds in the same room. Discarding that difference as unimportant, Gabriel concentrated on the dozen kobolds in the long room.

A few seconds of focus left him disoriented as his vision shifted and warped. When the colors and shapes calmed, he watched the fight both from overhead and the reptilian eyes of a kobold.

His kobold host thrust its short spear at an unarmored zombie. The sharp stone head tore into rotten flesh and ripped the creature’s stomach open. A viscous black flood of necrotic fluid gushed out, complete with chunks of rot and wiggling maggots. The horrid spectacle left Gabriel thankful he had only accessed the kobold’s eyesight.

Despite the vicious wound, the zombie lurched forward and smashed its wooden club into the kobold’s head.

The tiny lizardman staggered and fell, its dizziness threatening to knock Gabriel down with it. He pulled back instinctively and shifted to another warrior.

His new host stood on one of the stone platforms set along the back of the hall, a crossbow raised to its slender shoulder. It seemed to sense his presence and stood straighter, holding its shot. A single command and the kobold adjusted its aim to the side then pulled the trigger. It took the same zombie in the face.

While his host worked to reload the crossbow, Gabriel focused on another kobold. The shift was even smoother this time, and he leapt into another frontline fighter. His two points of view merged into one, and he spotted a skeleton about to strike his host from its blind side.

Despite Gabriel’s awareness, the kobold couldn’t turn quick enough to avoid the strike. He strained at the thought of blocking the blow, and another kobold’s spear swung into position. It failed to stop the attack outright but slowed it enough to only bruise the twisting kobold.

In the time it took Gabriel to realize what he had done, he took control of two more kobolds. With the four of them working in sync, all responding instantly to his intentions, they soon dropped the skeleton and the already wounded zombie.

Cindra roared, and he glanced over. She stood tall, whipping her sword back and forth in a frantic defense to hold back an ever-growing horde of undead. Thankfully, all he saw were the assorted skeletons and zombies at the front.

We can’t continue like this once those ghasts arrive. They’re quicker than these low-tier undead, and their poisonous claws would drop anyone with a scratch.  I should have planned more layers to our defenses.

‘We will hold, Master. Whatever you are doing with the kobolds is working well.’

Sthuza’s voice in his head was clear evidence he had again failed to keep his thoughts to himself. He bit back his frustration and focused on the black-scaled kobold who had been knocked prone earlier.

It rose to its feet and shoved an unsuspecting zombie into the pit. Before he could issue a new command, another undead stepped into the open space.

While the bridge was still only two skeletons wide, more and more undead rushed across it without hesitation. The growing horde spread out across the ten-foot-wide hall and surged forward.

Gabriel commanded his ad hoc squad to attack the closest undead, and the four kobolds worked in unison to swarm a well-armored zombie.

It swatted at the black one but was too slow. The zombie drew back for a second attack. Its bloated face expressionless even as another kobold wedged her spear into its exposed underarm.

Gabriel didn’t pause the coordinated assault. He directed the last two to target the zombie’s knees. The longsword one struggled to swing carved deep into rotten flesh, shredding meat and severing tendons.

The overwhelmed zombie stumbled back on its heels, and the other kobold charged in, jumped up, and kicked off against its rusty breastplate. Instead of trying to recover its balance, the simple-minded monster swung a large morning star at its attacker.

Several kobolds cheered as the armored zombie fell into the pit. The flit of flying missiles drew Gabriel’s attention to another pair of the rotten undead.

He watched a fifth black-feathered arrow sink deep into one of the pair, joining the four which already jutted from the two, along with half a dozen smaller bolts. Despite the wounds, neither intruder turned their attention from rushing at Cindra and Reyna.

His bonded were already fending off four zombies and a pair of skeleton warriors draped in ragged shrouds. Cindra’s greatsword hewed limbs and shattered brittle iron weapons, but more rushed toward her from the skeletal bridge. The sheer number of attackers forced them both back one step after another.

Gabriel spared a second to study the short hall outside and confirmed the flow of undead was slowing thanks to the kobolds above the Crawlspace of Doom wedging spears into the crawling monsters.

The attacks did little to harm the necrotic intruders. But if they could thin the current crowd, they might keep the numbers more reasonable. A trio of Kestria’s warriors had a group of ghasts pinned at the far end, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

‘We need to take advantage of the time they’re buying us.’

‘Of course, Master.’

Gabriel directed his four kobolds to split up and attack the two pincushioned zombies. The shambling corpses showed greater insight than he had expected, both of them working to flank his furry bonded.

Another black arrow took one in the head, but its pitted, blackened helm deflected the missile. More bolts struck it, but again it showed no concern.

The kobolds rushed in close to the crowded melee. They thrust their spears between the larger monsters’ legs, tripping them, though they fell to the ground with them.

Ragged, filthy claws slashed at the tangled kobolds, but Gabriel overrode each one’s actions and helped them twist and roll aside.

It’s easier to make the kobolds dodge an attack than it would be for me to dodge them. Why?

He shook aside the thought, diving deeper into Merideva’s bonds. As he directed them to stand, he realized all four responded to the single instruction. With his new ability to split his focus between two actions or spells, he felt the urge to command even more.

Tugging at more threads connected to another pair of kobolds, he ordered them to join his first four. The six of them raised their spears as one and focused their attacks on the two still prone zombies.

Sharpened stone tore into rotten flesh and severed poorly armored joints. They struck again and again, shredding the twitching monsters.

Suddenly, Cindra howled, and he glanced over to see her deliver a massive overhead strike that turned a skeleton into countless jagged bone splinters.

“Do you have to make such a gods-damned mess?” Reyna growled. She hurled herself at the other armored skeleton, taking a spear through one leg before shattering its neck.

“Packmaster make clean later. After the killing is over,” Cindra replied as she dodged away from two zombies. She whipped her sword around in a Haste-fueled blur and struck at the closest.

Instead of a clean hit on the unbalanced monster, its ally shifted its shield and deflected her blow away. A third rushed in, shieldbashing her.

‘They’re far too coordinated for mindless undead,’ he sent to his Prime.

‘Yes, Master. They seem to move like those kobolds you are commanding.’

‘Shit. Yeah.’

Two more zombies entered the room, and he saw another slowly climbing to its feet behind them. A faint sting signaled the death of a kobold above the crawlspace in the outer hallway, but the others redoubled their efforts to slow the intruders.

Gabriel pushed that battle from his thoughts and focused on guiding his six spear-wielding kobolds. All it took was the slightest intention from him, and the small warriors struck. Behind them, several more continued to rain bolts down among the undead.

With their support, his bonded dropped three more in quick succession. With every passing second, he settled further into controlling his forces.

We can do this!


Chapter Six










More undead crossed the makeshift bridge, so Gabriel concentrated his full attention on the battle and arrayed the kobolds to either side of Cindra.

She stood just before the skeletal bridge, working to smash the last of the first wave. Her Haste-enhanced attacks pummeled her foe.

The misshapen zombie wore heavier armor, thick rusted mail over a moth-eaten red gambeson, and bore a shield that had survived multiple blows from the hellhound’s greatsword. The monster opened its mouth wide, revealing grotesque, blackened teeth and a bloated, purple tongue longer than Cindra’s.

What species was he before he died?

“Gah! Swallow that shit, you crusty ass-face,” Reyna grumbled. “Looks like a satyr’s dong after mating season.”

Gabriel felt his controlled kobolds shudder in tandem with his own revulsion but ignored it to split two of them from the group. They rushed to cut off the new arrivals while the other four joined Cindra in attacking the one with the tongue.

It snapped its jaws repeatedly, but if it said anything, Gabriel couldn’t hear it over the clash and clang of battle and the groaning of numerous zombies.

Cindra launched another heavy attack, leaving herself exposed. Before he could worry, Reyna rushed in beside her, slipped under the hellhound’s extended arms, and crossed her curved swords across the zombie’s left leg.

The magically sharp blades carved through the rusted hauberk then severed its femur. Putrid black blood sprayed across Reyna as she slid past the one-legged monster. She spat and growled before leaping to her feet. “The goblin bitch smells good compared to that mess.”

“Packmaster will—”

“Yeah, yeah. He’s gonna whip his huge cock out and blast us all clean with his cum once we’re finished. Less talking, more killing.”

‘I cannot help but wonder at what her bonding included to inspire such thoughts. Should I be jealous, Master?’

Sthuza’s mind-voice rang with mirth, but she continued to loose arrows without pause. She caught a hunchbacked ghoul in the face, tearing its lower jaw away as it stepped off the skeletal bridge.

Gabriel sent his Prime a mental laugh of his own then commanded a kobold to stab the ghoul’s leg. The white-and-black kobold tore into its unarmored thigh, and the limb all but exploded in a putrid, rotten mist.

The malodorous cloud of spoiled meat coated the kobold. When he sensed its disgust through their connection, he was once again grateful to be in Merideva’s Core Room.

Despite the intense revulsion it felt, the small lizardman continued to follow his commands with fanatical devotion, striking again and again. By the time the foul mess settled on the stone floor, the ghoul was little more than a puddle of goo and hunks of greenish-gray meat.

“No offense, but better you than me. Doubt I’d ever get that stench out of my fur,” Reyna said. She stood next to the gore-covered kobold, preventing another zombie from attacking the blinded warrior.

While that kobold worked to clear its eyes, Gabriel directed the other five to attack whatever target Cindra focused on. They moved up and formed at her sides, preventing any of the attackers from flanking the armored hellhound.

A ghast stepped off the bridge and moved to attack, but Cindra noticed it before Gabriel could warn her. She spun about, her sword raised high, and caught the ghast in the throat. The intelligent undead screamed as his head flew through the air, and Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief.

She continued to whittle away the undead on their side of the pit trap. Her powerful strikes forced multiple enemies to dodge, and every time they did, a kobold spear darted in to tear and slice through unarmored joints.

A pair of goblins stood their ground and tangled with a hunched-over ghoul, jabbing wildly with oversized spears looted from Kelith’s party. The feral undead ducked below a high thrust and pounced on the unfortunate goblin.

The ghoul ignored its other attacker and tore into the first goblin with ravenous hunger. It bit off its screaming victim’s face, then tilted its head back to swallow. Licking blood from blackened lips, it dove in for another bite.

Before Gabriel could order his kobolds to help, the remaining goblin screeched and attacked with a vengeful fury. He caught the ghoul in mid-bite and rammed his spear straight down the horrific monster’s throat.

‘At least some of them lack discipline. The ghouls are less focused than the zombies.’

‘Yes, Master. I would guess it is easier to control a mindless brute than a creature of pure hunger.’

Reyna floated from left to right and back, throwing a few slashes before dashing aside and flanking another ghoul. Her glistening swords did more damage than the unenchanted spears, but they lacked the raw power of Cindra’s and rarely dropped any of her foes outright.

Whenever a zombie or ghoul suffered too many wounds and slowed, Gabriel ordered his kobolds to knock them back into the pit trap. The growing cluster of undead down below clawed at the smooth walls in a futile attempt to climb back out of the thirty-foot pit.

‘At this rate, the damn thing’s going to fill up, and they’ll just climb out.’

‘I believe we are winning, Master. How many remain in the outer hall?’

Gabriel had gotten so immersed in coordinating his squad of kobolds that he had forgotten to monitor the rest of the fight. He ordered all six of his spear-wielding warriors to support Cindra, then shifted his attention to the other room and flinched back in horror.

Blood coated almost every inch of the bunker. It dripped from the low stone ceiling, and chunks of Merideva’s kobolds lay strewn the room. More blood and viscera rained down through the murder holes into the Crawlspace of Doom.

The gore didn’t seem to bother the last undead crawling through.

The only movement in the bunker came in the form of eight cat-sized skeletal monstrosities. The tiny undead hacked and gnawed at the last kobold defender with vicious, bloody claws and fangs. The small lizardman struggled to fight back, but one of the attackers ripped its throat out, and Gabriel watched its life fade away.

‘Not good! All the kobolds in the upper room are down. There’s still a dozen or more undead crawling through now, including that armored one. And a group of tiny skeletons that slipped through the murder holes.’

‘That is unfortunate, but the kobolds’ delaying action bought us more time than I expected. We have already defeated most of the intruders. The fact it was skeletons which killed them is also better than the alternative.’

He focused on his Prime’s confidence and forced himself to relax.

‘Yeah. We’ll finish this soon enough,’ Gabriel replied, then closed his mind. I just hope the other ghasts didn’t stay in the rear because they’re casters.

As he returned his attention to his squad of kobolds, four more armored skeletons marched through the far door. Their vanguard plate armor was pitted and scarred, but unlike most of those he had seen so far, it was battle damage, not age, that marred their gear.

They reached the far side of the pit trap but made no move to cross the undead bridge. Cindra took advantage of the lull in reinforcements to launch an overhead smash that exploded another zombie and made more room on their side of the pit.

Instead of rushing forward again, she took a step back to recover. Reyna stood to her left, panting and coated in gore. Several kobolds flanked them, spears at the ready.

“She has impressive strength, Dungeon Master,” a cultured male voice called out. “And a striking face. It would be a shame to destroy such beauty, but we do what we must.” The tall, armored figure Gabriel had scried earlier stood in the doorway.

Gabriel’s blood boiled, and pain seared his right hand as he fought the urge to reach out and steal the death knight’s soul.

‘Master! Please calm yourself. Do not let that foul presence draw you deeper.’

‘What?’

Gabriel shook his head to clear it and settled back into his connection with the squad of kobolds.

“Surrender now, Dungeon Master, and I give you my word: your Core and bonded will be spared. Refuse, and they will die, painfully.”

“I was going to offer you the chance to leave in peace before, but no one threatens my bonded!” Gabriel growled, his voice echoing from five kobolds.

Five?

‘I believe one of your thralls died among that last group of zombies, Master.’

‘Shit. I didn’t even notice.’

Focusing on the five remaining monsters under his direct control, Gabriel positioned them to help Cindra.

“You and your companions have put up a worthy fight, but they are exhausted from battle, and my best warriors have yet to join the fray,” the armored figure said.

He gestured first to the group of well-armored skeletons, then to three lightly armored ghasts who stepped through the door behind him. “For that matter, almost half of the fodder you have bested so far are still alive in your little hole.”

“Packmaster won’t abandon Pack. Foul Man should go far away and take rotten ones with him,” Cindra said. She held her giant blade ready and glared at the death knight.

“The mistress was most insistent in her desire for the Dungeon Master. I have not seen her like this in many years. No amount of resistance will deter her focus now that she has set her attention on you. You will be hers regardless, but you can still save your bonded.”

“Hey, fuck-face,” Reyna called out. “Your frigid bitch of a boss needs to go find her own walking dick. This guy’s already booked. And,” she said, pausing to glance back toward Merideva’s Core Room, “it’s not up to him anyway. He’d be overruled.”

‘That’s right, Gabriel. You aren’t allowed to surrender yourself. I forbid it.’ Meri said, her words echoing within his head.

‘I have no intention of listening to this asshole. Like Reyna said, you can never trust these types to keep their word.’

A warm rush of joy and gratitude washed across Gabriel. Most of it came from the Dungeon Core, but he could sense traces from his Prime mixed within.

The undead warrior waited in silence for several seconds, then shook his head. “I am disappointed in you, Dungeon Master. Know that their deaths will be on your soul.”

Reyna glared at the arrogant undead. “We’re not afrai—”

The four heavily armored skeletons leapt across the pit without warning, interrupting her reply.

Shit!

Still boosted by his Haste spell, Cindra attacked almost before their armored boots struck the stone floor. She brought her greatsword around in a blur, and thunder cracked in the confined tunnel.

The sound hurt Gabriel’s ears even through the closed door and fifty feet between them, but he almost failed to notice because his attention was on Cindra’s target.

Her still-standing target.

The armored skeleton caught her massive strike on its shield, then before Gabriel could even breath, it lashed out with a quick jab to her face that sent the hellhound reeling.

Another followed up with a slash at the off-balance woman, but a black arrow struck the side of its thick helmet. The blow did little harm to the undead monster but altered its attack enough to save Cindra.

She threw herself into a roll to buy space and time. Reyna stepped in and launched a flurry of wild strikes, preventing two others from ganging up on the powerful monster girl.

“Cindra doesn’t like meatless any better than rotten ones,” she growled before returning to the fray.

To Gabriel’s relief, she stood tall and battered aside one skeleton’s shield. Her blow glanced off an armored pauldron, but she easily dodged the counterattack.

As the four skeletons worked to strike his bonded, the greater skill and experience of the undead warriors grew increasingly obvious. Despite that, the incredible strength and magically enhanced speed of the seruuberc hellhound meant that Cindra’s attackers wound up on the defensive more than not.

A fusillade of sharp bolts and black arrows pelted the armored undead. While some of Sthuza’s arrows punched through the narrow gaps between scarred armor plates, none of them appeared to affect the powerful undead.

A kobold’s small bolt slipped through the visor of one skeleton’s helmet and sank to the fletchings, but the hit failed to slow the unholy monster. Several bolts ricocheted off the vanguard plate armor.

Gabriel commanded the kobolds to lower their crossbows after one shot clipped Cindra’s thigh.

‘More likely to hurt her or Reyna than these bastards.’

A hint of agreement crossed over from his Prime at the same time that Yesera’s black spear flashed past Cindra and tore a skeleton’s head off. The sinister black polearm retracted just as quickly, and Gabriel noticed the green hand wrapped around its dark grip.

Sthuza shifted to the side and thrust at a second skeleton before the first fell. Despite her magical speed and grace, this one blocked with its ancient kite shield. The black speartip scored the faded heraldry but no more.

Dread clenched Gabriel’s heart when the skeleton countered, forcing the lightly armored gorgon to twist aside.

He wanted to call out to her but feared distracting her amid the frantic battle. He struggled to keep calm as she worked with her fellow bonded to beat back the trio of vanguard-armored undead.

The kobolds Gabriel had been controlling stared at the far end of the hall. Worried, he shifted his attention to match. The three ghasts from earlier stepped forward and pointed gnarled, twisted wands toward his bonded. Their baleful eyes promised suffering, and the middle one issued an order in a foul tongue Gabriel did not recognize.

Mages!

His panicked, unconcealed thought caused Sthuza to turn just in time to see the enchanted wands flare a sickly greenish-black. He had no idea what spells they were discharging, but he knew trying to rush a counterspell against a charged magical item was doomed to failure.

Nonetheless, an instinctive drive to protect his bonded tore through Gabriel. His consciousness rushed along a glowing thread from Merideva, and he screamed in pain and surprise as his mind slammed down into a too-tight form.

Mana surged along his internal leylines. The raw power set every nerve on fire, all the way down to the tip of his tail.

◆◆◆

Tail?

Gabriel barely understood the thought as a massive surge of energy coursed into his small staff then exploded outward to form a glowing shield.

The magical barrier shimmered and swelled. It solidified a split second before three bolts of life-stealing magic streaked out from the ghasts’ wands. The sinister attacks slammed into the shield and splattered against its face.

A necrotic miasma spread across the surface like wildfire. The unstable result of his snapcast spell flickered and dimmed, but the hostile magic burned out a second before the barrier failed.

“Master? How did you do that?” Sthuza called out.

“The hells are you talking about? That was the kobold,” Reyna said. Her amber eyes stared down at him in shock.

His shortest bonded stared down at him.

Gabriel blinked then lowered his gaze, which now seemed anchored to a body instead of shifting about freely. One outstretched arm held the crude arcane conduit Merideva had made for him out toward the trio of ghast mages.

A slender, white-and-black scaled arm.

Kestria’s arm, but even as he watched, the scales began to darken.

‘Master, can you hear me?’ Sthuza asked, though she sounded faint.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Kestria must have sensed my desire and countered their attack.’

‘I… am not sure, Master. It felt like you cast the spell through her,’ Sthuza replied. Her bond felt different, but he sensed her distraction.

Gabriel kept half of his focus on the enemy mages across the pit. The trio showed no interest in crossing the skeletal bridge. Instead, two of them argued with the third until he snarled, and they began to weave a single spell.

Diverting as much attention as he dared, he glanced at the intense battle raging on the closer side of the pit. He watched in awe as his Prime appeared to dance between two well-armored foes.

The undead warriors showed skill and talent in the way they worked their broad shields and sharp swords in a series of attacks at the gorgon. But every time one of them came close, Sthuza twisted the spear around and dodged or parried each strike.

Her graceful moves kept the pair pressed back toward the pit trap, but another clashed with Cindra nearby.

I thought Cindra appeared skilled the other day, but compared to Sthuza, she looks like she’s threshing wheat.

The split skirts of Sthuza’s armor whipped about her, further concealing her smooth motions. She danced back and swiped the spear at head height.

Metal screeched as she gouged the skeleton’s black helm, but then she had to dodge away from Cindra to avoid a heavy strike from her second opponent. The hellhound retaliated, bringing her greatsword down on the skeleton’s morning star.

The weapon’s hardwood shaft looked like ironwood, but the incredible edge of her blade sheared clean through. She yipped in satisfaction before the last vanguard skeleton slammed its shield into the side of her head.

Worry and rage warred in Gabriel’s mind as Cindra staggered and dropped to one knee. Before he could act, however, Reyna rushed in and launched herself over the downed hellhound.

She almost cleared the raised shield, but her feet caught on its metal rim, and she slammed into the surprised skeleton. The impact of her stocky hybrid form staggered the armored undead.

It stumbled, flailed its free arm wildly, then crashed down at the lip of the pit. Reyna fell with it, and Gabriel gasped.

Fortunately, the agile lycan rolled away from the pit as the prone skeleton warrior untangled itself and rose to its hands and knees.

Sthuza swept her spear through right behind Reyna. The gorgon caught the monster’s heavy helmet, and she hissed loudly as she threw all of her considerable strength into the blow.

Disoriented and already close to the edge, the skeleton tumbled into the pit with a clatter of bones and steel.

Someone cursed, but when Gabriel tried to find the source, he noticed the three ghast mages already harnessing more mana.

‘Shit. I’ll deal with the mages. Keep yourselves safe.’

Gabriel didn’t catch a response. He dove into his mana pool and tapped it without questioning how he had cast through Kestria.

The three undead casters worked in tandem, openly weaving a potent Arctic Chill. Their gestures looked slow and clumsy to Gabriel, but his heart raced as he began casting a counter.

Mana 38%

Not bad considering the drain of Haste.

When he focused on the hostile spell circle, Kestria raised the crude tree-limb wand with a shadow-black hand. Her offhand traced through the intricate glyphs with the same precision he had trained with for so long.

Is she still in here? Or did I rip out her soul?

‘War Chief guides Kestria. We save tribe,’ she replied, her voice ringing in his head.

‘Uh, yeah. Thanks for helping.’

Now that he was aware of the kobold shaman’s mental presence, he could feel her lend him more magical power. Beneath the current, he sensed myriad changes as magic altered her small body.

Another group of undead rushed past the mages. Gabriel spared them a glance and confirmed they were mail-armored fighters—at least two of them ghasts. He bit his lip in anger but forced himself to ignore the new attackers in favor of his counterspell.

Got to trust my bonded to handle them while I deal with the casters.

Cindra roared, and everyone winced at the tortured squeal of her adamantite sword cleaving deep into her foe’s thick breastplate. Bones splintered, and the skeleton collapsed. Another metallic screech rang out when she braced a boot against the battered armor and tugged her weapon free.

The temperature started to plummet. The clang of the collapsing fighter was like the starting bell for the casters.

They sealed off their spell circle then hurled a swirling vortex of supernaturally chilled air toward Sthuza and the others.

Gabriel rushed the final glyphs with an inefficiency which made him wince at the strain on his pool. He focused, and a bolt of Aetheric energy leapt from Kestria’s staff and dove into the approaching magic. The soft blue beam sank into the chaotic storm of frost and ice.

Mana 32%

“That did fuck all,” Reyna growled as she dropped low and rolled to avoid being impaled on a spear. “What was the point of—”

The chilly vortex made it halfway across the pit, and then it exploded into a massive spray of snow.

“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra crowed. She emphasized her joy with a heavy overhead strike that shattered her target’s frosty shield.

Reyna coughed and spat a mouthful of rapidly melting snow. “Okay, that was kinda impressive… Fucker.”

Gabriel started to reply, but an outraged voice roared through the room.

“Enough! This ends now,” the death knight growled before leaping straight across the pit.

He landed lightly despite his armor and slammed a front kick into Cindra. His dark boot made solid contact with her gut and sent her tumbling onto her ass.

Sthuza launched into a Haste-fueled flurry of thrusts that blurred together, but the undead knight countered every strike with his shield or mace. Without slowing, she whipped the spear around and slashed at his armored head.

He barely shifted yet still brought his shield up to deflect the blow. For long seconds, Sthuza continued to press him, demonstrating incredible skill and speed. When she finally slowed, he stood unscathed.

Gabriel’s heart climbed into his throat, and he felt the overwhelming urge to release his hold on Kestria and race out into the hall to join his bonded in person.

‘No, Master! Stay where you are. We can defeat him.’

The undead warrior took the offensive, and Gabriel couldn’t help but watch mutely through Kestria’s eyes as Sthuza parried attack after attack.

Cindra staggered back to her feet, growling low in her throat. “Snakey need help with that one?”

“No! Focus on the others. There are more ghasts mixed among them,” Sthuza said.

Four hauberk-wearing warriors rushed from the far side and leapt the pit like they were stepping over a small puddle.

“Shit butter,” Reyna muttered as she moved to Cindra’s side.

The armored ghasts landed in complete silence despite their blackened mail armor and gleaming blades.

“This means we get the bitches, yes?” one of them asked in a feminine rasp, rising from its crouched landing. Staring at Cindra with malicious hunger, it scraped grimy talons across the interwoven metal links covering its body.

The death knight chuckled then glanced over to where Gabriel remained anchored within Kestria. Glowing red pits bored into his eyes, holding his attention.

“Yes. The Dungeon Master has decided to hide behind his playthings. The mistress says you may entertain yourselves with them as you please. Leave the Core and the Master for me.”

“Yes, Lord Dougraine,” the ghast replied.

“Dougraine?” Sthuza whispered. “That armor… yo-you were one of Misss… of Dungeon Massster Iylara’sss floor bossssesss.”

“Foul lies, filthy serpent. The only other Dungeon Master I have encountered is that despicable brute, Drayne,” the black-and-silver armored knight snarled. He lunged forward and lashed out with his shield, but the gorgon twisted aside.

Confusion and sorrow flooded Gabriel’s bond with his Prime. She slashed along the back of Dougraine’s knees. But while the move would have been crippling for a human, the undead warrior barely growled and shifted back to face her.

One of the ghasts charged Sthuza while the other three launched themselves at Cindra and Reyna. The clash of battle grew louder.


Chapter Seven










With his bonded struggling to fend off the ghast assault, Gabriel split his focus. He started to cast Aetheric Missiles, again channeling through Kestria, with one branch. Reaching out with the other, he rounded up the closest kobolds and had them join the melee.

The three ghast spellcasters showed no concern. They stood on the far side of the pit, two of them only watching the battle. The central mage wove glyphs around himself, but he encrypted them properly.

Don’t have time to decipher those. Just going to blast the rotten assholes to dust, and then I’ll help the others.

He split two kobolds off to help Sthuza while the other pair circled around the far side of Reyna.

Blood soaked the werebadger’s thick fur despite the ornate breastplate she wore, but she kept her glistening blades raised.

When the pair of ghasts facing her split up to flank her, Gabriel focused on his orders to the kobolds. He then pushed that thought across his bond with the lycan. He felt a flicker of surprise followed by her understanding.

Reyna flipped her swords, reversing her grip, growled, and leapt at the closest ghast. Her target raised his longsword but clearly hadn’t expected her to rush him, and the blow struck her armored chest.

One of her curved swords glanced off the ghast’s solid helmet, but she slipped the other down into the neck of his armor.

The undead abomination howled in rage or terror and shook like a dog, but the solid lycan held tight. She rode her foe to the ground, swinging her free blade in a desperate flurry. Black blood sprayed from its grisly wounds.

When the other ghast rushed for the distracted werebadger, Gabriel urged the kobolds to attack. The pair imitated Reyna and leapt at the charging undead.

They lacked either the feisty lycan’s talent or luck, and their blows glanced off its mail, but the impact of two sixty-pound kobolds slamming into it staggered the monster.

Trusting his newest bonded to finish her fight, Gabriel concentrated on his attack spell, pumping as much mana into it as he could manage. Worried, he checked on the other clashes.

Those kobolds rushed in to support Cindra as she battered the last armored skeleton with devastating blows. Its red eyes flared within its pale skull, but the monster held its ground.

Cindra didn’t notice the ghast rushing to flank her, its pale, humanlike face twisted in a mask of perverse hunger.

A kobold flung its primitive spear in between the sprinting undead’s legs. The shaft caught and tripped it, causing the ghast to crash down face-first a few feet from the towering hellhound.

Unfortunately, it drew Cindra’s attention from her target for a split second—just enough for the skeleton to lash out with its morning star.

The blow caught the side of Cindra’s helmet, and she went stumbling back.

Gabriel’s breathing froze, and he had to strain not to lose his almost completed spell. Time seemed to freeze as the statuesque beastkin crashed down.

She hit the ground hard but rolled away from a follow-up strike that sent stone chips flying.

Too close, he thought as he felt his heart restart.

Cindra whimpered before ripping her helmet off, tossing it behind her. The kobolds stood at her side as she staggered back to her feet. It took all of his will to look away from his bonded, but he forced his mind back to his offensive casting.

Dark laughter right as he finished his spell stabbed another knife of fear through Gabriel. He forced it from his thoughts and unleashed a barrage of Aetheric Missiles at the trio of casters.

A dozen heavily empowered purple-pink missiles shot from Kestria’s outstretched conduit and raced across the hall.

The magical projectiles tore into the unsuspecting mages, shredding their tattered robes and overripe bodies. Each missile exploded separately, blasting chunks of rotten meat and shards of bones in a gory mess.

‘War Chief’s magic is unstoppable,’ Kestria whispered in awe.

Gabriel ignored her, seeking out the dark laugh he’d heard a few seconds before. Even as he searched, he began to weave another Aetheric Missile spell.

His gaze froze at the sight of Reyna collapsed near Cindra’s feet. Beside her lay bits and pieces of three kobolds. A glance to the nearby wall found the last one of the two pairs he’d sent.

The green-scaled kobold sat against the stone wall, blood pouring from multiple gashes in its unarmored hide.

Blue blood dripped from a gash along Cindra’s cheek, but she stood tall, greatsword held ready before her. Panting, she stared toward Sthuza and the death knight. Her desire to rejoin the fight was obvious, but she seemed to be giving his Prime some room to maneuver.

Gabriel reached out but sensed only Kestria respond. He sought out any of Merideva’s remaining monsters and tugged on their bonds. Hard. He focused his will on every one he could find and commanded them to help Reyna.

The death knight shook his head and laughed. “My mistress says your magic has grown since the day you defeated Cecluss and his patrol. Very impressive. I will offer you one last chance to save your bonded. The large one can barely stand, and while this serpent is skilled, she cannot defeat me.”

‘Do not listen to him, Master…’

Sthuza’s hands moved in a blur as she repeatedly thrust the enchanted black spear at the unholy warrior. Her already impressive quickness was pushed to an unbelievable level by his Haste spell, and she struck again and again.

Dougraine blocked or parried each attack with what seemed contemptuous ease.

After several seconds of furious offense, the gorgon began to slow. Gabriel kept most of his focus on casting, but a gut-wrenching fear welled up within him as the dark intruder weathered every attack, seemingly without injury.

Fighting against his growing concern, Gabriel completed his spell and launched a volley of the purple-pink missiles at the death knight. He warned his Prime, and she danced back out of the way.

Most of the darts struck Dougraine’s black brigandine and vanished. Even those which hit him outside of the enchanted armor failed to do more than singe his dark gambeson. The undead warrior snickered as the last missile dissipated.

Cindra took advantage of the brief distraction and charged the knight’s flank. She rushed past Sthuza and let out a powerful roar, holding her greatsword before her with the flat pressed oddly against her shoulder.

Gabriel forgot to breathe when she never raised the lethal blade to swing. Instead, she shoulder-slammed him with her sword between them.

“Fall in hole and die!” she shouted as she shoved the only slightly smaller figure toward the pit.

The death knight gasped and staggered backward. At the last second, he dug his heels in and almost recovered his balance.

A black blur struck his helmet, and his arms windmilled. Cindra gave a final grunt then leapt away.

The undead warrior screamed as he fell thirty feet. He let out a muffled grunt when he struck the bottom, but Gabriel shifted his full attention to his wounded bonded.

◆◆◆

Several goblins had responded to Gabriel’s desperate command and now surrounded Reyna, the very wounded Cuix right in the middle.

She almost looks worse off than Reyna. Didn’t expect her to show up after how badly Yesera butchered her last night.

Soiled rags covered the sole goblin female to the point she looked like a small and very filthy mummy. Blood dripped from the ruined bandages. She wobbled about on a pair of makeshift crutches.

Gabriel pushed his focus past the huddled goblins as they worked to staunch Reyna’s numerous wounds.

‘Why is she still bleeding?’

‘I… fear… she has drained… her pool, Master,’ Sthuza’s weary mind-voice reminded him of the strain on him from the numerous spells still siphoning his mana.

He focused his will to cancel the active magic but felt a strong aversion to following through. The foul wrongness of the Swarm presence scraped and clawed at his soul, almost disrupting his connection to Kestria. Once he abandoned the thought, it stopped.

‘What is wrong? Has that voice called out to you again, Master?’ Fear colored Sthuza’s words now, but Gabriel barely noticed as he sought out the source of his worry.

‘Not sure, but it felt wrong when I started to—’

A flash of enhancement magic flared nearby.

“Your pointless resistance is starting to annoy me,” the death knight said as a burst of magic erupted within the trap. He leapt from the pit and arced almost to the ceiling before landing in a three-point stance just behind Cindra.

Magesight revealed hints of a potent spell still settling about the armored figure. He hefted his bronze mace and spun it lightly, then surged toward the hellhound with supernatural speed.

She had only turned halfway when he reached her, and his mace crashed against her side, just beneath a raised arm. Cindra’s twist turned into a tumble, and she whimpered as he landed a brutal kick to the same side of her ribs.

Sthuza let out an unintelligible hissing scream and renewed her furious assault. She struck with the same incredible speed, but now the undead knight parried each thrust and slash with casual ease, not even bothering to raise his metal shield.

Gabriel poured more mana into the Haste spell suffusing her even as he racked his mind for a way to defeat the death knight.

Sthuza’s head-snakes lashed and hissed as she attempted to overwhelm the larger warrior. After long, painful seconds, she began to slow again.

Dougraine chuckled, a wet, dark sound, and performed a few probing attacks of his own. Sthuza dodged and parried each, but his control and skill were obvious.

Cindra moaned and climbed to her feet, her movements sluggish despite the Haste effect. She clearly favored her left side, but she flashed a grim smile and rushed back into the fight. “Cindra kill you, then go mount Packmaster!”

“Hey, Big Boss Guy, the furry one’s still bleeding. We’s could use some healing gunk over here,” Cuix called out.

‘Master… I am going to shift. He is too strong for us,’ Sthuza sent. Her words reminded Gabriel that he’d seen a very different silhouette when they first met. Even distracted at the time by a hall filled with petrified beastkin women, he had heard the rustle of scales and seen the shadow of a large figure slithering toward him.

He started to ask why she hadn’t shifted earlier, but then he remembered the comment she had made back when they encountered that ghast mage and his group. She needed a great deal of mana to shift into her larger, more powerful form. Mana which he had siphoned from her to heal Cindra.

Doubt she’s recovered enough to change that.

Without meaning to, Gabriel dove deeper into his Prime’s mind. Her thoughts coiled around him and left him with a cold certainty. She knew she would be weakened and have no chance of beating Dougraine.

Shifting will leave me exhausted, but I should have the strength to pin this abomination long enough for Cindra to claim his head. Failing that, there is an excellent chance I can crush enough of his bones to leave him crippled before he breaks free. With Master supporting her, she will finish him for me.

What matters is that Master and Lady Merideva survive. I cannot fail him the way I did Iylara!

She intended to grapple with the death knight, to coil about him and leave Cindra to behead them both. Anger and fear filled Gabriel, and his mind-voice thundered across his bonds.

‘No! I forbid it. The two of you work to distract him. I’ll kill him.’

“How, Master?” Sthuza asked, but a surge of faith and support from Cindra washed through Gabriel and over his bond to the worried gorgon.

“Packmaster gave orders! We obey.”

He didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he pulled heavily upon his mana pool and started tracing the glyphs for an Aetheric Lance. The spell was simplistic but one of the most easily modified.

If my focus had been stronger last night, I would have finished Yesera with that Lance instead of wounding her. I’m not going to miss this time!

Cindra roared, and the clash of weapons rang throughout the long hall, but he kept his focus solely on the growing spell circle before Kestria. As he rushed the formation of each glyph, her clawed fingers sketched them in the air.

He felt the kobold shaman’s worry and awe as her body painfully transformed. The tang of blood filled his mouth and nose, mixing with the acrid stench of fear. Despite her injuries and whatever magical process was altering her body, their connection remained strong. The kobold kept her mind open and receptive to his control with a rigid precision that impressed him.

A single, bright spell circle solidified, and he reached out through the Weave of Creation to highlight his target. The death knight radiated such potent necrotic energy that Gabriel couldn’t help but wince in pain.

The monster’s intense presence made it easy to locate but harder to accurately target. Its aura was denser than that of any creature Gabriel had ever faced. The unholy power dwarfed the familiar, comforting sensation of Sthuza’s brilliant green soul. Even the foreboding memory of facing off against Yesera melted away before the death knight’s Essence.

Gabriel concentrated on further boosting the penetration glyphs he had woven into the basic attack spell. He split off as much of his focus as possible to target the undead warrior through the Weave.

If this fails, he’ll kill them. I can’t fucking miss!

As he watched, Dougraine shieldbashed Sthuza, dazing the gorgon, who stumbled back and almost dropped her spear. The spike of fear through her bond tore at Gabriel’s heart, but he kept his focus on the finalizing spell.

Cindra roared again. She labored for breath, her body shaking, but she spotted her chance and brought her black sword down in a crushing blow.

Her strike caught Dougraine’s extended shield arm before he could recover. The adamantite blade sheared through his mail sleeve, flesh, and bone without slowing.

He growled deep in his throat as viscous black blood sprayed from the stump. “I may be undead, but that still hurt.”

The death knight turned his head to stare at Kestria. It felt like his eyes bored into Gabriel’s for several long seconds. “Her death was avoidable, Dungeon Master.”

Cindra grunted and brought her sword up in a diagonal slash, but the undead monster twisted aside with supernatural ease.

Gabriel stared in horror as his bonded overextended. Her momentum spun her halfway around, leaving her defenseless back exposed. Time slowed around him, and all he could do was watch as the death knight snapped his mace across in a perfect arc toward Cindra’s unarmored head.

‘No!’

The unspoken word blasted through his mind with the fury of a hurricane. Time froze, and Gabriel felt his connection with Kestria twist and split. His Dungeon Sense swirled and flashed. Every color drained away, leaving a harsh grayscale scene burned into his retinas.

In an instant, his mind was back in his own body even as he remained tethered to Kestria, his bonded, and the dungeon itself. He sat in Merideva’s Core Room, both of his arms stretched out toward the fight in the hall outside.

A massive wave of almost invisible, purple-tinged energy blasted from his outstretched hands and slammed against the closed door. The swirling nothing shattered the thick wood planks like kindling, revealing the room beyond.

Gabriel stared out at the scene with his own eyes. He ignored the dead and dying, the blood and gore of the brutal fight. All he could see was the undead warrior standing near the pit trap, his mace already arcing toward Cindra’s head.

Time resumed, slowly ticking up from nothing to an unsettling, nerve-wracking slow motion. The distortion of space raced across the long stone hallway. It passed over the piled corpses littering the battleground, then slammed into the unsuspecting death knight just as the flow of time returned to normal.

Dougraine grunted in surprise as the energy blast struck him in the gut. The impact threw his aim off enough that his mace clipped Cindra’s shoulder instead of her vulnerable head.

Despite the bronze plate, she staggered from the hit. Two unsteady steps back, and she collapsed to one knee.

The undead knight made a horrible hacking sound and shook his armored head. His glowing red eyes glared death at Gabriel through the jagged crater in the door. “What type of magic was that? I felt no gathering of mana!”

Gabriel opened his mouth to reply, but Dougraine tilted his head and looked away. His posture suggested someone was speaking to him. Then Gabriel heard a whisper.

“… is even better than I dared hope. You must bring him to me. Do whatever it takes,” the feminine voice said. Her accent was unfamiliar, but it triggered a strange deja vu in Gabriel’s mind.

“Perhaps he can help… need to find the…” she said, fading in and out of his hearing.

“Yes, Mistress,” the death knight said. His cruel red eyes flashed, and he turned toward Sthuza. “Let us finish this.”

The gorgon’s chest rose and fell too rapidly, but she nodded. Her head-snakes lashed and hissed and bared their tiny fangs.

A flicker of loose mana dissipating into the Aether drew Gabriel’s attention back to Kestria. He only recognized her because of their connection. Her body was covered in shadowy scales that made her hard to spot. The moment he directed his thoughts to her, the fraying thread between them flared brightly.

Not daring to hope his nascent spell remained, Gabriel reached out across the ragged bond and grasped for his spell circle. The magic was unraveling, the glyphs already beginning to fade, but he drew more mana from his pool. It surged through their bond, and he forced it into the spell construct.

The rush of mana overwhelmed Kestria’s internal leylines. She screeched and dropped to her knees, but she kept her arcane conduit held ready. Blood poured from her eyes and nose as she struggled to channel the surge of raw power coursing into her.

‘Master, what are you doing?’ Sthuza’s mind-voice sounded so far away.

Desperate and uncertain, Gabriel pushed his full awareness into supporting the gasping kobold. The glyphs flashed and solidified. He released the spell a split second before Kestria’s now purple eyes rolled up and she collapsed limply to the stone floor.

Even as she fell, the magic activated, and a glowing lance of arcane power manifested in front of her. It flared bright then raced across the room in the blink of an eye.

Dougraine must have sensed the magic complete because the death knight started to turn. He raised his remaining arm up to shield his head, but Sthuza lashed out.

Gabriel held his breath, praying that the missile would strike true. It arced toward the undead’s blackened helmet, then exploded into a blinding spray of metal and jagged splinters of hardened Aether.

The intense glare combined with the screech of tortured metal left Gabriel unsure of the results for several seconds.

Gabriel struggled to make sense of the world around him. His vision was nothing but brilliant white, and the tumultuous sounds were just as enlightening.

He shook his head and refocused his Dungeon Sense. Pulling away from his physical body and into the magical scrying carried the same afterimages.

What happened? Was that from my attack or something to do with that death knight?

Desperate for any information, he reached out through his bonds.


Chapter Eight










Gabriel felt the Dungeon Core first, still safely ensconced in his lap. Reyna’s bond was feeble but alive, and he found Sthuza a moment later.

After several seconds of searching, though, he still hadn’t detected Cindra. Dread rose up, making his stomach churn, but he forced the fear back with a focusing meditation. His mental vision cleared seconds later, and he spotted the hellhound lying on her side next to the headless death knight.

With that visual aid to boost his focus, he quickly located her through their bond. Relief rushed through him, stealing any strength he had, and he sighed as he collapsed backward.

“Massster!”

“Gabriel? Are you okay?” Merideva asked from inches away.

He opened his eyes to see the glowing orb floating right above his face. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. And so are my bonded.”

“I do not understand all of what happened, Master,” Sthuza said as she knelt by his head. “But you saved us. Your attack was most impressive.” She paused for a second and brushed some hair from his face. “Di-did you use that darkness again?”

Merideva flashed darker. “You can’t do that, Gabriel. You’re mine!”

“I know,” he replied before catching his Prime’s gaze. “And I didn’t touch it. At least, I don’t think I did… The voice never tried to tempt me.”

“Then what was that attack that blasted through the door, Master? It saved Cindra’s life, but it was… bizarre. I sensed no mana within it. Could it have been psionic?”

Gabriel shook his head, then winced at a spike of pain behind his left eye. “I don’t know. Maybe. At least it didn’t cause the sickening sensation that using the Swarm power normally does. Every time I draw on that miasmic magic, it leaves me almost violently ill. As though I can feel its rot spreading through my soul. This was different… I think.”

Sthuza showed a relieved smile and leaned down to kiss him. Her lips lingered against his for a long second, and several head-snakes wrapped about his face and hair. They rubbed against him with a passion worthy of Cindra.

His thoughts jumped back to the lovable hellhound, but he calmed when Sthuza’s smile widened. “Relax, Master. She is exhausted but safe. With her stamina, she will recover with a few minutes of rest.”

Even though his panic faded, and he knew they were safe, he couldn’t resist checking on his bonded through the Interface. Squeezing his eyes shut, he sought the hellhound’s bond. A display flashed in the black, and he took a deep breath.

Cindra

BP: 220/250

HP: 203/250

That’s worse than the last time she was wounded, but she should be fine. Though, I need to figure out how it works. Would she be fine as long as neither one drops to zero?

Though he felt calmer about Cindra, his mind jumped back to Cuix’s warning about Reyna.

Please be okay!

Reyna

BP: 32/145

HP: 104/165

“Miss Reyna will recover, Master. It was fortunate that you summoned Cuix and the others when you did. The goblins bound her wounds sufficiently to prevent her from bleeding out. I believe she burned through all of her mana healing. While lycan regeneration is quite mana efficient, the sheer magnitude of injuries she has suffered in the past few battles has overtaxed her.  It will be a few hours before she recovers enough so she can shift back to her human appearance,” Sthuza whispered against his ear.

“Are you okay, my Prime?”

“Yes, Master. Thanks to you. I was not prepared for how powerful that death knight was. Dougraine was a skilled warrior, but that foul corruption was far more dangerous. Mistress Iylara was not fond of Necromancy, so I have little firsthand experience with them.

“It was… disheartening to see him brought so low. He used to be the boss of the twelfth floor. Thank you for granting him his final peace.”

Gabriel nodded. He lifted his left hand and brushed Sthuza’s cool cheek. She pressed tighter against him, her head-snakes still caressing him.

“It’s okay, Sthuza. We won. Now we rest and recover, then hunt down Estrial. The fight was a little rougher than I’d expected, but I’ve got a few ideas about boosting the defenses for Meri.”

“You do?” Merideva asked. She descended closer, coming to a rest right next to the gorgon’s pale face.

“Yeah, those tiny undead that slipped through the arrow slits were a surprise. Could you add some small hatches or doors, so your warriors could seal them off when needed?” he asked.

“Sure thing. That’s super easy,” Merideva said, and her glow warmed to her usual pink within seconds. “Sh-should I replace the ones that died? Out of the thirty-six I had, there were eight survivors left. That’s not counting Cuix and her squad since you ordered them in near the end.”

“Please do. We don’t have too much time, but I want your defenders ready before we leave.” He stroked Sthuza’s cheek until one green eye peeked open. “Will Reyna be good to lead us? How long will it take for her to recover?”

Sthuza frowned for a second, then nodded and pulled back. “She and Cindra will both recover swiftly. I have already distributed healing potions and salves. The surviving kobolds are on patrol, just in case there were any stragglers.”

As his Prime moved, Gabriel sat up, wincing at the burning pain in his chest. “Good idea. I doubt they have any more, but it’s best to be cautious.”

“I don’t sense any more undead within my Domain, Gabriel. There were a few of those nasty rats, but Cuix and her crew took care of them after you blew up the mean guy’s head,” Merideva said. She floated inches from his face, maintaining her distance as he climbed to his feet.

‘Are you truly all right, Master? You used more magic than you planned during that battle.’

Mana 26%

‘Relax. It’s not mana exhaustion. I’m just sore and tired. Once we get the Domain Crystal, I’m going to sleep for a month. Until then, we need to keep going. It’s been a long week.’

Sthuza chuckled and reached out to him, only to pause and drop her hand.

Smiling at his Prime, Gabriel stepped closer and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m fine, Sthuza. We’ve made it this far, and we’re going to succeed. Now, let’s go see what kind of mess is left. I want to be sure Meri’s safe before we leave.”

Sthuza clung to him for a moment, her slender hands clutching him with bruising force. “A good idea, Master. But I can manage your other bonded and help Lady Merideva with organizing the cleanup and reinforcements. We will also ensure none of the fallen arise as ghouls or ghasts. Perhaps you should take the time to review your Interface? I believe you leveled up during our adventure in the baron’s castle.”

Gabriel laughed, his cheeks heating. “Wow. Thanks for the reminder. Between last night with Cindra and then Yesera’s attack, I totally forgot to check,” he said before frowning. “I should have spent my extra points before this fight. Maybe Meri would have lost fewer monsters. Could have kept you three safer too.”

Shaking her head, Sthuza pulled back to arm’s length. A dozen head-snakes stared at him. “Perhaps, Master, but I suspect things might have gone far worse if you had.”

Her words confused him enough that he stared at her blankly for a moment. “How could it have gone worse? What if I had used a new ability or maybe some buffs for one of you,” he said, startled and even a little hurt at her suggestion.

“No, Master. I am not insinuating that your help would make things worse. Rather, your magic was the only reason we prevailed.”

“Okay,” he said, watching her for some clue to her meaning. “So why would it be worse if I was stronger?”

One head-snake frowned at him, shaking its head in disappointment.

Wait, how can I tell it’s disappointed in me?

Sthuza let out a tiny giggle, and her green cheeks darkened, but she waved off his worry. “Sorry, Master. I am uncertain, but when you cast that barrier spell to shield us from those ghast mages, I felt your power surge through your bonds.”

“Is that unusual?” he asked, still clueless as to her meaning.

“No, but in addition to the sense I have of your other bonded, I felt another presence. It was smaller but there nonetheless.”

Gabriel’s mind jumped straight back to the malevolent Swarm that infested his soul. He checked again, probing about to detect any sign of that darkness, but his search came up empty. “Unless it’s learned subtlety, I don’t think the Swarm had anything to do with this.”

“I agree, Master. The presence I sensed was Kestria.”

Gabriel blinked twice. “Wait… did I bond a kobold by accident?”

His Prime chuckled, shaking her head. “No. It felt quite different from your other bonded. Her presence was far fainter. Honestly, it reminds me of interacting with Lady Iylara’s Minions.”

He sighed in relief and focused on the Interface.

No reason to freak out. Should have opened this to start with.

Current Bonded Monsters: 3

Maximum Bonded Monsters: 5

Minions: 1/5

A single thought was enough to dive into the last option, and a new pane expanded.

Kestria

Tier I Minion

Species: Kobold

Sex: Female

Age: 22

Soul Essence: 128

Upgrades: 1 —Kobold Shadowstalker

Threat Rating: D

“You’re right, Sthuza. She’s a tier-one Minion now. I must have bound her to me when I forced my magic through her like that,” he said, glancing over her attributes. “Seems like her appearance changed because I somehow upgraded her into a shadowstalker.”

Gabriel paused to finish reading. “Her attributes look pretty impressive for a kobold. More mental stats than most humans. Agility and dexterity as well. Hells, she’s not much weaker than I was before I met Meri. Other than strength. It’ll be interesting to see how she feels once everything settles.”

“Yes, Master. But if you had remembered to complete your level up before the battle, would you have made her a Minion? Even if you had, would you have saved enough Essence to enhance her the way you did? I strongly suspect that upgrade is why you were able to cast through her.”

Soul Essence: 1025

Unassigned Essence: 224

Gabriel thought back to how he had forced his magic through the kobold by accident. “Good point. I doubt I’d have bothered with picking a Minion yet. Might have tried spending the SE on boosting Reyna or Cindra, though.”

Nodding, the gorgon pointed toward the damaged door. “I suspected as much. While that strange blast you hurled near the end was impressive, it was the magic you channeled through Kestria that turned the battle. Specifically, that barrier you erected to shield us from the necrotic spells those ghasts launched.”

“Yeah, good point.” Gabriel shuddered slightly as he recalled how dangerous that attack had been. “So… what exactly does this mean for us right now? Do I need to bring her with us?”

Sthuza reached up and brushed a few restless head-snakes before replying. “Yes, Master. I will go over what I can recall of working with Minions, but she should definitely travel with us.

“She is bound to you now, not the dungeon. Whenever you have her out, there will be a very minor drain on your mana pool. You can store her away within your soul, much like a summoner does with their crystals. You do remember when you selected the ability, yes?”

He opened his mouth to reply, but Sthuza grinned and continued, “We still have three unused S-Crystals, Master. If you carry those, you could pretend to summon your Minions from them instead of from yourself. No one would be the wiser.”

“You want me to select more Minions?”

“Two more anyway. Without upgrading them, they will not cost you any Essence.”

Chuckling, he nodded and rubbed his bandaged hand. “Makes sense. They could come in handy since, unlike conventional summons, they don’t permanently die,” he said before looking to Merideva. “Would you mind conjuring another pair of kobolds for me?”

“Sure thing! Do you have any preferences?” the Dungeon Core asked, her bright voice even more excited than usual. “Do you want male or female kobolds? What color should I aim for? I can’t guarantee anything exotic, but I could conjure a whole bunch, and you could pick the best ones?”

Gabriel paused at her flurry of questions, but Sthuza reached out to touch the floating orb. “If you will, Lady Merideva, I can assist you in selecting the proper Minions for Master. While it has been a while, I believe I recall a few tricks for customizing conjurations.”

“Really? Thanks! Making you his Prime was one of my best ideas,” Meri chirped.

Gabriel snorted. Sthuza grinned at him, but she suppressed her mirth before speaking again. “Master, perhaps you should rest in our quarters and work through your leveling options? I will see to it that we are ready to leave once everything else is dealt with.”

He snickered but headed past the altar. “Fine. You two have fun but focus on the essentials. I doubt this will take me more than fifteen minutes or so.”

Faint whispers between the gorgon and Dungeon Core teased at his hearing until he shut the door. Gabriel ignored them and carefully lowered himself to the sofa pressed against the wall. “Now, let’s see if I unlocked any new abilities.”

Gabriel Grimm

Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Human)

Sex: Male

Age: 25

Soul Essence: 1025

Unassigned Essence: 224

Dungeon Master of Core #143,643,664

Level: 4

“Looks like I gained a second level without noticing. I only remember the one back in the baron’s castle.”

He chewed at his lip and thought back to the last time he had opened the Attributes panel.

“I have less Essence to spend now than I did yesterday. Not by a lot, but still. Would have expected killing Yesera and Dougraine to increase it. Which means whatever I did to upgrade and merge with Kestria cost Essence. Sthuza did say I can use SE to enhance my bonded.”

Shifting the Interface to his Dungeon Master abilities, he scanned through the listed powers.

Ability Points: 14

Dungeon Sense II

Dungeon Interface II

Dungeon Projection I

Dungeon Shaping -

Creature Sense -

Command Monster II

Dungeon Minions I

Augment Self -

Augment Bonded -

Regeneration I

Range -

The last option seemed to flicker and distort, with a longer label taking its place for an instant before shifting back, but he couldn’t read it.

“Several new options now, which means more might unlock later. And it looks like I get seven points per level, but should I save some for future options? The costs scale pretty quick.”

Gabriel considered the options and how few he had managed to raise last time. Obviously, he had nowhere near enough points to upgrade everything, and a part of him was hesitant to spend any of them for fear of missing out on future options.

“Augment Self and Bonded both sound useful, but they’ll likely take some experimenting to figure out how to use, and this isn’t really the time. Depending on how they work, it might be best to stockpile SE until I can buy several ranks. Though… maybe grab a couple ranks so I can enhance my bonded?”

Gabriel focused on Regeneration. It had to be from his bond with Reyna. Bonding with her had saved his life, and while he was still sore, he had healed far better than he would have using conventional magic.

“Even if we’d had enough potions, I’d have been bedridden for a week or two. It lists ranks the same as my other DM abilities. Increasing it’ll be worth it whether it boosts my regen or just makes it cheaper.”

Shifting his attention down to the flickering option at the bottom of the list, Gabriel paused. The strange distortion made him hesitant, but if it let him connect to Merideva from farther out, it would be very worthwhile.

“I don’t like the thought of being unable to contact her, especially after whatever Estrial did earlier. Let’s grab two ranks there and see if it helps.”

As he expected, raising it from zero to two cost a total of three Ability Points. Like when he unlocked Minions, his vision blurred, and it felt like his head swelled, but the discomfort passed in seconds.

Since Gabriel knew he would want to enhance his bonded in the future, he went ahead and spent three points on Augment Bonded. Unlocking that ability was less distracting, and he returned his focus to the list.

He similarly raised Regeneration to three, which caused a mild tingling across his still-healing injuries.

“There’s so much I still don’t know about being a DM. None of the other options seem particularly useful for our current issues, so I’ll save the rest until I figure more of this out.”

Gabriel switched his Interface over to his Prowess page and perused the lists. He glossed over his general skills, seeking the ones related to magic.

“Looks like I gained a point in Arcane Magic and Harness Mana. Given it’s only been a couple days, I really need to learn how they progress naturally before I spend any more SE upgrading them.”

While he had no intention of spending the last three Ability Points at the moment, he was tempted to spend his unused Essence on upgrading his bonded. Before he could do so, he remembered Sthuza’s comment about saving it for unexpected needs and restrained his impulse to spend it.


Chapter Nine










After closing the Interface, Gabriel concentrated on his bonded. It took a couple seconds to confirm that all three were in Merideva’s Core Room.

Sthuza detected his attention, but instead of joining him herself, she moved to Cindra.

Monitoring them from a distance, he watched as his Prime spent a moment with Cindra, then led Reyna farther away.

He opened his mind and started to question the gorgon when the door opened. Cindra had to stoop to pass through, but her eyes stayed locked on him.

“Packmaster!” she barked, rushing into the room. Her initial excitement dimmed, and she slowed before reaching him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting up straighter.

Her fuzzy ears drooped, and she shrank down like a scolded dog. “Cindra failed again.”

“What? No, you were amazing, Cindra. We’d have lost if we didn’t have you.”

Cindra’s eyes brightened for a second, and she flashed a half-smile. Still, she was clearly distressed, so Gabriel opened his mind to his Prime.

‘Sthuza, what’s up with Cindra?’

‘I believe she worries about her place in the Pack, Master.’

‘What? Why? I thought I got through to her last night. She seemed so much more relaxed today.’

‘Everyone has their own perception of both themselves and the world around them. The furbrain foolishly places her worth in your eyes solely on her value as a fighter and mate.’

‘Not ideal, I admit, but what does that have to—’

‘You had to save her again, Master. She fears that you will grow tired of her failures and discard her.’

‘That’s ridiculous. First of all, I love you both. There’s no need to measure worth. Second, she was incredible. All of you were.’

The devoted love that flowed across Sthuza’s bond surged, and he could feel her pride.

‘I must agree. Cindra has grown with every battle, but I fear she does not see it that way.’

He paused to consider Sthuza’s words and watched the hellhound slowly approach him. Despite her obvious doubts, there was a hint of arousal hidden in the depths of her glowing eyes.

‘Let me guess, you think the best way for me to reassure her is to have sex?’

‘It should be quite effective.’

‘I’m not opposed to being with either of you, but do we have time for this right now?’

‘I suppose you could give her an impassioned and flowery speech to boost her morale and convince her of your true feelings.’ Sthuza paused, and he felt her amused chuckle. Or, you can skip to the heart of it and give her what she craves. Whichever you find preferable, Master.’

Gabriel threw his head back and laughed, causing Cindra to freeze. He met her gaze and smiled. “Sorry about that. Sthuza was teasing me.”

The statuesque beastkin flashed him a tentative smile. “Snakey said you wanted to see Cindra.”

“Yes, I do. We need to head out before the day gets too late, but I’d like to spend some time with you, if you’re interested,” he said.

Her hesitant expression morphed into a fang-baring predator’s leer a heartbeat before she pounced at him.

He blinked at the sudden shift. A fraction of a second later, his eyes opened, and Cindra’s face was a hair’s breadth from his. Her blue-on-black eyes stared at him from far too close, then she pressed her plump lips to his.

The kiss was far more chaste than Gabriel had expected, and he realized that the massive hellhound had not crushed him. In fact, her firm body pressed against him with only the slightest force. She rested on her knees just above his thighs.

Guess Sthuza warned her to be careful.

Gabriel nibbled at her lips and wrapped his arms around her powerful waist. When his hand bumped against her battered ribs, Cindra flinched but didn’t pull away.

She lowered her weight slightly and rocked her hips. Her crotch just brushed against his, and he felt his pants tighten.

He pulled back, breaking their kiss. “Let’s see about getting undressed first.”

Cindra grinned, bobbing her head. Still kneeling over his lap, she reached down between them, and her hands worked at his belt.

Seeing her focus on his clothes, he returned the favor and started on her collar. He found the buttonless closure and slipped his fingers through. She was pulling his semi-erect member free of his trousers when he had her armor open enough to see the edge of her glowing blue nipples.

Both hands gripping the leather covering her chest, he strained to free her tightly bound breasts. She made it more challenging than expected by raising her hips and shimmying about. Those gravity-defying orbs popped free at the same moment an incredible wet heat engulfed his manhood.

“Wha—” he started before Cindra whined, ducking her head down for a passionate kiss.

She growled into his mouth and slipped her lengthy tongue inside. When she flexed her well-muscled thighs, rose a couple of inches, then dropped back down, he groaned.

His body instinctively responded to the fiery sheath that captured his manhood. Hips arching to drive deeper within Cindra’s depths, he went with the flow of her aggressive embrace.

Their hands groped and grabbed, but when he reached her firm, full ass, he realized she still wore the rest of her armor.

What the hells? Did she rip the leather open?

Distracted by her breasts pressed against him and the amazing wet friction of her tight canal, he could barely think straight. She continued to raise up and drop back down, but only with that same short motion.

Despite the rising pleasure, he still couldn’t comprehend how she was riding him. Without meaning to, he opened his mind and shifted part of his attention to Dungeon Sense. All of his bonds flared brightly as he focused on Cindra.

Gabriel stared in frozen awe at his bird’s-eye view of the beautiful hellhound mounting him. Beside it, he saw another angle. While the overhead view was sensual, his gaze focused on the closeup of their union. He absently noted that her skintight armor had an open flap that exposed her glistening entrance.

That’s an interesting feature.

Cindra broke the kiss, a thick strand of cinnamon-flavored drool connecting their mouths, and threw her head back.

Her movement drew his attention from her glistening folds back to her flushed face as her brilliant blue eyes stared up at him in awe.

How is—

‘Master!’

“The fuck is wrong with you!?” Reyna shouted, startling the passionate couple.

Cindra froze at the top of her motion, and Gabriel realized she was staring up at his Dungeon Sense viewpoint.

“Why in all the hells are you forcing that shit into my mind? I don’t know about Snakes over there, but I don’t get off on voyeurism, ya fucking perv,” Reyna ranted from the Core Room.

‘Wait, am I—‘

‘Yes, Master, you are, in fact, sending an overhead view of your coitus to both of us. From the way Kestria is shifting about, I would hazard a guess she sees it as well.’

‘Shit! Sorry.’

There was a loud thump, and Reyna cursed. “Get off me, you rag-covered freak.”

“If Feral Fangs not wanting to watch, I’s more than ready!” Cuix croaked loudly. “Could even join yous if needed. Stony Death already finished treating my wounds.”

Gabriel shuddered and focused on sealing his bonded off from his mind, then glanced back to Cindra.

She lowered her gaze to meet his eyes and flashed a happy grin. “That was great, Packmaster. You were watching from extra angles. Does that mean you really like Cindra?”

Laughing, he nodded and leaned in to kiss her nose. Her eyes glowed brighter, and she resumed working herself up and down his swollen shaft.

The interruption had stalled his impending orgasm, but the short, rapid motions she used quickly had him climbing back toward climax. He could feel her pleasure building as well, and he shifted about to allow a better angle.

Cindra paused again and growled. “Packmaster has to stay still. Cindra will do all the work. Snakey said you need to rest.” She pressed her hands against his shoulders and forced him to lay back flat. “She said this way is good for when mate is tired.”

Gabriel thought back to how his Prime had insisted on letting Cindra watch as she rode him in the same way last night.

Not going to hear me complaining. They’re each different, but the position is great either way.

Seeing him relax, Cindra bit her bottom lip, then flashed her fangs as their eyes met. She shifted forward, altering the angle of their joining. The move lowered her spectacular breasts to bounce barely an inch from his face.

He lifted his head to capture a bright-blue nipple with his lips and sucked the hardened nub into his mouth. Lashing her sensitive nipple with his tongue, he brought his hands into play, cupping and caressing her firm breasts.

Cindra whined and picked up her pace. She ground against him at the end of each stroke. When he worked his hips into a slow gyration, her heated passage clenched down almost too tight. “Packmaster wants to give Cindra pups?” she asked in a broken, breathless tone.

Her impassioned moans combined with the incredible pleasure and pressure to push him past the brink.

His hips bucked up against Cindra’s, and his shaft pulsed as he sprayed his seed deep into the panting hellhound. She hastened her pace, and her inner walls clamped down on his manhood. Two spurts later, the muscular woman spasmed above him.

She arched her back, pulling her succulent nipple from his mouth, and howled.

Cindra’s roar echoed off the bare stone walls, but Gabriel focused on her as she continued to slowly work her hips against him.

His erection began to soften and grow too tender. Before he could beg her to stop, Cindra paused and relaxed.

“Packmaster enjoyed?” she asked with an eager grin. The way she panted for breath made her breasts rise and fall, but he focused on the passion in her glowing eyes.

He chuckled and nodded. His heart rate slowed, and he smiled up at Cindra. “Yeah. I really enjoyed, my lovely hellhound mate. I’d love to stay like this all day, but we still have a lot to do.”

Cindra’s joyful looked dimmed a touch, but she nodded and lifted her hips. “Lady Snakes said Cindra needed to be fast.”

“Once Meri is secure, we’ll have a lot more time to spend like this,” he said. Even though he was the one to mention it first, he felt a twinge of sadness when his slick manhood popped free of her tight entrance.

She noticed his gaze linger on the sticky mess coating his shaft and grinned. “Want Cindra to clean you up first?”

Gabriel bit back a moan at the thought of the loving hellhound sucking him clean. “Much as I’d enjoy that, we’ll have to settle for magic this time. If I let you do it, we’d wind up messy all over again.”

Those luminous blue eyes flashed, but Cindra only nodded before standing. Her breasts stood proud, straining against the sides of her skintight armor. As she stood above him, he couldn’t resist watching a bit of his seed drip from her glistening slit.

Need to include that in the cleaning spell. Don’t want her armor getting sticky later.

He used the basic magic to distract his mind from the incredible beauty above him. By the time he finished weaving the spell and released it, Cindra had resealed the crotch of her armor and was vainly struggling to slip her breasts back inside.

Thought Sthuza got her some bindings or bras.

‘I did, Master, but she did not wear either to bed last night. And she understandably did not put one on before we raced back to defend against the arachne.’

‘Oh, yeah. We should make a quick stop at the Careless Queen before we leave.’

‘I agree. We left numerous valuables. And Darlene will be worried sick after the way we vanished in the early morning.’

‘I still need to get a brush for Cindra while we’re up there.’

‘Actually, Master. I have one for you. It’s in the green-and-brown pouch in the corner.’

Gabriel glanced over to the small pouch and grinned.

‘Thank you, my Prime. You’re awesome.’

‘It is my purpose to ensure you have the tools you need, Master.’

Cindra watched him retrieve a polished silver hairbrush from the leather bag, and her blue eyes grew huge when he patted the bedroll beside him. “Come sit with me, and I’ll brush your hair before we leave.”

Beaming, the hellhound forgot all about sealing her armor and rushed over to drop in front of him. She wiggled about until he touched her shoulder, then she calmed and turned her back to him.

Gabriel brushed her unruly mane carefully, working out the tangles and enjoying the utter contentment that radiated from the muscular woman’s bond.

We can afford a couple minutes to recover.


Chapter Ten










Ten minutes later, Reyna slammed the door open, causing Gabriel to flinch. She still wore Yesera’s black breastplate, though numerous coarse bandages covered much of her exposed fur.

“You fuck buddies need to get moving. Snakes says we’re ready to leave,” Reyna growled. She paused and glanced between the two. “Hmm, figured you’d be mounting the dog again by now.”

“Cindra did all the work, so Packmaster could rest and enjoy,” Cindra said.

The lycan’s lips twisted to one side, and she looked away. “Yeah, that’s nice. Anyway, it’s time to get going. I’ll help ya repack those giant fatsacks while the walking dong fixes his clothes.”

“Thanks for helping,” Gabriel said. It took him a minute to dress and climb to his feet. A tinge of pain shot through his chest, but it was far weaker than only moments earlier.

‘Boosting the Regeneration from Reyna’s bond seems to have made a difference already.’

‘That is excellent, Master. We have a few things prepared if you are ready, and then we can return to the city.’

‘Sounds good.’

Gabriel stepped out first. Merideva’s Core Room was more crowded than it had been earlier. Fifteen goblins stood to the left of the altar, while a good score of kobolds stood in close ranks on the opposite side of the room.

The green kobold he had commanded earlier stood before its fellows. Cuix stood a few feet to his left, and her dozens of bandages stood out in sharp contrast to the single, wide cloth wrapped about the tiny lizardman’s torso.

Where’s Kestria?

He glanced around and spotted his Prime off to his far left. Merideva hovered at eye level next to her, and he felt their attention shift to him.

“Feeling better, Master?” Sthuza teased. Several head-snakes shook with hissing laughter while one caught his eye then winked at him.

“Yeah, I am. Thanks for handling everything.”

“That is all part of my role, Master,” she said, though her smile widened.

“The big one didn’t break you, did she?” Merideva asked, racing over to him. The sincere worry in her voice made him laugh, and he shook his head.

“No, Meri. Cindra was very gentle with me.”

Merideva’s glow softened as she bobbed several times. “Good. It’s important that you strengthen your bonds,” she said solemnly.

Gabriel chuckled and reached out to rub her orb. He focused on his Prime again. “Did Meri finish conjuring all her replacements already?”

“Yes, Master. I believe she has sufficient forces to serve her needs until we return.”

“Good. I figure we can leave the cleanup and looting to Meri’s monsters if she’s completed the repairs and changes we talked about. Sound good, Meri?”

“Yep! Me and Sthuza got all of the organizing done, and then I fixed the damage. Some of those undead made a big mess in the Crawlspace of Doom. She also helped me install some metal covers for the openings, so nothing can sneak inside the bunker again.”

“Lady Merideva has everything well in hand, Master.” Sthuza glanced past him. Cindra and Reyna entered from behind him, and the gorgon smiled. “Now that all of your bonded are here, we are ready to leave, Master.”

“Hey, what about that damn armor you were blabbing about?” Reyna snapped. “Fucking pincushion needs to wear the damn thing out of here.”

Sthuza’s eyebrows rose, and she nodded. “Thank you for the reminder, Miss Reyna.”

“Yeah.”

Confused by the sudden topic change, Gabriel thought back to the werebadger’s earlier joke—and the armored corset Sthuza had mentioned. “I think that one looks good on you, Reyna. While I wouldn’t say no to seeing you in green, we should probably wait until we get back.”

She snorted and adjusted Yesera’s breastplate.  “Not for me. Ass.”

“Then what…” he trailed off as Sthuza pulled out the death knight’s armored vest. She hefted the black-and-silver brigandine up and held his gaze.

“I do not know how Dougraine wound up an undead slave to that foul woman, but his armor is very high quality, Master. It should fit you well and provide far more substantial protection than your gambeson. These bracers have a minor defensive enchantment and pair with it as well.”

Reyna snickered. “Yeah, if you’re gonna get run through on a regular basis, that’s the least armor yer ass should be wearing.”

“Doesn’t look like it will armor Packmaster’s ass very well. Besides, bad guys keep stabbing him in the chest and arms.”

Reyna frowned, but Sthuza giggled, distracting her.

“I don’t have any experience with heavier armor,” Gabriel said even as he walked over and accepted the vest. “It doesn’t look like we did any damage to it.” He activated Magesight and spent a few seconds studying the potent enchantments woven into the armor. Dormant spell anchors glowed within, marking the presence of a long unraveled Spell Mantle.

Can’t afford the time and mana to restore that now, but it’s definitely something to do once we’re safe.

He made a mental note to study it later and returned his focus to Sthuza. “It looks safe, though I doubt you’d suggest it if there was any risk.”

“Indeed, Master. Our battle has revealed several weak points we will want to work on when we can.”

‘Yeah, seeing all of you in action pointed out how little training Cindra has had.’

‘That is one factor, Master. But my own performance was far from acceptable. I have not utilized a spear in serious combat since… since before my exile.’

“You two doing that stupid mind-footsie again?” Reyna grumbled.

He glanced over to the scowling lycan, then back to Sthuza, who was blushing lightly. “Do not be jealous, my beloved bonded. There was no spirit sex involved… this time.”

Cindra barked laughter, and Reyna let out a sputtering curse.

While they were distracted, Gabriel let his Prime help him into the brigandine. With three leather straps to close the armor over his chest, it was surprisingly easy to put on.

The inside was lined with dark-gray silk. Sthuza adjusted the sleeveless coat of riveted plates, then deftly closed and fastened the leather straps. Once she was satisfied with the fit, she buckled the reinforced leather bracers to his forearms.

“Your spell destroyed his helmet, but I doubt it would have been conducive to casting anyway,” Sthuza said. “So, how does it feel?”

“I always figured brigandine was heavier than this,” Gabriel replied as he lifted his arms and practiced swinging an imaginary sword. The small plates concealed beneath the black wool shifted effortlessly, allowing him a full range of motion. “Not sure it binds any more than this gambeson you gave me.”

“I had hoped so. As I mentioned, this is well-made, and acquiring it is a major boon. I believe the metal plates are made of a mithril alloy created by elves,” Sthuza explained as she ran her hands over his armored torso.

“Wonderful. So, once her scaliness gets done feeling ya up, we can head out, right? Cause that elf skank’s trail ain’t gonna last forever,” Reyna said, causing Sthuza to pout her lips and glare.

“War Chief,” a soft voice called.

Gabriel glanced down to Kestria. “I’m glad to see you’re okay.”

“Your magic was incredible, Chief,” she said. Then she dropped to her knees and pressed her tiny horns to the stone floor. Her small hands clutched Yesera’s black spear instead of his old arcane conduit.

Two more female kobolds knelt behind her in the same posture, and Gabriel blinked at their obsequious behavior. One had all white scales, while the other was a more traditional-looking green, though her scales were a shade darker than the male he had commanded earlier.

“Since you already selected Kestria as a Minion, Lady Merideva and I worked to find you two more, Master. They could come in very handy.”

“Right, yeah. I guess there’s no reason not to,” Gabriel muttered before looking to Merideva. “You’ll still have plenty of defenders here, right?”

“Yep! Your Minions don’t count against my available forces at all. They’re like a cool bonus army.”

Sthuza nodded. “Just like with your bonded, Minions have no upkeep costs from the Core’s perspective. They will draw on your pool, but it is supposed to be a very slight drain.”

“Okay, then,” he said before looking down at the prostrate monsters. “So, how do I make them Minions?”

“Ah… I do not know, Master. You selected Kestria in the heat of combat, so I doubt there is any substantial ritual to confirm them.”

“Packmaster forces his will on the world, and it responds,” Cindra said. Properly armored now, she stepped over and wrapped her powerful arms around his shoulders. “Cindra has faith.”

Reyna snickered and headed toward the outer halls. “Whatever, just don’t start stripping down again, Boobs. Don’t need you distracting him.”

Sthuza and Cindra both spoke up, but Gabriel tuned them out as he brought the Interface up. It took him a few seconds to open the correct pane, but he soon found his Minions listed beneath Bonded.

Minions: 1/5

Kestria

Can I just focus on one of them and—

The display flashed, and Minions increased by one. He repeated the process, eyes focused on the final kobold, and got the same result. Two more faint bonds appeared in his mind.

Minions: 3/5

Kestria

Sathru

Kuterug

“Well, that was simple enough,” he said.

“You already claimed them both, Master?”

“Yeah. It was a lot simpler than forcing my magic through Kestria. All three are listed together now.”

“We will serve your every need, Chief,” the prostrate kobolds said as one.

“Packmaster has special chew toys!” Cindra yipped.

Sthuza sighed and pulled out three small crystals. “Their souls are now anchored within your own.”

Gabriel thought back to the strange expansion he’d felt when he first chose the Minions ability. In an instant, he sensed the trio of tiny presences hidden within that space.

“You should be able to store and recall your Minions at will, Master. If you hold these and send a tiny trickle of mana into them, it should fool any onlookers into believing you are summoning them from the crystals rather than from your own pocket dimension.”

Taking the crystals, Gabriel nodded. “These are the dungeon-crafted S-Crystals which can capture any type of soul, right?” He gave them a quick inspection with Magesight and confirmed that a little mana surge would do them no harm.

“Correct. I have them configured as well as I can manage for your betrayers. Once we catch up, I will make any final adjustments needed.”

“You’re gonna use them so we can take our time and punish those ass-licking twins, right?” Reyna asked. Standing out in the hall, her voice was faint, but Gabriel picked up a hint of pain across their bond.

He sent a subtle caress of comfort and peace to his newest bonded, but Sthuza spoke up before he could reply.

“Yesss. Massster hasss chosssen to ssspare the dwarf. The othersss will pay for their betrayal.”

“Those two humans were horrible filth. You should tear their souls up like that stupid mage’s,” Merideva added, surprising Gabriel with the vehemence in her voice.

Not really sure why she’s so angry at Dresk and Derek. Estrial was the one who stole the crystal.

Sthuza’s words reminded Gabriel of his decision to spare Torrik so Reyna could use one of the crystals to capture the baron’s soul. He recalled the dwarf’s remorseful look and reaffirmed the rightness of his choice.

His bonded continued to discuss how best to punish his former allies, but Gabriel focused on the concept of storing his new Minions within the pocket dimension he had created when first activating the Minions ability.

The kobolds vanished with three soft popping sounds, and he felt them in a new part of his mind. His connection with the small lizardmen felt fainter, but he knew he could recall them to the Mortal Realm with a single thought.

‘Are you three all right?’

‘We are fine and await your command, War Chief,’ Kestria replied. He felt the other two nod in agreement.

‘I-is there enough room for you?’

‘Yes. War Chief’s soul provides.’

‘G-good.’

Gabriel closed his mind off fully, testing to ensure he could still have private thoughts. That’ll take some getting used to.

Sthuza whispered something, and her form wavered. A moment later, her human guise reappeared. Thick red locks replaced her languid head-snakes, and her smooth green skin shifted to a pale human tone. Her emerald-green eyes retained their sharp intelligence and a slight vertical elongation.

I prefer her true appearance instead of this disguise. Hate that she has to conceal herself like this.

Her stunning figure rippled again, and Gabriel stared at his Prime. She retained her redheaded disguise, but it now appeared hazy and ethereal. Beneath the human appearance, her true self remained, looking far more real.

“What the hells?” he muttered.

“Is something wrong, Master?”

“I think something disrupted your disguise.”

“Really?” Sthuza looked down, turning her hands back and forth. “It appears to be working correctly to me.”

“Yep, Snakey looks like a human, but she still smells like Packsister.”

“She looks like a stuck-up noble’s daughter slumming it with a bunch of adventurers,” Reyna muttered.

“That’s weird,” Gabriel replied. “I can see a transparent version of it, but I also see the real Sthuza beneath.”

The gorgon twitched at the word real, causing him to recall Sthuza’s other form, which he had yet to see up close. She recovered and flashed him a smile. “It sounds as though you are the only one able to see through my disguise, Master. Perhaps it is related to the strength of our bond… or that strange power you used earlier. Supposedly, psykers can see through most illusions.”

“I prefer the idea that our bond has grown. Either way, we’ve delayed long enough. It’s time to go,” he said, drawing nods of agreement from his bonded.

◆◆◆

Even with the pit trap reset and both halls clear of undead, exiting Merideva’s Domain was more annoying than Gabriel had expected. As Cindra had suggested, having to crawl through the low-ceilinged section made a great defense. The arrow slits were intimidating, despite knowing that no archers were preparing to attack them.

Both of his furry bonded dropped to all fours and easily cleared the crawlspace. Sthuza dropped into a deep squat and seemed to almost glide through the tight confines with her usual grace.

Gabriel struggled to crouch low enough and banged his head twice—both times caused by Cindra wiggling her firm butt in front of his face. A mild twinge of pain in his chest reminded him that his body was still healing, but he pushed to keep pace with the others.

Reyna complained about the tight space for the rest of the floor, but he ignored her profanity-laced rant. She had agreed to rush down and aid in Meri’s defense the night before. If she needed to grumble and conceal her compassion, he could live with it.

They followed the same path up that they had raced through just hours before when they rushed to kill Yesera. No monsters had respawned on the third or fourth floors since the Domain Crystal was stolen.

When they reached the second floor—still under the control of a different crystal—the dirt-walled warrens were filled with just as many filthy goblins as every other time he had passed through.

While the green-skinned monsters continued to defend their territory, they had the good sense to stay out of his way this time. He could tell Merideva’s goblins from the others at a glance, but he hoped the differences were not as noticeable to any adventurers delving the dungeon.

The fortified guardhouse and its massive gate came into view after they turned the last corner. Gabriel frowned at the reminder of the guards the Guild kept at the entrance to any dungeon.

‘Are you worried, Master?’

He paused to consider his feelings before replying. ‘A little. Do you think they’ll try to detain us? We were rather rude when we rushed in to save Meri. That had to draw a lot of attention to us, and now Reyna’s still in her feral form.’

The disguised gorgon stepped closer and wrapped her arm around his. ‘Would you let them prevent us from leaving? To disrupt our mission to recover the Domain Crystal? Or separate us?’

Gabriel thought about it for a split second, then snorted.

‘No. I wouldn’t. I’d prefer not to start a war with the city and the Guild. But, I’m not about to let them take any of you from me. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get that crystal and save Meri.’

Sthuza didn’t reply, but her grip on his arm tightened, and a few head-snakes brushed against him despite the illusion concealing them. One stretched out to face him and nodded.

“So, we stopping by the inn to grab our shit before we head out?” Reyna asked.

“Yeah. We should also gather supplies before we leave the city,” Gabriel said.

Sthuza rubbed his arm and nodded. “Yes, Master. Fortunately, I already contracted with Mrs. Spaulding to get most of what we might need.”

Gabriel leaned close and kissed the disguised gorgon’s pale cheek. She blushed and pressed against him.

“Gah, get a room, you two,” Reyna muttered. She stomped ahead, favoring her left side.

“What do they need one room for? Soon, the whole dungeon will belong to Packmaster and Glowy Lady.”

Shaking his head as the furry werebadger glowered at Cindra, Gabriel chuckled then turned his attention back to his Prime. “Thanks for planning ahead for us. I didn’t think about supplies until we were already heading up again.”

“Of course, Master. Mrs. Spaulding and I had a brief chat while you were entertaining Cindra. She was very eager to help, and given how late in the morning it must be, she should have everything gathered by now.”

Everyone grew quiet when they reached the fortified bunker entrance and stepped through.

Like before, two armored guards and a pair of casters stood watch. They must have had a shift change because an elven mage wearing a form-fitting gambeson was the only female on duty. Her eyes latched onto Gabriel the moment he stepped into view.

‘She is one of the elves we encountered the first time we passed through. Her armor is far more flattering than the robe she wore previously. Perhaps you would like to get her name, Master? I believe you have room for another bonded.’

Gabriel ignored his Prime’s teasing tone. His attention was focused on the way the three males all but leered at Cindra’s form-fitting armor.

Should gouge their fucking eyes out for staring at her tits like that!

Sthuza slipped her hand down into his and squeezed hard enough to distract from his growing rage.

‘Damn, glad that wasn’t my right hand.’

‘As am I, Master. But please, calm yourself. They are only looking. If it bothers you so much, we can arrange for her to wear something else.’

Gabriel sighed, then took a deep breath.

‘I almost sounded like Reyna there. Thanks for the reminder.’

A pulse of happiness from Sthuza’s bond distracted him from the guard who spoke first. He tuned into the conversation just as Reyna replied.

“Of course I’m a lycan, you limp-dicked shit.”

Sthuza sighed and glanced toward the inevitable retort from Cindra.

Having a good idea what his bonded hellhound would say, Gabriel reached out through their bond and tugged on it.

Cindra flinched and turned to stare at him with lust-filled eyes, but thankfully, she refrained from speaking her mind.

‘I’m surprised that was enough for her not to mention my dick. Usually, she can’t resist.’

Sthuza sent an amused giggle and pulled her Silver tag from her purse. “There must have been a shift change since we entered. I hope everything is well.”

All four guards focused on her tag for a moment, then the male mage nodded. “Yeah, we took over about an hour ago. I’m guessing you lot are the ones Harold mentioned. He said you looked willing to blast your way in if you had to.”

Gabriel swallowed hard and fought to keep a relaxed expression.

Sthuza released his arm and stood straighter. “I have not been back in Lostbarrow for long, and yet this is the second time I have heard of dungeon guards gossiping about matters beyond their purview. It would be quite a nuisance to report this to the Guildmaster, but I will not overlook a third incident.”

“Who do you—” a tall, vanguard-plated warrior started before his partner slapped his helmet.

“Shut up, you fool. How many Silver-ranked adventurers have you seen around here lately?” he asked.

“My apologies,” the elven mage said in an accented, melodic voice. “You are quite correct. I will make sure it does not occur again.”

Sthuza inclined her head slightly then started past the guards. The men stepped back in fear, but the female elf leaned in close to the disguised gorgon. She whispered something too quiet for Gabriel to catch.

Cindra must have overhead, though, since she let out a warning growl. Reyna grabbed her hand and tugged. “Come on, ya big-boobed ninny. I’m tired and need a good meal. Stop dragging ass like this, or you’re paying tonight.”

Gabriel wasn’t sure what to expect, but Cindra seemed to get the lycan’s intent. She nodded and followed Reyna past the thick defensive barriers.

Sthuza recaptured his arm, and they followed his other bonded through the heavy fortifications intended to seal the dungeon off from the city.


Chapter Eleven










Gabriel blinked at the stinging brightness of the midday sun as they stepped out into the open square surrounding the bunker-like dungeon entrance.

Cindra was a hundred feet ahead of them, now dragging the furry lycan along like a small child. Reyna tugged at her hand and growled, but the hellhound kept marching determinedly toward… something.

“Bet she smelled something tasty,” he said with a sigh.

Sthuza smirked but did not release his arm. “That would be a sucker’s bet, Ma—Gabriel. With you here, the only other thing of interest to that furbrain is food. Time is short. Perhaps you should use your bond to rein her in?”

Gabriel barely heard his Prime but nodded in agreement as he reached out to Cindra. Her mental presence was unbridled excitement, and he quickly homed in enough to get her attention.

Towering over the five-foot-six werebadger by more than a foot, the beautiful hellhound froze in place when she felt him reach out to her. Her head snapped around to fix him with her intense blue eyes.

“Oi! Fuck’s wrong with you?” Reyna grumbled after she almost fell when Cindra suddenly stopped dead. “Stop chasing scents. We need to head to the…” she trailed off upon spotting Gabriel and Sthuza behind them. “Well, guess we don’t need to meet up at the inn after all.”

“Thanks for helping her out back there, Reyna,” he said with total sincerity. Outside of the monsters deeper in the dungeon, his biggest worry was keeping Cindra from drawing too much attention to their small group.

‘Though, to be honest, she’s never caused any serious trouble. Maybe I’m worried about nothing.’

‘I must admit that the furball has performed better than I expected. We were fortunate to find her when we did, Master. She has proven herself extremely valuable.’

‘Yeah, but I do want to arrange some sword training for her. Probably need to start my lessons back up as well. I haven’t seriously practiced since Mother died. There were several fights yesterday where I only survived thanks to you three or the raw power boost Meri gave me. I don’t want to make a habit of that.’

‘A good point, Master. The battle against Dougraine was a rather rude reminder of my own limited skills. Unfortunately, we may have trouble finding an instructor who will not question your dungeon-related ability and talent. And while no one would suspect Miss Reyna, I fear anyone training Cindra would quickly realize she is no mere inutari.’

Once they caught up, the foursome set out toward the Careless Queen Inn. They all knew the way, and even Cindra proved immune to distraction. At least after she wrapped herself around Gabriel’s free arm.

The streets were less crowded than yesterday, but the group drew more attention while they passed by. People stared, and several even pointed until Reyna turned to growl and glare at them.

“We’d be a sight more subtle if you two didn’t have to hang off him like a pair of streetwalkers,” she said after scaring a baker’s apprentice so badly the kid fell on his butt.

Cindra ducked her head so close her hot breath tickled Gabriel’s ear. “Grouchy Panties is just jealous Packmaster only has two arms,” she whispered loud enough to draw an outraged snarl from the furry lycan.

Reyna sputtered and cursed, but Sthuza released his arm and dropped back to walk beside her. The disguised gorgon whispered something to her, and Reyna snapped her fangs shut.

Thankfully, they turned the final corner and spotted the Careless Queen’s weathered, pyrographic sign. The short trip had felt longer than Gabriel remembered, but he pushed the thought aside.

The stairs creaked ominously beneath Cindra. Gabriel opened the weather-beaten door and gestured for his bonded to enter first. Cindra rushed inside, followed a few seconds later by Sthuza and Reyna.

“Probably just wants an excuse to stare at our asses,” Reyna muttered, drawing a snicker from his Prime.

“Oh my! You lot had me so worried, Gabriel. You all rushed out before the break of dawn and left your rooms unlocked,” Mrs. Spaulding said as he closed the door behind him.

The rotund innkeeper wiped her powder-coated hands on a stained apron then rushed around the bar and straight for them. Until she spotted Reyna.

“Are you okay, dearie?” she asked, her voice full of concern rather than fear. “You are the young lady from last night, aren’t ya?”

Reyna’s facial fur puffed out, but she nodded. “Y-yeah, I’m a lycan. I got careless and took more hits than I could heal through. Don’t worry about me. A little rest, and I’ll shift back to normal.”

Mrs. Spaulding frowned, her brow furrowing, but she gave the werebadger a kind smile. “Well, as long as you recover. Though I wish you lot would be more careful.” She turned to face Gabriel, then said, “I swear, you’re gonna turn my hair pure gray with all the risks you keep taking.”

“Sorry about that,” he replied with an embarrassed grin.

Before he could continue, the older woman put on a burst of speed, slammed into him, and wrapped her surprisingly strong arms around him. “I thought you lot had got mixed up in that awful mess with the baron and his men. There have been all kinds of stories since that big explosion yesterday.”

Gabriel flinched at her words, fear brewing within him, but she was distracted enough not to notice. Behind her, Cindra flashed a smug grin, and Reyna didn’t even try to hide her amusement.

“I am afraid we are only here to collect our equipment before we head out of the city for a few days, Darlene. Did you have time to get the supplies I requested?” Sthuza asked, distracting the woman.

Mrs. Spaulding squeezed Gabriel one more time, causing him to wince, then released him and turned to face the beautiful redhead. “Oh, yes. I was able to get everything you listed. A Guild runner delivered the items from your vault this morning. And I only had to spend half the coin you left with me for the rest. I’ve got the extra in a pouch behind the counter. Just lemme go grab it, then we can head upstairs. You left your door open, so I put everything inside and locked it.”

Sthuza smiled but reached out to halt the woman. “Thank you. I know it was short notice, and we truly appreciate your efforts. If you would, please hold onto any remaining money and apply it to our rooms.”

“But, dearie, that much coin would cover both of your rooms for months.”

“That is perfect then. I do not know how long we will be away, but I would like to extend our stay here for the foreseeable future,” Sthuza said.

Mrs. Spaulding frowned for a second, then relaxed and nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

“Thank you, Darlene,” Sthuza said. Turning to Gabriel, she winked then continued, “Ma—Gabriel, perhaps you can find out what happened at the baron’s castle while Cindra and I retrieve our supplies.”

Without waiting for a reply, Sthuza crossed the sparsely populated tavern and started up the stairs, Cindra close behind her.

“You heard anything about what all happened last night?” Reyna asked. She might have been trying for nonchalant, but Gabriel winced at her eager tone and expression. Fortunately, Darlene had already turned to face him and didn’t notice.

“You remember the massive explosion yesterday, right?” Darlene asked.

“Yeah, but we figured it was best to stay far away from all of that,” Gabriel said, forcing himself to laugh. He tried not to flinch as he recalled the details of their assault.

Not sure I want to know how many guards I killed with that Fireball. And I really hope the baroness didn’t tell anyone about us.

“Mind you, what I’ve heard is just gossip spreading around the city like a wildfire. But, word is the baron was involved in some shady business with corrupt adventurers and bureaucrats. Apparently, the deal went sour, and those adventurers sacked his castle and killed him,” Darlene said.

Gabriel froze at her mention of adventurers but kept quiet and let her finish.

“Do they give any details on the crew that hit the slimy shit?” Reyna asked.

“Nothing consistent. Most claim the baron and his son died in the dust-up. One bit I do trust is that the widowed baroness visited the Guildhall last night. A night watchman saw her leave just before sunrise. After she returned to the castle, there was a big blow-up over at their place. And she’s been busy issuing edicts all morning.”

“Wait, what?” Gabriel asked.

“It’s true. Well, at least the bit with the Guild. Irenath is out as Guildmaster, and that sweetheart Olphelia has taken over. It seems Irenath conspired with the baron about the assassination of a registered adventurer. There was a big announcement about it a couple hours ago. How did you two miss that?”

Gabriel opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. Reyna snickered and came to his rescue.

“We’ve been in the dungeon for most of the morning. Got some pretty good loot, but the fighting was a bit rough,” she said, gesturing to her bandaged, hybrid form.

“Oh dear, I thought the dungeon wasn’t very dangerous anymore.”

Reyna cackled at the innkeeper’s words, and Gabriel sighed.

“We’ve been delving deeper than most groups do nowadays. Please keep that to yourself for now, Mrs. Spaulding,” he said.

Her frown shifted to a conspiratorial grin, and she winked. “Not a soul will hear from me, dearie. Just, you lot keep each other safe, okay?”

Gabriel nodded. “Definitely. But about the news, have you heard any more about the baroness? Did she talk about hunting down the adventurers?”

“No, nothing like that,” Darlene said. “She’s issued several new regulations and such. For once, they’re not asking for more tax money. It’s all a little hard to believe, but overall, I found it encouraging. There was even one banning beastkin slaves from the city.”

Reyna froze, face pale, at the news. A surge of excitement tempered by bitter loss flooded across his bond with the lycan.

Is Elaine trying to make up for the horrors her husband committed?

“So the baroness had a talk with the Guildmaster, he got replaced, and they made multiple proclamations the day after the baron was killed?”

“Aye. I also overhead one of those petty bureaucrats whining about how the baroness blamed everything on them and her husband. She fired a bunch of them for something about falsifying dozens of house guards as adventurers.”

“That’s… interesting,” Gabriel said, struggling to process news of the sudden shift. “Sounds like there’s a lot of change in the air. Hopefully, the city will have calmed down by the time we return.”

“I agree,” Sthuza said from across the almost empty common room.

Gabriel turned to see her and Cindra headed his way. They both carried sizable backpacks, though the latter’s looked too large to bear.

‘Is it all right for her to show off her strength so much?’

‘Why would it be a problem, Master? Most adventurers have higher attributes than regular people. Besides, I cannot imagine that many will even notice what she is carrying on her back when they are so distracted by what she carries on her front.’

Gabriel smothered a laugh and waved a greeting to the beaming hellhound. She hurried over, completely ignoring the enormous pack slung over her shoulder. To his surprise, she stopped before she reached him.

“I wish we could stay longer, Darlene,” Sthuza said as she joined them, “but we are already far behind schedule.”

A loud rumble startled them all, but a second loud growl while they were searching about echoed from Cindra’s armor-covered belly. The hellhound blushed and smiled, revealing her fangs.

“You must be starving,” Darlene said. Shaking her head, she rushed back behind the counter and into the kitchen. “You lot stay right there. I’ve got some quick travel rations I readied, just in case.”

“We’ll be fine, Mrs. Spaulding,” Gabriel said, but she waved his words away and disappeared around the corner.

He glanced to Sthuza, who shrugged. Her concealed head-snakes shifted and undulated as they mimicked shrugging as well.

“We should take the food. That woman can cook, and a good meal’s hard to get on the road,” Reyna said.

The hellhound nodded in agreement. “Cindra enjoyed her stew. Maybe we can stay long enough for a bowl? Maybe four?”

Gabriel chuckled and reached over to brush stray locks of Cindra’s gray mane from her face. “I’d love to, but we need to head out.” He paused and turned to Sthuza. “Think you have enough coin to get four horses? I haven’t ridden in years, but we could use any advantage we can get.”

Sthuza’s human cheeks flushed red, and she looked away for several seconds before replying. “I do not think we should waste our time with horses, Gabriel.”

Reyna laughed hard. They all turned to stare at her, but it took several seconds for her to calm down.

“What’s so funny?” Gabriel asked.

“Ha, miss high and mighty can’t ride a horse, can you?”

Sthuza glared at the shorter woman, then shook her head and sighed. “No, I am quite capable of riding, but it would take too long to track down three horses and tack to buy.” She paused and turned back to Gabriel.

‘Also, Master, given our natures, any horses readily available would not provide a meaningful increase to our speed.’

‘What do you mean? I’ve never ridden a fast horse, but I’ve seen plenty of couriers that were swift as the wind.’

‘Most horses are not capable of galloping all day long while carrying a rider and gear. Their primary advantage is ease of travel, but we all possess greater stamina than your typical human. And, in case you have forgotten, Cindra would likely break the back of any horse we could purchase.’

‘Shit. I hadn’t considered that.’

‘Yes, Master. The larger courier organizations utilize enchanted gear and swap horses in a relay of sorts. Besides, while Miss Reyna is not a particularly talented runner, I expect she can maintain a fast walking pace all day long. I have faith we will catch up with Estrial quickly, so long as we do not waste too much time. They have less than a three-day headstart and no reason to suspect they are being followed.’

‘Right. I haven’t tested my endurance that much yet, but it’s almost superhuman now. And I bet Cindra could run for hours in her canine form. Estrial’s party have no reason to push that kind of pace.’

‘Exactly. And before you ask, Master, I will have no trouble keeping up with any of you.’

“Okay, dearie,” Darlene called as she returned bearing a large goblin-grass sack. “I doubt it’ll last the four of you for very long, but I’ll feel better knowing you’ve got a couple good meals ahead of ya.”

A pleasant warmth filled Gabriel as he accepted the bundled food with a smile. “Thanks, Mrs. Spaulding,” he said.

Cheeks rosy, she wrapped him in another tight hug. “You look much happier now, Gabriel. You be good and take care of these ladies now.”

His throat tightened, and he had to swallow twice before he could speak. “I will. Thank you for always being here for me.”

Darlene patted him on the back then released him before pulling each of his bonded into a similar hug. Cindra beamed but thankfully didn’t crush the smiling matron. Reyna grumbled nonstop, though she didn’t resist.

Mrs. Spaulding escorted them out the front door, then stood on the top step, waving until they were out of sight.

“So, which way do we need to head?” Gabriel asked Reyna when they reached the main street. To their left was the west gate, and the east was visible at the other end.

Reyna wrinkled her furry muzzle, baring her vicious fangs for a moment. Then she sighed and pointed toward the east. “That elven skank and her ass-sniffing friends are headed to Stillcrest.”

Sthuza frowned, staring at Reyna suspiciously. “You are certain?”

“Yeah, I didn’t wanna tell you before, in case you wanted to give me the slip,” Reyna muttered, staring at her feet. “Overheard her say she had a contact there who knows some powerful mage.”

Gabriel opened his mouth to reply, but Cindra stepped close to the short werebadger and draped a muscular arm over her shoulders. “Relax. Packmaster won’t abandon Pack. Not ever. And Grouchy Panties is Pack now.”

Reyna grumbled a bit, then snorted in laughter. “Fine, thanks. I get it. Now, get yer damn arm off me before ya crush me with those giant boobs.”

Cindra turned back to Gabriel, revealing a wide grin, then ignored the lycan’s words and leaned against the smaller woman.

‘It is good to see your bonded get along well, is it not, Master?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, it really is.’


Chapter Twelve










The lightly armored guards at the East gate watched Gabriel and his bonded with wary eyes but let them exit the city without incident.

Two minutes later, after they had left the nervous guards far behind, Reyna let out a loud sigh. “Thank the gods none of those wankers had the balls to ask about last night.”

“You think they’d want to know about the first time Cindra mated with Packmaster?” the hellhound asked with complete sincerity.

Reyna sputtered, then turned to glare up at the larger woman. “Not that, you damn horndog, I meant the whole bit where your boytoy blew up the fucking castle, and we killed all those guards. Pretty sure the guy with the spear was there with that horse-faced bitch after the party.”

“With the baroness? Hmm, I did not notice,” Sthuza said, sounding distracted. Her head-snakes hissed, and Gabriel saw several of them rubbing against each other beneath her disguise. “Then again, I must admit I find that most humans look rather similar.”

Shaking her head, Reyna chuckled. “Yeah, guess if I could wield that bow of yours and turn annoying assholes into garden statues, probably wouldn’t notice little pricks like them either.”

“Wait. Why can’t you use a bow like Sthuza’s?” Gabriel asked. Sure it was an ornate and clearly enchanted weapon, but the petite lycan was stronger than she looked and more than tall enough to wield it.

Reyna howled with laughter. “Ya never thought it was odd how hard she hits with that damned thing? Sure those fuckers in vanguard plate deflected a few shots, but normal arrows ain’t gonna do half the shit she’s done.”

Giggling at his surprised expression, Sthuza stepped closer and threaded her arm through his. “Master, you are aware that as a greater gorgon, I am… slightly stronger than I appear, yes?”

“Heh, yeah, I’ve noticed.” He paused for a moment and considered what they had said. “Let me guess, that bow has a much higher draw weight than it looks like it does.”

“Indeed. I have never tested it personally, but Brillewaen said it was just under four hundred pounds,” Sthuza said. When he froze at her words, the slender woman all but dragged him forward before pausing herself.

Gabriel shook his head then resumed walking. “Wow.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty damn heavy. Not too many archers could match that, even among adventurers. Maybe this big Ursine woodsman I knew. His was thicker than I could wrap my hand around,” Reyna said.

“Packmaster’s is the perfect size for Cindra to grasp,” the hellhound added.

Gabriel coughed at the sudden twist while Sthuza smirked and squeezed his arm tighter.

“She’s talking about his bow, Cindra,” Gabriel said.

Reyna turned and stared up at him. Her amber eyes flashed with mirth… and something more. “Maybe I was talking about both?”

Gabriel felt his face flush, and the lycan laughed.

Cindra fell back to walk beside him, taking his free arm in hers, and they settled into a quiet peace. Her pace was a little tiring but did his best to keep up with the energetic hellhound.

Sthuza rested her head against his shoulder, and her head-snakes curled about his neck. He found their cool presence relaxing, given the sun beating down upon them.

‘Never worn this much armor before. It’s not nearly as bad as I’d feared.’

He rotated his shoulders and marveled at how unburdened he felt. The brigandine vest shifted with his movements and felt no more restraining than the luxurious gambeson he wore beneath it.

‘You are much stronger than you were before, Master. That type of armor is also a surprisingly efficient compromise between comfort and protection. The mithril no doubt helps as well.’

‘True. Though, I bet this gambeson you gave me helps on that front. It’s the most comfortable coat I’ve ever worn.’

A head-snake rose to brush against his ear and cheek while happiness washed across his bond with the beautiful gorgon.

‘It pleases me to see some of Mistress Iylara’s treasures serving a worthy man, Master. While Dougraine’s fate was unfortunate, I am grateful his armor will now serve to protect you.’

They continued to follow the road even as it transitioned from paving stones to rutted, hard-packed dirt. Half an hour from Lostbarrow, it curved into a dense forest of massive oaks and towering firs.

Sthuza and Reyna both looked more alert. At first glance, Cindra also appeared to be on guard as she stared toward the forest with a focused intensity.

A few minutes later, she let go of Gabriel’s arm and dashed into the thick underbrush.

“Cindra!” he shouted, already turning to chase after her.

“Did you smell anything dangerous?” Sthuza asked.

Reyna shook her furry head, then pointed after the hellhound trampling and tearing her way through the woods. “Pretty sure she’s chasing a raccoon.”

Gabriel focused on his second bonded and got the sense that Reyna was correct. He laughed at the sheer joy leaking through from Cindra’s bond. “Don’t run off too far, Cindra,” he shouted.

Sthuza frowned but did not release his arm. “Are you sure it is wise to let her out of sight, Master? With her speed and distractible nature, she could wander off quite easily.”

Focusing on their bond, Gabriel emphasized his point with Cindra. A thrilled agreement reached back to him, and he smiled. “Yeah, she’ll stay close.”

“Why’s she so excited about a coon anyway? She’d need a dozen of ‘em to get a decent meal,” Reyna said.

“Unlike you and Sthuza, Cindra’s lived her entire life in the depths of the dungeon. We’ll let her get the initial thrill of the exotic out of her system while we can.”

“A good point, Master. I had forgotten just how young and sheltered she has been.”

“Whatever,” Reyna grumbled. “Want to keep going and let her catch up?”

“Yeah, I’ll keep in contact with her. I think I could find any of you through our bonds.”

Reyna’s facial fur poofed out, and she turned away, stomping along the trail. “We won’t make it to Stillcrest tonight, but I know a decent campsite where we can set up.”

“Would it not be better to stop at Thornrest? While small and boring, they have rooms for rent,” Sthuza said.

“Huh?” the werebadger asked before reaching up to hide a yawn. “Oh, yeah, think I know the place yer talking about. A little farming village with a couple stone buildings?”

“Yes. I imagine the proprietor has changed since I last visited, but staying the night there should still be better than camping out in the wild.”

Reyna snickered and shook her head. “You really ain’t been out of the dungeon in a long time, huh? That place burned down a good nine or ten years ago. Back when all those cultists were running around up north acting crazy.”

Sthuza’s grip on Gabriel’s arm tightened for a second before she sighed. “Well then, it sounds like we will make use of the tents sooner than I had planned.”

“Yeah, but don’t worry. There’s a site maybe a half-hour from the old village. Hunters and travelers camp there all the time. We spend the night there and set out again early, and we should make Stillcrest by early afternoon.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Gabriel said. To his surprise, a faint sense of pride slipped across his bond with Reyna. That flicker of emotion hinted at an underlying need to belong, and he hoped she would soon feel like a true part of their new family.

◆◆◆

Cindra rejoined them almost an hour later, leaping out of a thicket of overgrown goblin grass.

Covered in blood.

“Gods damn, Boobs, the hells did you do? Cut yer way out of a troll?” Reyna asked, staring at the gore-soaked hellhound.

“Do not even try to approach Master until he cleansss your filthy hide,” Sthuza snapped. All of her head-snakes rose up, glaring death at the messy monster girl.

Cindra’s gray cheeks darkened, and her fluffy ears drooped along with her tail. “Cindra found lots of tasty animals. Might have… made a little mess, though.”

“Little?” Sthuza hissed.

“It’s fine,” Gabriel said. He’d kept tabs on Cindra while she explored and had sensed her successfully stalk multiple critters. Since she never felt afraid, he had left her to her hunt. “Just give me a few seconds to clean you up before you try to hug anyone.”

Cindra beamed at him, her white fangs a bright contrast to the blood splattered all over her face, chest, and arms. “Thanks, Packmaster!”

Sthuza relaxed and stepped closer as he carefully wove the simple cleaning spell then released it.

His magic stripped all of the gory mess from the hellhound. She rushed at him a second later and pulled him and his Prime into a spine-popping embrace.

Sthuza hissed and muttered while Reyna cackled at them. A strange sense of loneliness flickered through Gabriel’s bond with the lycan but vanished before he could confirm it.

To his surprise, Cindra stayed glued to him for several hours. She clung to his arm and practically dragged him down the road with an eager grin. Her pace felt grueling, but he went along, enjoying the quiet walk with his bonded.

With her guiding him along the road, Gabriel decided to skim through Kelith’s spellbook again. Filled with numerous glyphs and the combinations to form powerful spells, it was the most valuable item they had looted from the baron’s son.

Kelith had packed the enchanted tome with a much wider variety of spells than Gabriel had expected. The fact almost half of them were mind manipulation spells had surprised him, but he had to give the arrogant noble credit. While most of them had disgusting notes added in, several were far more complex than anything Gabriel had studied.

Charms, Confusion, and a whole array of emotional enhancers. Most of these have legitimate uses beyond what Kelith noted. But Ardent Lust… yeah, I’m never casting that one near Cindra. If she turned any hornier, she’d probably suck my Essence out like a succubus.

Gabriel chortled at the image that provoked in his mind. At a flicker of curiosity from his Prime, he opened his thoughts, letting her sense what had amused him. Vehement agreement surged across their bond, and the Dungeon Master grinned before resuming his study. He knew mastery would take months of study, but he focused on the utility spells which seemed most immediately useful.

If I can work through this scrying spell, I might be able to find Estrial.

Around the time the sun began to sink in the sky behind them, Cindra let out a low growl. Reyna and Sthuza both reacted instantly. The werebadger sniffed at the air around her, head turning back and forth.

Sthuza stepped away from Gabriel’s side and pulled out her ornate shortbow. She readied an arrow but refrained from drawing it back. “How many?”

“A bunch. Maybe twenty,” Cindra replied. Her ears twitched, and she tilted her head twice then pointed off to the right side of the road.

Gabriel looked in the direction she pointed but didn’t see any movement. The forest had thinned somewhat compared to the dense, old-growth they had been traveling through. He stared at the shadows hidden behind the different bushes.

“I don’t see—” He cut off when he caught the glint of metal. It was hard to make out the details so far away and using his new Darkvision. But once he knew where to look, he found several men hiding behind trees and bushes over a hundred feet ahead of them.

‘Yes, Master. I can sense some farther down the road as well. While I doubt they pose a serious threat to us, we should deal with them decisively. There is no point in taking unnecessary risks.’

Gabriel considered the best action he could take. None of the men he could see had moved, so there was a good chance they still believed they were hidden. A part of him wanted to find a way to avoid conflict. He agreed with his Prime: most bandits would have no chance against his bonded.

At the same time, he knew they would attack other travelers. Innocent people without the power to defend themselves and fight back. Even if he ignored the threat the bandits posed to others, he sensed his bonded’s strong desire to punish anyone who dared attack him.

‘If they start a fight, we finish it.’

‘Yes, Master.’


Chapter Thirteen










Wondering what type of defensive magic to use, Gabriel sighed when he realized the obvious answer was to check if the bandits had any magic of their own. He activated Magesight and surveyed the area.

The only magical auras within range were the hoard he and his bonded carried with them. Even when he focused on bandits’ packs and quivers, he detected no magic.

‘Unless they’ve got specialized concealing enchantments, they don’t have any magic at all. And it looks like all they have are simple hunting bows. Easy enough to defend against.’

‘That makes this a lot easier, Master. Please leave it to us.’

Gabriel grinned at his Prime’s words but shook his head.

‘I’m going to cast Missile Barrier. Might as well try summoning my minions too, right?’

Sthuza grinned back at him, and several disguised head-snakes hissed and nodded in agreement.

Mana 27%

Gabriel focused one part of his mind on weaving the standard defensive spell for deflecting unenchanted missile attacks. The magic was simple and efficient, but he wanted to keep it a secret, so he forcibly suppressed the glyphs.

Since they haven’t reacted yet, I’ve got plenty of time to do this properly.

Casting concealed magic was more challenging than normal but not impossible. Gabriel slipped a narrow strand of mana into the intangible spell construct. He took care to prevent any of the telltale glow most people assumed was a requirement of magic as he formed the first invisible glyph.

At the same time, he turned inward and sought out the strange vastness he first felt when he had chosen the Minion ability. He still struggled to accept that a pocket dimension now existed within his soul, but he could feel the three kobolds hidden within.

Sthuza said it’s similar to how high-tier S-crystals work, which should mean they can have customized habitats, right? Save that for later and focus.

‘Can you hear me?’ He directed the thought inward, hoping not to distract his bonded.

‘War Chief?’ Kestria’s voice replied in his head. ‘You wish for us to aid you in battle?’

‘Yeah. I thought it’d be a good chance to practice. We’ve got some… well, I don’t know yet, but they’ve got to have ill intentions, the way they’re hiding with weapons.’

‘Then they are enemies of the tribe.’

‘We will do as you command, Chief,’ Sathru added.

Conveying his intent to the kobold shaman took only a few seconds. He kept part of his attention on the woods around them as they continued to walk toward the likely ambush site.

While Sthuza held her bow in hand, his other bonded continued to look around without drawing their blades. Similarly, Cindra’s helmet remained strapped to her waist.

They were about twenty feet from the closest archers when a man stepped out from behind a tree on the opposite side of the road. “Well, well. What do we have here, boys?”

A part of Gabriel still hoped they could convince these bandits or deserters to leave them alone, but he knew blood was going to spill. Given their numbers and ambush, they would feel confident until it was too late to avoid conflict.

‘There is little we could do to scare them off that would not risk causing a worse situation later, Master.’

‘I know. Just not quite used to all the fighting. Yet.’

“You wankers wanna piss off before ya wind up worm food?” Reyna growled. Still in her furry form, she oozed danger despite the bandages, and Gabriel couldn’t help but smirk at the lustful look a short bandit sent toward the feisty lycan.

‘Does it not bother you how he looks at one of your bonded, Master?’

‘Sort of, but all I can imagine is how badly this is going to go for them. They’ve got no idea how dangerous you ladies are.’

Sthuza’s bond glowed with happiness, but Gabriel kept most of his focus split between his nascent spell and the bandits stepping out into view.

All human males, they had the look of rough and dishonest lives poorly spent. Most of the men wore stained, ragged gambesons and wielded crude tools rather than true weapons.

Gabriel noted three whose armor looked higher quality. Each of them had an actual sword, though the weapons were still sheathed. He concentrated on pointing them out to his bonded and Minions.

The small man who had leered at Reyna flashed a rotten smile her way. “Now now, you sweet little thing. There’s no reason to be like that. I’ll treat you good. Don’t worry, gonna make sure the others don’t break ya, long as ya play nice.”

Reyna spat, but Gabriel sent her a simple desire not to attack. Yet. Her amber eyes glanced his way before she locked them onto the approaching bandits. “Fine, I’ll play along.”

The man’s foul grin widened, and Gabriel felt dark amusement from all of his bonded at the fool’s misunderstanding.

“Don’t talk shit you can’t back up, Rudolph,” A tall, gray-haired man said. Unlike the first to speak, his filthy gambeson fit his solid form well, and his pale-blue eyes held a sharpness that Gabriel did not like.

‘Shoot him first,’ he thought to his Prime.

‘Agreed.’

The second swordsman stepped ahead of the others and raised a fist, silencing the rest of the men. “We’re the Free Brothers of Tallridge, and this is our road. I’m afraid there’s a toll for safe passage,” he said with a surprisingly smooth voice.

His words drew grins and amused chuckles from most of the bandits. A few of them nodded while others shifted and clutched their weapons at the ready.

Gabriel studied the man who seemed to be their leader. Almost as tall as Gabriel and the gray-haired man at his side, this man looked younger than most of the group.

“That’s bullshit!” Reyna snapped. “There ain’t no tolls round here.”

Several bandits smiled wider, though a blond archer glowered at the pint-sized lycan. “There is if we say there is!” he shouted.

“As I was saying,” their leader started. “You need to pay the toll.”

Gabriel’s shield spell was almost complete, despite the delay caused by concealing it. Rather than reply himself and risk disrupting the magic, he nudged his Prime’s bond.

“Is that so?” Sthuza asked for him. He could hear the smug amusement in her voice as she continued, “And what pray tell, would this toll be?”

The bandit leader smirked at her. “Ten gold,” he said, pausing as his fellows all guffawed at the outrageous sum. “Although, we have been out here for quite a while with little in the way of entertaining company.”

Several men catcalled Gabriel’s bonded, and he felt anger begin to well.

Pretending to consider other options, the young bandit said, “If you ladies would share our camp for the night, we could overlook the coins.”

More lecherous laughter interrupted, and he waited until his men settled down. “Just this once, of course,” he said, flashing a smug grin that made Gabriel long to punch him square in the face.

He solidified the final glyph for his Missile Barrier spell and stared at the bandit leader. “I suppose you have no interest in walking away and pretending you never saw us, do you?”

Several of the grimy men laughed, and their leader shook his head instantly. “Fraid not, friend. Either your ladies comply, or we’re gonna have to hurt you. And probably them.”

From the way several of the men grew more excited, it was obvious that was their intention regardless.

Cindra growled menacingly, and the gray-haired one flinched. He stared hard at the hellhound, his intelligent eyes seeking something.

“Can we get this over with yet?” Reyna asked. “They stink worse than those damn goblins did.” The petite werebadger shrugged off her heavy pack, and Cindra matched her a second later.

A slow smile spread across Gabriel’s face. “Yes, we can finish this now,” he said a split second before releasing his concealed spell. He shifted his attention instantly and summoned his Minions.

The glyphs flared, and a transparent white shield formed ten feet in front of him. In case they had more concealed archers, he had constructed the spell to manifest as a large horseshoe shape.

The bandits were slow on the uptake, with most of them staring dumbly as his mana interacted with the Aether around them.

Two seconds later, the shield solidified. It would deflect any lightweight, unenchanted projectiles as solidly as a castle’s walls.

By the time the shield finished expanding, three soft cracks had sounded as his kobolds materialized just in front of him.

“He’s a mage!” the gray-haired bandit shouted. He glanced to the archers just visible off the right side of the road. “John, kill him!”

A lean man wearing a dull green tunic drew back his bow and aimed at Gabriel.

Using Magesight, Gabriel confirmed the arrow was unenchanted. He remained calm and directed his kobolds to attack the bandits.

Two powerful surges of anger bled into him from his bonds, momentarily startling him. Cindra’s passionate spike was predictable, but he hadn’t anticipated the raw hate and fear flooding from Reyna’s bond. It almost drowned out the milder emotions emanating from his Prime.

Kind of weird how Reyna’s worried about my safety while Cindra is just angry. Sthuza has no concern at all. She feels almost… amused?

Letting the thoughts and emotions ebb away, he focused on their attackers.

One man loosed an arrow, followed a half-second after by six more archers. One and all, they struck the spell wall and shattered. Someone cursed, and several bandits began muttering amongst themselves.

“My turn,” Sthuza said darkly. She loosed a black arrow that flew straight through Gabriel’s shield and took the gray-haired man in the face. The light faded from his intelligent eyes, and he slumped slowly to the ground.

“Shit,” the bandit leader cried, his eyes wide and focused on the magical barrier. “Rush in close and take them down!”

Over a dozen men shouted and rushed forward with lust-blinded eyes. One of the archers frowned and started to speak, then snapped his mouth shut and drew his sword.

Seconds later, the rest of the bandits on the road joined the charge at Gabriel and his bonded. More archers stepped out from the woods while a few continued to shoot at him, no doubt hoping to overwhelm or puncture his barrier.

Good luck with that. As much as Meri enhanced me, it’d probably require a ballista to breach by force.

Cindra howled and readied her greatsword. The four bandits before her hesitated at the sight of her massive, adamantite weapon.

“Hey, we should make this more interesting,” Reyna said.

Sthuza loosed another arrow, dropping one of the archers in the back. “What do you have in mind, Miss Reyna?”

The werebadger snickered, then said, “how about a prize for whoever kills the most of these dickheads?”

“Ooo!” Cindra yipped. “Winner gets to suck Packmaster’s dick!”

“Hey, don’t go…” Gabriel started but cut off when all three kobolds screeched and threw themselves into a group of bandits with an eagerness that surprised him.

Really hope they’re not trying for the bet.

Reyna growled angrily but rushed the growing melee and took a man’s head with one of her sinister-looking swords. Cindra barked a happy laugh then whipped her greatsword across, slicing off two heads.

A swirling maelstrom of excitement and desire assaulted Gabriel. It was so chaotic that he could not identify which of his bonded was giving off the powerful emotions.

Kind of feels like more than one… maybe all of them. But now’s not the time for that distraction.

He shifted part of his mind to his new kobold Minions but was surprised to find the trio already working as one. The newly conjured pair used their spears to trip and distract a filthy, blond-haired man so Kestria could leap up and sink a large dagger into his throat.

Blood sprayed from the vicious wound, coating the small monsters, but they showed no concern. As if sharing a single mind, they shifted to the left and swarmed another unsuspecting bandit.

Chuckling, Gabriel pulled his focus back from his Minions and surveyed the battle as a whole. He felt a little tired and took the chance to catch his breath.

Cindra and Reyna were tearing through the ranks of unwashed, unskilled men. To his surprise, Sthuza stood at his side, an arrow nocked but not drawn back.

Reyna whirled and slashed with Yesera’s black swords, spinning about like a furry top. She landed multiple strikes and parried several attacks in a row, but a moment’s study reminded Gabriel that neither she nor Cindra had actual training.

What the short werebadger lacked in skill and finesse, she made up for with sheer aggression and speed. Her blades lashed out again and again, creating a gory mess of anyone she attacked.

A foolish bandit rushed Reyna from behind, but she spun to face him and overwhelmed him in seconds.

Cindra growled and brought her sword down in an overhead chop.

It’s like she’s smashing her sword around. Maybe she’d prefer a maul or ax?

Gabriel winced as the massive adamantite blade sliced through the bald man’s unarmored head, then continued down to the hard dirt road. Blood and viscera coated her, and she shook her head, the gore in her hair spreading even farther.

They seem to have these idiots well in hand. But… it doesn’t feel right to leave all the work to them.

Glancing over to his Prime, Gabriel grinned. She met his gaze, her beautiful face set in a worried frown, so he quickly sent his intent not to join the melee.

Sthuza relaxed at his assurance and turned her sharp eyes back to the horde of bandits. A lone head-snake continued to watch him with frightening intensity.

True to his unspoken words, Gabriel considered the spells he knew. None of the bandits still held bows, having dropped them to charge in after Sthuza’s lethal demonstration.

This is as good a time as any to test my abilities further.

By the time he had decided on the simplest attack spell he knew of, his bonded and Minions had culled three more bandits. He could almost feel the moment when a group of the men decided to abandon their compatriots and turned to flee.

Sthuza drew back and loosed an arrow, taking the first fleeing bandit in the back of the head. His corpse stumbled then toppled forward.

Gabriel concentrated and brought up his mana bar as he began to cast.

Mana 27%

He raised his free hand to trace the first glyph but paused as he considered the possibilities.

I can split my focus and cast two separate spells at once. Co… could I divide a single spell in half to prep it quicker? Would merging it back together be harder or easier?

Aetheric Missile was the simplest attack spell he knew. But instead of casting as he was accustomed to, he ran a quick centering routine to steady his mind then raised both hands.

Someone screamed, and Reyna let out a blood-chilling howl, but Gabriel ignored everything except for his spell and the younger bandit, who seemed to be their leader.

Harnessing the faintest trickle of his pool, Gabriel anchored the spell to the man. Instead of manifesting the glyphs one at a time with only his free hand, he worked both independently and traced out the needed glyphs in parallel.

Perfect images formed before him in the blink of an eye despite the arcane conduit held in his right hand. He poured the minuscule sliver of mana into the spell construct, then pointed his sword and released the magic.

A tiny dart of condensed Aether shot forward. The bandit leader’s eyes grew large as the magical missile headed his way. Before he could begin to dodge, the glowing dart struck him just above the nose and exploded.

Damn. Didn’t expect it to be that accurate.

Blood misted, blocking his view of the man’s terrified face. The young bandit collapsed, dead before he hit the ground, and Gabriel blinked at the sight.

Oh, right. That’s the first time I’ve attacked someone so weak. Even most guardsmen have enough training and SE that they’d be able to resist a little. Accuracy through the Weave is more about intensity and power.

‘Indeed, Master. I have encountered scum like these before. They lack any appreciable strength or drive, so they bully and subjugate those even weaker than themselves. Still, it was an excellent shot. You cast that so quickly that I did not sense your magic until the missile was halfway to your target.’

Gabriel rechecked his pool and grinned. Despite the quick cast, he saw no change at all.

Mana 27%

‘Yeah, I was testing to see what else I can do with my new abilities. In addition to casting two spells at once, it seems I can split a single spell and rush it without an increased drain on my pool. I don’t think it used any more mana than if I had spent longer on it. It certainly wasn’t as expensive as a typical snapcast.’

He felt a surge of excitement from Sthuza and turned to see her beaming at him. Most of her head-snakes started at him with similarly intense looks.

‘That is excellent, Master. Your growth has been incredible.’

Cindra roared, distracting him from replying, and he turned to check on the hellhound.

Both of his furry bonded stood among the eviscerated remains of almost two dozen bandits. One bloody man struggled to crawl away, whimpering. Reyna stomped over and stabbed him in the back of the head. He twitched and spasmed beneath her. A moment later, the gory lycan frowned. “The hells did this shithead eat?” she grumbled as she withdrew her weapon. “I hate it when they crap themselves.”

“Some of them smell really bad,” Cindra said before casually chopping off another prone man’s head.

Movement near the trees drew Gabriel’s attention. Three kobolds wrestled another bandit to the ground. He screamed as they stabbed him repeatedly. They struck again and again with a furious intensity, their daggers tearing at him until he went limp, and silence returned.

◆◆◆

Sthuza returned her bow to the pouch at her waist and stepped to Gabriel’s side. “I would say that went rather well, Master.”

“Yeah, these fuckers never saw it coming, did they?” Reyna said with a dark chuckle. She tilted her head side to side, causing an audible crack, then sheathed her swords.

Gabriel watched as the blood-soaked lycan squatted next to a headless corpse. She rifled through the dead man’s belongings for a moment before moving to the next body.

“I’m still a little surprised they would actually attack us. Cindra’s not exacting hiding that greatsword. They had to assume we’re adventurers, right?” Gabriel said. With the rush of battle over, he could already smell the stench of the savaged dead.

“There’s always idiots like these around. They’re a lot like those fools in the tavern last night. Except these shitheads lack the training or patience to do anything. They can get pretty damn brave when they’ve got numbers. Not much you can do beyond cure them of breathing,” Reyna replied.

“Yes. I had similar encounters on the occasions where I traveled outside of the city. They likely saw three attractive females and assumed we would be easy prey. Often, those with the least abilities are the most incapable of properly assessing risk,” Sthuza added.

Movement drew Gabriel’s attention to the forest. A few seconds later, Kestria and the other two kobolds slipped out of the brush without a sound. Blood covered their hodgepodge armor.

The black-scaled shaman walked up to him and took a knee. The other two copied her a second later. They waited in silence before him, and Gabriel glanced over to his Prime.

Sthuza gave a slight shrug of her shoulders then flashed an amused grin his way. “Perhaps they are waiting for you to return them to their new home.”

The three kobolds bowed their heads in unison. “All your enemies lie dead.”

“Oh, if you want to go back right away, I can send you now,” Gabriel said. “I just thought you might enjoy spending some time out here while we’re alone. But either way, there’s no need to kneel like that. You three did a great job. Thank you.”

Kestria tilted her head back to stare up at him. Her purple eyes stared at him for several seconds without blinking. Finally, when he was about to speak again, her lips peeled back in a cute grin.

It’s like a child’s unbridled joy but with a mouthful of lethal fangs.

“We are honored to serve, War Chief,” she said.

“Yes! Serving you honors entire tribe,” Sathru added. The white-scaled kobold’s words caused the others to nod eagerly.

All three stared up at Gabriel with huge grins filled with razor-sharp teeth.

He smiled, nodded, and the trio rose to their feet and stepped back.

“Ooo! Is it time for Packmaster to reward us?” Cindra asked eagerly. “And who gets to count the ones who didn’t die right away?”

“I say when they go down. Mercy kills don’t count,” Reyna replied.

All three kobolds spoke up as one, but Sthuza let out a flurry of hisses that quieted everyone.

“Such discussions can wait until we reach the campsite Miss Reyna mentioned. For now, let us stay on task.”

Cindra looked ready to argue, but the gorgon turned to stare at her, and she nodded.

Kestria glanced over to his bonded, then back to Gabriel. “Should we help harvest the fallen?”

“Nah, don’t bother,” Reyna cut in. Grumbling, she stood up and kicked the body she had just finished searching. “These shit-dribbling cumstains don’t have two coppers to rub together. Hells, I doubt their swords are worth the steel in ‘em. Though, suppose we should toss ‘em in the woods. It’s not right to leave them rotting here.”

“Ah… yeah. That makes sense,” Gabriel said, slightly taken aback. They had killed plenty of people in the past few days, but this was the first time they had any reason to consider corpse disposal.

‘We didn’t worry about the mess we left in the castle, and Meri can make the dead vanish in seconds. But these would have to draw attention from other travelers.’

‘Yes, Master. Dealing with the bodies is far easier within the dungeon. We can leave them as they are if you wish. But it will only take a few minutes for us to carry them into the woods far enough so that their deaths go unnoticed. I am unsure if anyone would try to track us down even if they discover the corpses. Still, I prefer caution when possible,’ Sthuza sent.

‘I’m fine with it. It would be a shitty move to leave these bastards rotting on the road for some traveling merchants to stumble upon.’

Sthuza grinned at him, then moved to Reyna’s side.

“You’re gonna collect your arrows, right?” the still furry lycan asked.

“I try to when practical since it may be some time before Lady Merideva is capable of replacing them,” Sthuza said. She bent to retrieve a black-feathered arrow from a bandit’s face. She had only used a few during the brief battle, and they were all nearby.

Reyna snorted. “It’s still kind of hard to believe that fancy rock can create shit from thin air.”

“Glowy Lady’s super special. She saved Packmaster, so he could save us,” Cindra said as she dragged two halves of a man into the forest.

Gabriel walked over to the closest body and suppressed his disgust at the foul stench of hot entrails and half-digested slop that wafted up from a horrific gut wound. Reaching down, he grabbed the man’s ankles and started to drag the bandit off the road.

Cindra growled, causing him to pause and check on her. The beautiful hellhound stared at him with a frown. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Packmaster should rest and let Pack drag the trash away,” Cindra said.

“Why should—” Gabriel started, but Reyna interrupted him with an angry grunt.

“The damn boobie monster’s right. Your sorry ass has been dragging all day. Hells, I’ve got more energy than you even after getting my ass kicked. Me and her can deal with this shit while you… get some beauty sleep or something.”

Blinking at her vehemence, Gabriel glanced to his other bonded. Cindra nodded her head vigorously while Sthuza met his gaze with a soft smile.

“While she could have been more polite about it, Master, Miss Reyna is not wrong. You have not recovered fully yet. Please rest for a few minutes while we handle this.” Sthuza turned to the werebadger and asked, “We still have a decent trek until we reach the campsite, yes?”

“Yeah, if he can keep up with a brisk walk, we should be there before it gets too dark.”

“I’m fine,” Gabriel started, but he paused and reconsidered their journey so far. His mind recalled how Cindra had all but dragged him along.

‘She was pulling me forward. Maybe I am tired. Have I been slowing us down that badly?’

‘Relax, Master. It has been minor, but we have set a slightly slower pace than I expected. I believe we could have made it to the camp already, if we traveled at Miss Reyna’s limit rather than yours.’

“Shit. Okay, you’re right. I’ll rest while you three finish up here. But as soon as you’re done, let’s get moving again. And if I start dragging ass again, please tell me,” Gabriel said.

Cindra nodded eagerly. “No problem, Packmaster. If we get finished quick enough, maybe we have time left for mating?”

He laughed, and Sthuza let out a soft hissing sigh as the gray-skinned woman grinned happily.

“Yeah, yeah, bet he’ll plow you both senseless soon as we stop for the night,” Reyna muttered before turning to Gabriel. “Maybe bang ‘em outside the tent. Last thing I wanna do is try and sleep with the dog’s sex stink filling my nose.”

He glanced over to Cindra and chuckled at the eager look on her expressive face. “Don’t worry, Reyna. It’s been a long day, and I think a good night’s rest will help us all.”

Cindra frowned and flashed those huge puppy dog eyes at him. “Not even a little mating?”

Sthuza sighed, and Reyna laughed as he all but crumpled beneath the hellhound’s intense stare.

“Stop wasting time, Cindra,” Sthuza said. “Let us be done with this and away from this filth. Planning for later can come after we camp.”

Beaming again, Cindra rushed to dispose of her bloody cargo. She reached the woods and flung the bisected corpse deep into the forest.

Gabriel sat down and leaned back against a pine tree as his bonded and Minions worked efficiently at their bloody task. He felt a little uncomfortable watching them labor, but as he sat, his body grew tired and heavy, which proved their reasoning sound.

‘Cindra came back from being almost dead. Why should it take longer for me to recover?’

‘First of all, Master, Cindra has infernal ancestry and unnatural, nearly limitless stamina. I imagine she could run all of us into the ground and still be eager to mate. Beyond that, though, you have yet to fully adjust to your new body, and the changes caused by bonding three powerful monsters so quickly.’

‘I get that, but why didn’t I even notice how tired I was until you three got onto me about it?’

‘Ah, I see. Perhaps some aspect of your transformation into a Dungeon Master, or a side effect of our bonds, has toughened your mind and perspective. But Lady Merideva crafted your new body only a short while ago. Maybe it needs more time to acclimate? Certainly, once you settle into yourself, you will have received a substantial boost to endurance from the three of us.’

Gabriel sighed. ‘That makes sense. Thanks.’

His bonded made quick work of the bloody corpses. Kestria and Sathru worked with Reyna to carry a body into the woods while Cindra dragged two at a time by the ankle. The green-scaled Kuterug assisted Sthuza, though it looked like his Prime was doing most of the lifting with the tiny kobold struggling to contribute.

Gabriel had just started to doze off when a jolt of panic ripped through his mind.

“Master?” Sthuza called, her voice sounding distant as his attention shifted to his bond with Merideva.

“I don’t know. Something’s wrong with Meri,” he replied. His Prime said something more, but the woodside road faded away, and he sank into an immaterial nothingness.


Chapter Fourteen










Time and space shifted and morphed. Gabriel strained his will toward his Dungeon Core. He had no concept of how long he struggled and sought, but at last, he sensed something.

“Gabriel!” Merideva cried, her voice shattering the silence. He felt an impact much like every other time the energetic Core had slammed into him, but try as he might, all he could see was emptiness.

“Meri? Where are we?” he asked.

“Huh? What do you mean? I’m in my Core Room. Did you come back to protect me?”

Protect her?

“Did more undead attack?” he asked, his heart pounding at the thought of Merideva falling to a second assault.

“What? No, it’s that horrible strumpet again. She’s doing something with my crystal, and it feels way more violating than last time. Her touch is super icky!”

With Merideva’s words to guide him, Gabriel quickly detected the unsettling presence attempting to envelop the young Core.

He shuddered at the crazed intensity and the sheer wrongness of it. Beneath the surface of disturbed, groping thoughts, though, he detected hints of the elven sorceress. “Yeah, I can sense Estrial now. Let me try and…”

A blazing globe of power manifested when he thought of erecting a barrier around Merideva and himself. He felt it shielding them from Estrial, but he still saw nothing but the void.

Something hard rubbed against his chest, or at least, Gabriel thought it did. He focused on the sensation and confirmed it was Merideva’s cool, crystalline body. Another directed thought was enough to let him simulate stroking the worried Dungeon Core.

“Thank you, Gabriel. That feels so much better. I-I was worried when she came back so fast.”

“I’m glad you were able to reach me,” he replied. “Looks like that upgrade was worth it.” Even with much of his attention on comforting Merideva, he split part of his focus to seek out Estrial’s unpleasant presence.

She struck at the barrier he had erected with more strength than during her first attack. Her blows rattled it, but after he layered two additional shields beneath the first, he trusted the strange power to keep her out.

Sthuza reached out to him across their bond, and he opened himself to her.

‘Master? Is Lady Merideva okay?’ Her mind-voice was tense with worry, so Gabriel tried to infuse soothing confidence in his reply.

‘We’re fine. Well, assuming Estrial can’t keep this up any longer than she did before. Her first attack was scary because it was unexpected. This time I raised a shield the moment I sensed her presence, so now I’m just comforting Meri while we wait it out.’

Relief flooded his bond with the gorgon, and that calmness helped him to relax.

‘I am pleased to hear that, Master. We have almost finished cleaning up the battle site. We will await your return.’

‘Thank you, My Prime. I’ll rejoin you as soon as it’s safe.’

The sorceress continued to pummel their defense for several minutes, but her erratic hammering never breached it. Gabriel kept a partial watch on her intrusive presence but focused most of his awareness on Merideva. His bonded Core seemed ecstatic to have his attention, and she filled him in on every minor event that had occurred in their short time apart.

Her desperate eagerness for his company reminded Gabriel of what little he knew about her life. The Eternal Dungeon had sent her to the dungeon beneath Lostbarrow with a small army of retainers and handmaidens. They had all died to give her a chance to survive, which led to her saving him.

Once we get the crystal back, I’m going to make plenty of time for Meri. I think losing her handmaidens and servants was a lot rougher on her than she’s let on.

Finally, the disturbing presence let out a crazed, incoherent scream and faded away. When the last echoes died away, Merideva twitched against him, and he released the strange defensive construct.

“D-do you need to leave now?” she asked.

“I’m afraid so, Meri. We still have a decent way to go before we reach the campsite Reyna suggested. They’re all waiting on me to return.”

Gabriel felt the Core’s sigh more than heard it, but she wiggled about then reluctantly pulled away from his mental avatar.

“I’ll rush back to you the moment we have the crystal. And, if Estrial tries to mess with you again, I’ll come back and shield you.”

“Thank you, Gabriel.”

◆◆◆

His mind slammed back into his body the instant he thought of it. “Damn, that was rougher than shifting back to Meri,” he grumbled, opening his eyes.

The sky was turning a soft red, and he spotted his bonded seated nearby. The trio had all turned to look his way. His three Minions were huddled across the road, fiddling with something that looked suspiciously like a folded human skin. Kestria and Sathru wore overstuffed packs they must have looted from the bandits.

“Your magic rock friend okay?” Reyna asked.

“Yes, Meri’s fine,” Gabriel replied. He stood and stretched his body, relieved to find he wasn’t unduly sore.

“Packmaster protected Glowy Lady.”

He chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, Estrial tried to mess with her again, but it was much easier to stop this time.”

“I am glad to hear you were successful, Master. Hopefully, we will catch up with them before she tries again.”

Gabriel’s bonded rose to join him, and he glanced at the site of the bandit ambush. The bodies were all out of sight, but numerous patches of blood made it obvious people had fought there.

“Ah, I did not believe you would want us to go to such lengths to conceal the encounter, Master.”

“That’s correct. Moving the corpses was more than enough,” Gabriel replied, drawing a nod from his Prime.

“Who cares if there’s a little blood on the road. Besides, it’ll all be gone the first time it rains,” Reyna said. She glanced up at the clouds catching the last rays of sunlight. “Which might be sooner than I’d like.”

“Rains?” Cindra asked. Covered in an unreasonable amount of blood and dirt, she turned to Gabriel and tilted her head to one side. “What’s rains?”

He wove a simple spell to clean her and opened his mouth to answer her, but Reyna beat him to it.

“It’s when the sky rips open, and water pours down. I fucking swear it rains every gods-damned time I travel.” She crinkled her nose and bared lethal fangs.

Shoulders drawn in, she stepped away from them, muttering darkly to herself. “Everything’d be different if it hadn’t been raining that night.”

‘Don’t think she meant for us to hear that.’

‘I agree. While I do hope you can help her, I do not believe this is the ideal moment. Her life has changed almost as much as yours, Master. Perhaps give her some time to adjust before digging into her past.’

Gabriel released his spell, cleaning the werebadger, hellhound, and kobolds. He nodded as the magic washed over them, then rose to his feet.

“Okay, let’s get to the campsite you were talking about. It’s already getting darker. Though,” he paused and turned to his Prime, “is there any reason we shouldn’t travel through the night? We can all see in the dark, right?”

Reyna glared at him but nodded.

“Yes, Master, but going without sleep would leave us weakened and ill-prepared for our encounter with those traitorous adventurers.”

Kestria stepped over and frowned. “If War Chief no sleep, his magic will be weaker.”

“Fair point,” Gabriel said. He started back along the road and grinned as Cindra pressed up against his side.

Gabriel thought back over the brief battle with the bandits. Reyna had avoided taking any injuries, but she remained in her furry hybrid form.

She’s still favoring her left side. How badly was she injured in the dungeon?
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After how quickly she healed yesterday, I thought she’d be fine by now.

‘Sthuza, I just checked on Reyna’s stats. She’s nowhere near fully healed. Did you give her a healing potion?’

‘No, Master. I cleaned and dressed Miss Reyna’s wounds, but she did not want to risk the exhaustion caused by magical healing.’

Gabriel turned to stare at the lycan. ‘But that’s crazy. Wouldn’t a potion at least reduce the pain of her wounds?’

‘As a general rule, yes, Master. But she is well aware of how exhausting most magical healing can be. Forcefully accelerating the healing of wounds is far more taxing on the body and soul than lycan regeneration. Considering that, I cannot fault her reasoning, and I advise you not to bring it up since it will only embarrass her. She does not wish to be weakened when we catch up to Estrial.’

‘It’ll be even worse if she’s still injured.’

‘Miss Reyna is a lycan, Master. While it means suffering through for hours more, I imagine she will be mostly recovered by tomorrow. If we applied enough potions and the unguent I used on Cindra to heal Miss Reyna, she would be weary for days. She lacks a hellhound’s infernal endurance.’

‘Damn,’ Gabriel sent. He kept glancing over to the werebadger, and she seemed to sense his focus.

“Why do you keep staring at me?” Reyna growled. “You got some kind of fur fetish? I don’t care what kind of freaky shit you get up to with Boobs, but I’m not interested in fucking while I’m shifted.”

“That is… good to know, Miss Reyna, but I believe Master was only concerned about your physical condition.”

Reyna glared at the disguised gorgon for a moment, then turned that harsh stare on Gabriel. “I’m used to pain. I’ll be fine.”

He sighed but let it drop. He closed his mind off and considered things in private.

Since she hasn’t finished healing yet, she must be low on mana, but how bad off is she? I know it takes around two weeks for most people to refill their pool once drained. Would it help if we gave her a mana potion tonight?

Responding to his thoughts, the Interface flashed and displayed a new line.

Mana 27%

Sthuza 22%

Cindra 34%

Reyna 3%

Okay… so we’re all low, but Reyna is almost dangerously so. At least she was careful not to get wounded against the bandits. If she got any worse, we’d have to use potions, even if it meant she had to stay behind.

When I healed Cindra after our first battle with Yesera, it didn’t tire her out, but I burned far too much mana. I even tapped Sthuza to fuel the healing, which is probably why she’s so low.

Gabriel switched his focus back to Reyna’s details then paused at the section for upgrades.

Sthuza told me they can’t gain more Essence like mortals, but I can upgrade them with the SE I earn. She also showed me a way to heal Cindra without the usual magic. Could I combine those two abilities to heal my bonded?

He considered asking Sthuza, but the Interface responded to his intent.

It took him a few minutes to read through. As he understood it, he could temporarily supercharge Reyna’s innate regeneration at the cost of a small measure of Soul Essence.

‘Sthuza, it looks like I can heal Reyna using SE instead of mana.’

‘Hmm, I am unsure about the wisdom of that, Master. There is still much we do not know about your Essence generation, and I fear squandering it… At the same time, I understand your reluctance to leave her in pain.’

‘I think learning how to heal the three of you before we need it is a wise plan.’

‘A good point, Master.’

Gabriel flashed his Prime a smile before he returned his mind to the Interface.

Unassigned Essence: 224

Gabriel concentrated and spent a single point of Essence. Reyna’s Blood Points began to tick up. While he still did not know precisely what the numbers meant, he figured her BP was so low due to all the blood she lost against the undead. He spent another point and her Hit Points increased as well.

The werebadger twitched and glanced about in confusion. One of the kobolds noticed, and they argued quietly. For several minutes, Gabriel split his attention between watching her and his Interface.

‘Okay, it’s doesn’t seem too expensive. One Essence converts into five HP or ten BP.’

‘While that does seem reasonable, Master, please be conservative. You may need to enhance your own magic again later.’

‘Yeah.’

Gabriel mentally assigned four more Essence to each value, and Reyna missed a step, almost tripping.

“What the fuck was that?” she growled.

“I believe Master just healed you, Miss Reyna. The appropriate response would be to say ‘thank you.’”

The lycan bared her fangs and snarled at Sthuza, but then sighed and shrugged. “How did you do that? I thought healing magic was tiring.”

Gabriel nodded. “Normally, it is, but I healed you using an aspect of our bond. Seems like it boosts your innate abilities rather than forcefully altering the body. Similar to how I healed Cindra when we first met.”

“Ooo, that was amazing! Packmaster’s magic felt so good. Very warm.”

“Snakes told me about that, but she said you used up all of your mana and hers to do it. How the fuck did ya pay for this?”

Gabriel blinked. “Ah… I used some SE.”

Reyna stared at him, her amber eyes huge. “Y-you spent your Essence, a bit of your fucking soul, to heal a lycan?”

He flinched back a bit at the sheer intensity of her expression and the shock radiating across their bond.

“Master healed you because you were suffering, and he could alleviate it. I have told you before, Miss Reyna, he does not care if you are a lycan. You are one of his bonded, and he will do everything in his power to protect you. That is why it is crucial we stand strong and protect him in turn. Even from himself when necessary.”

“Tribe will protect War Chief,” Kestria said.

Reyna turned away and looked down at the road. She shifted back to human but continued to walk in silence. Flipping her long stripe of blond hair to one side, she stomped along, her hands working on unwrapping the now loose bandages. Sthuza shook her head and shrugged.

After several minutes, the werebadger slowed to walk beside Gabriel. She stood erect and moved with her typical easiness. Up close, he was able to confirm that the worst of her wounds were gone.

Reyna whispered two words so quietly, he was unsure she had even spoken.

“Thanks, Alpha.”


Chapter Fifteen










An hour later, the sun hung low in the sky when they finally reached the campsite Reyna had mentioned. The werebadger had spent most of that time sniffing and glancing off into the darkening forest.

Cindra clung to Gabriel’s arm like she had since he cleansed her and Reyna after the battle. Seeing her joyful grin when he glanced over, he smiled to himself.

‘Think I really am getting used to this. Though I wonder if she’ll always be so clingy.’

‘I imagine her intensity might lessen slightly in the future, Master. Very slightly,’ Sthuza sent.

“Well, this is the place,” Reyna said as she gestured to a broad clearing, cleverly concealed a few dozen yards from the road. She had been subdued ever since he’d healed her, but he sensed a great deal of turmoil across their bond.

Glancing around, Gabriel quickly realized it was a well-used spot. A ring of stones marked a fire pit in the center, complete with a metal rack and spit. The grass had been worn down around the fire pit. In the packed dirt, he saw footprints and other signs of activity. Off to the side, a weathered rope hung from an ancient yew.

“There’s plenty of room for putting up the tent,” Reyna said without looking at Gabriel. She pointed to a cluster of smooth, knee-high rocks. “We can drag those around to sit on.”

“This will do wonderfully. Thank you,” Sthuza said. The still disguised gorgon smiled at Reyna, causing the shorter woman to frown and look away.

“Yeah, whatever,” Reyna replied. She stomped over to one side then dropped her pack. It landed with a solid thump, and she opened it with rough, angry motions.

Cindra copied her but barely set the pack down before she turned to Gabriel and grinned. She held up a bedroll and let it stretch out. “Packmaster want to mate now?”

Shaking his head, Gabriel laughed at the hellhound’s antics. “I’m pretty sure there’s more to setting up camp than just retrieving the bedding, silly puppy.”

The statuesque monster girl frowned at first, but she flashed him a happy smile when he called her a puppy.

That’s got to be related to her size, right?

Sthuza stepped over to Cindra’s side and dug into the abandoned backpack. “Master is quite right. We must take proper precautions while out in the wild. This is far different than sleeping in Lady Merideva’s Domain or a well-established city.”

“Cindra knows that. But, if Packmaster rests while Pack sets up camp, after that can we mate?” she asked hopefully.

“Will the bet prize be included,” Kestria chirped from Sthuza’s side. The small kobold stood there with an oversized smile, collecting a growing pile of items as the gorgon unpacked them.

“Ooo! Cindra got five,” the hellhound declared cheerfully. She glanced around to his other bonded with a huge grin.

Sthuza faced Gabriel and smiled. “I am embarrassed to confess that I can only claim four. It seemed unwise to risk friendly fire when our opponents were so harmless.”

“Thanks for not shooting me in the ass then,” Reyna said. After an odd glance at both the gorgon and hellhound, she continued, “I killed six of the cocksuckers.”

“Aww, Cindra didn’t win,” Cindra said with a pout. She stared at the werebadger, who was busy studying the ground at her feet.

“Excuse me, mighty one,” Kestria trilled. “Do we get to play? The tribe claimed seven lives. Is the prize still the War Chief’s seed?”

Gabriel and his bonded all turned to stare at the kobold. Kestria met his gaze hesitantly, but she flashed a shy, toothy smile.

‘I-I’m not sure how I feel about their eagerness. Really hope it’s just competitive spirit and not…’

Sthuza giggled, and he turned to glare at the smirking gorgon. Her gaze was focused on the shadowy kobold shaman, but one head-snake met his eyes and winked before rocking with hissing laughter.

He tried to glare at the tiny serpent but soon found himself grinning.

“Cindra’s not sure if that counts,” the hellhound said distractedly. Gabriel looked over in time to see her blue tongue stick out as she looked up in thought.

“What the hells? They fucking cheated. It’s every bitch for herself. Besides, you can’t seriously think they could suck his enormous cock!” Reyna grumbled. She glared at Cindra, who ignored her completely.

“You might be surprised at just how… adaptable kobolds can be, Miss Reyna,” Sthuza said in an odd tone.

Gabriel shivered at his Prime’s teasing. Without even turning, he could almost see the smug look she was shooting his way.

Yeah, I’m… I’m not going to touch that. It’s not like I even agreed to this ridiculous wager in the first place.

‘Are you certain you have no desire to become better acquainted with your Minions, Master? All three are fully mature females.’

Sputtering in surprise, Gabriel snapped his mind shut and reminded himself not to broadcast his thoughts carelessly.

There was more amused hissing from Sthuza’s head-snakes, but he ignored it and turned to answer Kestria.

Before he could, Cindra spoke up. “Sorry crunchy chew toys, but it’s only fair if each of you has separate kills.”

Gabriel worked his mouth open and closed, but no words came out. Blinking rapidly as he silently ranted, he stared at the serious atmosphere between the hellhound and his kobold minions.

Cindra faced the scaled trio with a solemn look on her face while the female kobolds stood at attention and nodded.

“That is understandable, mighty one. The tribe shared kills. Next time we will slay more and divide equally,” Kestria said, which drew a decisive nod from Cindra. Then she flashed her typical grin, and the tension vanished.

Still struggling to think past the ludicrous scene before him, Gabriel could only stare as the muscular hellhound turned to Reyna and grabbed her up in a spine-popping hug.

“Oi! Put me down, ya damn boob monster!” Reyna gasped as powerful arms squeezed the life out of her.

Girlish giggling shocked Gabriel from his stupor, and he turned to Sthuza.

His Prime looked far too amused for his comfort. Her emerald eyes flashed as she grinned at the spectacle before her. She continued to giggle until a few head-snakes noticed his stare and bumped against her cheek. She turned her head, then coughed and said, “Um, Cindra, please put Miss Reyna down. You are squeezing her too hard.”

Cindra tilted her head, so she could see past the lycan she held two feet off the ground. Her glowing blue eyes locked on Gabriel. She seemed to watch him, so he nodded. Thankfully that was enough, and she let go.

Reyna landed on her feet and grumbled for several seconds as she sucked in deep breaths. “Gah, the hells was that for? Ya wanna taste his dick so bad you were trying to kill me?”

Cindra’s eyes snapped open, and she shook her head vigorously. Her fuzzy ears whipped back and forth with her unruly mane before she looked down at her feet.

“Cindra sorry. Didn’t mean to hurt you. Was just excited for Packsister,” she whispered sadly.

Reyna’s glare melted at the distraught expression the hellhound sent her way. “It’s fine,” she muttered. “But, why be so excited for me? Aren’t ya mad that I won your silly bet?”

‘Pretty sure you were the one that wanted to “make it interesting” in the first place.’

Sthuza’s bond echoed with mirth. ‘I believe you have more to learn about your newest bonded, Master.’

Before he could think of a reply, Cindra flashed a joyful smile and shook her head. “Packmaster already said Cindra is his mate. That makes it official. Sharing with Packsisters is a var—virt—a good thing.”

Reyna sighed but blushed, causing Gabriel to frown as he tried to figure out what was actually going on.

I think Sthuza’s right. I’m missing something.

He didn’t have long to think about it, though, as Cindra rushed over and slammed into him. Her tight embrace blasted the wind from his lungs, and he gasped as she squished him against her massive breasts.

“Do not crush Master like that, you furbrain!” Sthuza hissed angrily.

Reyna growled and struggled to break free, which caused him to realize the muscular hellhound had dragged Reyna along in her mad dash.

After overcoming the surprise, he managed to draw enough breath to stay conscious and hugged his energetic bonded.

Cindra calmed sooner than he expected, dropping him and Reyna to their feet. “Will Packmaster feed Grouchy Panties now?”

Twitching, Reyna glared at the hellhound. She screamed wordlessly, and Gabriel staggered back, hands over his ears at the high-pitched yowling sound.

Seconds later, when he finally stood straight and uncovered his ears, both Cindra and Reyna were slouching in front of his Prime.

“I understand that you both have had to deal with various… challenges. But you must learn to comport yourself as appropriate for a Dungeon Master’s bonded,” the gorgon said primly.

She must have dropped her illusion while he was distracted by the boisterous pair. At least, he no longer saw her redheaded disguise superimposed over the gorgeous monster girl.

She looks so much better as herself.

Sthuza flinched, and Gabriel realized he had again let his guard down, broadcasting his thoughts. Several head-snakes turned to stare at him with tiny, joyful eyes.

‘Thank you, Master. I truly appreciate your desire, especially after so long with…’ She shook her head before continuing out loud, “Regardless, thank you, Master.” She turned a harsh glare at Cindra and Reyna. “Now to remind my fellow bonded of what is expected of them. This is not the time for their foolish antics.”

Cindra flashed a sheepish grin and glanced toward the lycan.

“It’s fine. Let’s focus on setting up the camp,” Gabriel said. “I doubt we have much to fear out here, but we’ll still need to take turns on watch.”

“Oh, right!” Sthuza replied, straightening up in shock. She rushed over to the pack Reyna dropped and began to pick through it.

“Whatcha looking for?” Reyna asked. She sounded a little worried, or maybe embarrassed. “I didn’t eat any of the food that woman packed.”

“Of course not,” Sthuza replied without looking up. She shuffled more items out of the bag. “Ah, here it is,” she said, holding up a large bundle of fabric.

“Snakey packed a big blanket for Pack to snuggle in?”

“No. It is a tent. I forgot to check that we had them. That would have been terrible,” Sthuza said while she shook the cloth out.

“It’s not like sleeping under the stars is that bad,” Reyna muttered under her breath. She joined the gorgon and assisted with spreading two tents out.

Reyna kept shooting strange glances toward Gabriel, but every time he noticed, she looked away.

Cindra tried to help the pair, but after she tugged too hard and toppled them both, Sthuza glared and ordered her to stand guard. She sulked away but turned her attention outward.

Two kobolds copied her and peered intently at the shadowy woods around them. Kestria walked over to Sthuza and spoke up in a hissing tongue that Gabriel couldn’t begin to decipher.

With no desire to get in the way and confident none of his bonded would let him help set up the tents, he circled the camp, gathering dry branches and twigs. There were plenty of broken limbs scattered about, and he had a decent pile collected by the time Sthuza approached him.

She sighed in exasperation. “Master, please let us take care of the basic chores. The better rested you are, the better our chances are.”

He grinned at her. “How is gathering a few twigs going to wear me out? I’m taking it easy. I promise.”

Her lips twitched to one side, but she couldn’t hold back a smile for long. “Sorry. You are right. But we have the tent ready, and that is plenty of kindling for now. If you come sit, I will prepare some food.”

“Hey, about that,” Reyna called out, sounding surprisingly hesitant. They both turned to the werebadger. “I scented some deer not long ago. I know you got a bunch of preserved food from that rotund innkeeper, but we all know Miss Boobs of Doom is gonna eat it all in a day.”

Gabriel chuckled when she gestured to Cindra with her head. The hellhound’s bright eyes widened, and she seemed to start drooling at the mere mention of food.

“Anyway,” Reyna continued. “I was thinking I could take the little guys with me and bring back a doe or two. Think you could prep and cook it quick enough for tonight’s dinner?” she asked, her amber eyes focused on Sthuza.

His Prime pondered for a moment, her slender green tongue peeking out between her lips as she thought. “Yes, with you and Master’s Minions, it should be doable. Cooking an entire animal would take too long, but I imagine we have a few mouths that would prefer their food rare.”

Reyna chuckled. “Heh, I’ll be impressed if Boobs can wait till we skin ‘em. So, yeah, you three wanna help me with some hunting?” she asked the trio of kobolds.

All three stared at her for several seconds. As one, they all turned to Gabriel and waited. Their reptilian eyes didn’t blink as they stood motionless.

“It’s fine with me,” he said after realizing they awaited his order. He reinforced his words with a mental command for two kobolds to go with Reyna while Kestria should assist Sthuza. They split as he instructed, and Reyna led her pair away with nothing more than a grunt.

Cindra stood off to the side, her expressive face filled with blatant hunger. She shook her head, tousling her hair, then turned to Gabriel. Her eyes flashed with eagerness. “Should Cindra help with hunting?”

He chuckled at her, but Sthuza was quicker to answer. “Do not even think of wandering off now, Cindra. I know this is your first time in the wild, but we have no time to waste with you chasing every new scent. Focus on guarding Master.”

The towering hellhound frowned for a couple seconds before she shifted to a proud smile and nodded. “Cindra will protect Packmaster!”

“I know you will,” Gabriel said. He reached up to brush her unruly mane, and she dropped her head to his shoulder.

“Kestria and I will set up for dinner, Master. Please settle down and get some rest before Miss Reyna returns. You need to be at your strongest when we catch up to those traitorous adventurers. Your magic will no doubt be essential against that vile sorceress,” Sthuza said, her voice turning dark at the mention of Estrial’s group.

Gabriel nodded and took a seat on a flat, round stone. He dug into a belt pouch and retrieved the silver hairbrush Sthuza had bought. Upon seeing what he held, Cindra squatted beside him and pressed in close, keeping her mussed hair in easy reach.

Seems like she’s forgotten about the whole “bet” thing. I’m glad. The way she carried on was really getting to Reyna.

He lost track of time as he brushed the affectionate hellhound’s thick mane. As he teased out the tangles, he caught flashes and fragments of his second bonded’s life before they met. Most of the memories revolved around hunting or playing with several other gray-furred canines.

Despite being entirely focused on snuggling into Gabriel one moment, Cindra suddenly leapt to her feet without warning, almost tearing the brush from his hands, and watched the woods. He started to ask her what was wrong, but a furry Reyna stalked out of the forest with a sizable deer slung over her shoulder.

His other kobolds followed her a few yards back, carrying a large buck. He blinked at the sight of the small monsters struggling to hold up an animal larger than the both of them.

They’re definitely stronger than they look. That’s got to weigh twice what they do.

“These guys are damned useful, especially for being so small,” Reyna said before grunting and dropping her burden on the ground beside Sthuza.

The gorgon flashed a wide smile then crouched next to the deer. Cindra rushed over and sniffed eagerly.

“Told ya she wouldn’t wanna wait long enough to skin ‘em, let alone cook ‘em,” Reyna snickered.

“Please restrain yourself for just a few minutes, Cindra,” Sthuza said as she rolled the doe over.

To Gabriel’s surprise, there were no visible wounds on either deer. “Reyna, how… did you kill them?”

“Huh?” she replied before looking his way. “Oh, yeah. I had your pet rock make me a sling earlier, back before we left the dungeon. Got a few lead bullets as well. Took each one with a single shot.”

“You killed them with a sling?” he asked, his doubt evident.

Reyna frowned at him but nodded. “Yeah, why? Don’t think I could just cause I’m a stupid bitch?” the furry lycan asked in an angry growl that sounded almost sad.

Hurt. She sounds hurt. What did I…

“No, that’s not it, Reyna. Sorry. I didn’t realize a sling could drop animals that big. Only sling hunting I’d heard of was small game. Rabbits and the like. That’s all,” Gabriel said.

“Oh,” she muttered, turning away from him. “I-I’ve got a lot of experience, but it takes years to master. Most people use bows, but they’re harder to carry and maintain.” Reyna paused for a moment before continuing, “Mother taught me how to use both. She always preferred the sling, so I…”

“You struck both cleanly in the neck,” Sthuza commented, drawing the attention away from the mumbling werebadger. “Very impressive accuracy, Miss Reyna.”

Reyna coughed, then cleared her throat. “Yeah, whatever. Thanks, Snakes,” she said before stomping over to the pair of kobolds she’d taken with her. “You two are all right. And I’d be fine with taking you out again, if yer interested.”

The scaly monsters nodded eagerly, and Gabriel had to hide his grin when she turned to glare at him.

“These two were helpful, so I was teaching ‘em a bit of woodcraft. You don’t mind, do ya?” Reyna asked in a challenging tone.

Suppressing the urge to laugh, he shook his head. “Not at all, Reyna. Thank you. And thanks for the meat. I’m sure we could all use a hearty meal.”

She frowned at him unblinkingly for a long moment before she looked away and nodded. “Yeah. Doubt Boobs’ll leave enough for a hearty meal, though.”

Cindra stepped away from the animals and swept Reyna off her feet. Clutching the lycan tight against her bosom, she grinned at Gabriel. “Is it time for Grouchy Panties’ reward?” she asked with a big smile.

Almost choking in surprise, he blinked at her beaming expression. “I don’t think Reyna agreed to your idea, Cindra. And you need to put her down,” he said as the werebadger struggled and squirmed against Cindra’s viselike grip.

“Let me down, ya damn boobie monster!” Reyna snarled and twisted, but to his relief, she never turned her vicious claws against the hellhound.

“Aww, don’t be silly!” Cindra replied. “Packsister wants to mate. Cindra can smell her need.”

Roiling emotions flooded his bond with Reyna. She went rigid, her facial fur poofing before she let out a horrific screech.

Gabriel moved to cover his ears and was unsurprised when Cindra let go to shield her own more sensitive ears.

Thankfully, Reyna went silent after hitting the ground. She rushed out of reach of the hellhound before turning to glare at the larger woman. “Don’t go talking about peoples’ scents, ya damn mutt.”

Cindra frowned, jutting her plump, dark-gray lip out. “Cindra sorry. Did… did you not want Packmaster’s seed? Ci—I didn’t mean to hurt Packsister,” she said, her voice filled with remorse.

Reyna stared at her, sputtering incoherently. She ran out of air eventually and took several deep breaths before she calmed and turned her amber eyes to Gabriel.

Those brilliant orbs held such a twisted blend of emotions that he couldn’t begin to sort out her thoughts.

She looks scared, eager, angry, sad, and so much more. How is that possible?

Gabriel was still wondering when Reyna turned back to the hellhound and frowned. They stared at each other for long seconds, neither moving. Just before he opened his mouth, she exhaled loudly.

“Gah, I’m fine, ya oversized sex kitten,” Reyna said.

Cindra’s remorseful frown flipped to a beaming grin in a heartbeat, eliciting another sigh from the lycan. Before Cindra could say anything though, Sthuza called for her assistance.

‘If you allow it, Master, I will address the furcoat’s inappropriate actions. Perhaps you should take this time to talk with Miss Reyna,’ Sthuza sent.

‘Yeah. Good idea, thanks.’

The slight swell of happiness he felt from his bond with the gorgon at his sincere gratitude reminded him he could sense the feelings of any of the beautiful women. He brushed against Cindra’s bond and smirked at the unbridled love and lust that filled it. Sure, there was an undercurrent of envy, but it was a candle compared to the bonfire of her true feelings.

Shifting his focus to his newest bond, he quickly confirmed that the lycan was a raging swirl of confused and contradictory emotions.

Beneath the anger and self-loathing, it almost feels like she does want to fool around. But if that was the case, why would she…

Gabriel thought back to the argument over who won the silly contest earlier.

She joined Cindra in challenging Kestria’s attempt to pool all of the kobold kills, right? At the time, I figured it was just her competitive spirit, but…

He turned back to Reyna and found the petite woman had shifted back and was headed his way. Her cute face was locked in a harsh scowl, and she stomped right past him, only to reach out and grab him by the belt. Dragging Gabriel along, Reyna rushed toward the forest.

He braced his feet and caused her to stumble when he stopped. She glanced up at him with fear and rage in her golden eyes.

Reaching into their bond again, he confirmed her desperation and desire. He couldn’t decipher everything, but he felt her intent to have a moment alone with him and a burning fear that he would refuse. The longer they stood there staring at each other, the greater her anxiety grew. It swelled until he expected her to explode.

Gabriel flashed a smile and nodded at his newest bonded. Reyna mirrored him for a second, then looked toward Sthuza across the clearing.

“Hey, Snakes,” she shouted. “Imma take this guy out to gather more firewood while you and the animated tongue over there get the food ready.”

Cindra’s face lit up, and she winked before reaching for the closest deer. Sthuza stared at Reyna then nodded. Without breaking eye contact, she batted Cindra’s clawed hand away from the carcass. “Please do keep a careful watch for predators,” she said before smirking. “I expect you to return him in one piece.”

Not bothering to respond, Reyna resumed her angry march toward the shadowy woods.


Chapter Sixteen










Once they passed enough trees to conceal the camp, Reyna let go of his belt and grabbed his hand.

Hers felt tiny in his grip as Gabriel curled his fingers. She squeezed gently but never looked at him.

Not sure what’s going on here. I know Reyna doesn’t mean me any harm, but I can’t make sense of her emotions. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s dragging me off for a quickie.

Five minutes later, she paused, seemingly satisfied with their location. Gabriel looked around but didn’t notice anything special.

His Darkvision allowed him to see through the deep shadows. Ancient oaks and slender pines surrounded them. A few fallen trees were laid out on one side and a couple of bushes on the other. But nothing about the area suggested it was a better site for harvesting firewood than anywhere else.

They stood there for at least a minute. Gabriel tried not to stare at the lycan, but her eyes were glued to her boots. He waited for several long breaths, then sighed.

“Reyna,” he said, causing her to twitch. “Are we actually gathering firewood, or did you want to talk?”

If she hadn’t twitched when he called her name, he would have said she didn’t hear him. Just before his patience evaporated, she muttered something too quiet for his enhanced hearing, then looked up at him.

“I-I’ve been talking with Snak—Sthuza,” she said before sighing. The blond lycan shook her head, sending that stripe of hair whipping about. “She’s mentioned, more than once, that you’ve got to strengthen your bonds.”

Gabriel thought back to earlier when his Prime brought that up with him. Sthuza had mentioned it more than once, and he had already seen some improvements with both Sthuza and Cindra.

He could sense their emotions and was developing telepathy with his bonded. Gabriel was unsure how much of his newfound magical might was based on the upgrades Merideva gave him and how much came from his powerful bonded. But he knew he was growing stronger.

My spellcasting continues to improve daily. Pretty sure Sthuza said that was one of the perks of her bond, so maybe my healing will improve more as Reyna and I grow closer?

While Reyna went silent, looking deep in thought, he brought up his Interface.

Reyna Keenclaw

BP: 122/145

HP: 162/165

Looks like her lycan healing is working now. At this rate, she’ll be back to full health in no time.

Closing the Interface with a simple thought, he blinked down at the woman glaring up at him. Her amber eyes were narrowed, and her pink lips slowly parted to reveal perfect white teeth.

“Uh, did I miss something?” he asked lamely.

“You… you… Why were you staring at me like that? Thinking about how you’re gonna bend me over one of these logs and fuck my ass or something?” she growled. “Cause that’s not happening! Ever!”

Gabriel blinked again at her sudden outburst. “No, I… was checking on you and our bond,” he replied.

Reyna paled, her rage vanishing in an instant and seeming to suck all of the air from her lungs. She worked her mouth open and closed, but no words came out.

After he gave her a moment to think, her color returned, her cheeks even flushing a touch, and she scratched at the short black hair on the side of her head. “Yeah, so, uh… Snakes has been on my ass about needing to improve our bond,” she said. Pausing, she shot him a harsh glare. “Cause we both know it’s a weak-ass bond, right?”

Gabriel bit his lip to stifle a laugh. He had a hunch Reyna wouldn’t appreciate his amusement. “How exactly are we going to strengthen our ‘weak-ass bond’ in the middle of the woods, Reyna?” He paused after the question and considered it.

Affinity

Sthuza: 100

Cindra: 82

Reyna: 68

Despite what she says, her affinity isn’t too far behind Cindra’s. It’s already shot up a lot since I healed her, but how does it increase? Sthuza said sex was the most straightforward way, though I think getting to know each other should also work. And why is Sthuza’s so much higher?

“Would you like to talk for a bit? We haven’t really gotten to know each other that well, yet, have we?” he asked with a small smile.

Reyna frowned.

Brushing against her bond, he realized she did not want to talk. All he could feel was a combination of lust and fear.

Shit… she really does want sex? Maybe I can—

The blond woman interrupted his thoughts with an angry growl. “Go sit your muscular ass on that log, you damn bastard. We both know how this works.” She gestured at one of the fallen trees that was just the right height for him to use as a bench.

The fear flowing from their bond spiked, and he finally realized she was afraid he would turn her down. Refuse to have sex with a disgusting lycan bitch like her. The way she referred to herself in her own mind drew his focus, and he dove deeper into the bond.

A tumult of faces and voices assaulted his mind as hundreds of memories played out over each other. The recurring theme of them all was angry men and women insulting Reyna and her family.

He watched in horror and outrage as the tiny lycan and her mother were repeatedly called all manner of slurs. A sense of shame soaked memories of her sister.

One memory grew brighter and called to him. The others melted away, leaving him a silent witness to a scene where a slightly younger Reyna lay nude in a dirty, slept-in bed. Soot and worse stained the wattle and daub walls. It reminded Gabriel of the room he’d had before becoming a Dungeon Master.

Only, Mrs. Spaulding would never let a room get that dirty. What is going on?

Reyna’s golden eyes stared up at a well-built brown-haired man who looked to be in his forties. A Dwarven Steel tag hung from a chain around his thick neck. Scars crisscrossed a broad torso and powerful arms. With his slight gut and cheap dark trousers, he had the look of a veteran adventurer going to seed.

“But, but you said you’d help me get into the Guil—”

The man glared at Reyna. “You heard me, ya filthy whore. Get the fuck outta my room,” he said. His tone filled Gabriel with rage. But he forgot all about that anger when he saw Reyna’s reaction.

She sat motionless on the bed, topless. Her pert breasts stood proud on her slender chest, and her small hands turned white-knuckled as she clenched the stained blanket that almost covered her lower half. Her bottom lip trembled, and tears welled in her beautiful eyes.

Gabriel kept waiting, praying for her fiery retort, but after a lengthy pause, she lowered her gaze and threw off the cover. She moved like a whipped dog, sliding out of bed and bending down to gather cheap brown clothes from the filthy floor.

The man finished dressing, then retrieved a battered and much-repaired mail hauberk from a dresser. He pulled it over his head and down onto his large frame.

Sniffling, Reyna hurried to clothe herself on the opposite side of the crappy bed. She had her pants on and was halfway into a torn, bloodstained shirt when the man glared at her again.

“Thought I told you to get the fuck out,” he growled, causing her to flinch. “Damn animals should know their place. Your kind has no right to live with civilized folk.”

Reyna practically ran out the door, her worn boots in one hand. The laughter of over a dozen patrons, including her friends, rang out in the common room, and she shuddered again.

The horrific memory exploded around Gabriel, and he was staring at his third bonded in the middle of a dark forest again.

“Are you doing that mind-footsie with Snakes again?” she asked. “Cause, honestly, it’s kinda fucking rude to ignore a bitch when she’s trying to suck your dick.”

Gabriel’s mind crashed to a screeching halt at her words. The sheer dissonance of the memories he’d seen through their bond, her normal behavior, and what she said made no sense to him.

“N-no, I’m… not communicating with Sthuza at all. It’s just us,” he said, watching the wary werebadger.

Her shoulders relaxed, and she gestured to the log again. “Good, that’s good. Then sit your tight ass on that log and let me blow you. We need to get this done quick, or one of them is gonna come looking for us. Unlike Boobs, I don’t want an audience for this shit.”

He frowned but walked over and sat where she’d instructed. She followed him and quickly knelt in front of him, staring up at him in annoyance.

“You don’t have to do this, Reyna,” he said calmly. “Cindra means well, but she’s… different. Our bond is already very strong, and it’ll grow stronger just from spending time together.”

Reyna frowned. “Don’t misunderstand, ya walking sextoy, I’m only doing this cause we’re going to need all the power we can get to take on your ex. Now shut up and whip out your cock,” she growled.

Her words disturbed Gabriel, and he tried to push her back, but she resisted.

While attempting to extract himself from her, his hand brushed her cheek, and he tapped into her emotions again. This time, no memories played out, but he felt her intense desire and excitement beneath the fear and worry that filled her bond.

So… she wants to do this, but she doesn’t want to admit it? What the hells kind of thinking is that?

Sitting back down on the log, he ceased his struggle and reached into their bond again. All he could sense was desire, hunger, and fear. As best he could tell, she truly wanted to do this with him, but a large and growing part of her worried that he’d refuse or cast her out afterward. Still, it had been so long that she was almost desperate.

“Reyna, I’m not opposed to being intimate with you, but this isn’t the best time for sex. Let’s wait until we can do it right,” he started.

She silenced him with a glare. “You chickening out on me?” she growled. The undercurrent of fear in her normally brash voice made him wince.

Shit. I don’t see any way to talk her out of this, but I’m not exactly turned on and ready.

“Boobs said your dick’s huge,” Reyna muttered. “And you felt pretty damn big in that crazy spirit shit the other night. Lemme see what you’ve got. Come on, hurry up.”

Sighing, Gabriel reached down and shifted his armor enough to access his pants. He unbuckled his belt and set it and his sword aside. “Pretty sure you’re going to be disappointed. I’m not even remotely erect. Not exactly the time or place for this kind of thing.”

The petite blonde met his gaze and scowled for a moment before her shoulders slumped. “Oh, you can’t get it up without some huge knockers, right? My scrawny ass won’t do it for you?”

“What? No. But we’ve been traveling all day, recently killed a bunch of bandits, and I’m exhausted. I wouldn’t be hard even if Cindra was here in your place.”

Studying his face intently, Reyna leaned closer. She stared unblinkingly for a long while before she nodded. “We don’t have time for this shit. I won’t judge yer limp dick, I promise. Now pull it out, and I’ll have you busting a nut before you know it.”

When he didn’t reply, she kept inching closer until her nose was almost touching his. Then she sniffed loudly. She lowered her head and kept sniffing at him. “You don’t smell dirty, if that’s what’s bothering ya. You’re welcome to use your damn magic to clean up first if you’re worried your junk stinks. Not like you’ve had long enough to get dirty since the last time ya used that ridiculous spell.”

Still tapped into his bond with the abrasive werebadger, Gabriel got the strong sense that she was determined to do this as soon as possible.

If we’re doing this, I should stop delaying. She’s right about Cindra. Last thing I need is her coming out here to help.

Gabriel shook his head and relented. Reyna’s eyes locked onto his crotch as he loosened his pants.

◆◆◆

By the time Gabriel freed his manhood, Reyna had pressed in close, spreading his legs wider to make room.

Her golden eyes glanced up to his for a second, and she slapped his hand away. Replacing it with her own much smaller hands, she lowered her head and took him between her lips.

Reyna sucked his length fully inside her wet mouth. Curling her tongue around his head as if inspecting his manhood, she lavished his tender flesh with her full attention. Her eyes closed, and she applied a gradually increasing suction.

Despite the situation and the concern Gabriel still felt from watching her dark memories, his member twitched and began to grow.

Those fiery amber eyes snapped open, and the cute werebadger seemed to grin around his flesh. Her tongue stroked along the bottom of his head. While she lacked the massive tongue of Cindra or Sthuza’s prehensile one, Reyna quickly demonstrated that she knew more about pleasing a man than his other bonded.

The intimate contact with her caused their bond to dominate his mind. Her desire and growing pride filled their connection, and Gabriel couldn’t avoid being drawn deeper into pleasure.

She licked and sucked at his hardening member, causing him to shiver. A spike of lust flooded across to him, amplifying his own. He felt it again and realized it was Reyna’s arousal caused by his visual reactions to her efforts.

Her small but powerful hand cupped his sack, and he felt a flicker of fear. That second of doubt seemed to heighten Reyna’s excitement.

He felt compelled to match her intense gaze. She stared up at him without blinking, and a raging torrent of lust filled him. Before he realized it, he was rock hard.

Reyna bobbed her head along his erection, taking more and more in each time. All the while, her eyes kept his trapped in hers. Her tongue remained active, stroking and teasing him even as she worked her head back and forth.

His tip struck the back of her throat, causing the petite lycan to gag. Gabriel felt a wave of concern for her, but she recovered before he could pull back. Another surge of arousal clouded his mind. Less fiery than the previous, he instinctively traced it back along his bond with Reyna.

Brushing against the glowing strand that connected them, he flinched back at the sheer intensity of her emotions. Reyna was clearly enjoying the act itself, but she seemed more aroused by his pleasure than anything else.

Almost against his conscious will, his hand reached out and brushed at the thick shock of blond hair that ran down the center of her scalp. Her mouth paused, and something flashed through her eyes, but she resumed her efforts as he gently brushed her hair back from her face.

Reyna kept one hand gently caressing his balls but wrapped the other around the root of his member. Hesitantly, she pulled away. His bulbous head popped free of her mouth with a wet squelch, and she glared up at him.

“You better not even think of pulling my hair or trying to hold my head,” she growled softly. Her pupils were huge, and she stared at his glistening manhood.

Swallowing, Gabriel nodded. “Ye-yeah. I won’t.”

Reyna frowned and licked her lips. “You try to skull fuck me, and I’ll bite yer overgrown dick down to size,” she muttered before lunging forward and burying his erection in her mouth.

He pulled his hand back from her head like she’d burned him. Gee, thanks, Reyna. Really needed that worry in my head.

The lycan bobbed her head faster, tongue swirling along his length. She might lack the dexterity of Sthuza, but each skillful caress boosted his pleasure.

His hips moved on their own, and he struggled not to moan. At the same time, annoyance and disappointment trickled across his bond. He stared down at her and tried to figure out what had pissed her off.

It was hard to focus on anything other than the pleasure she gave him, but he dove deeper into their bond and blinked at what he found within.

She wants me to be forceful? What the hells?

Hesitantly, her terrifying threat large in his thoughts, Gabriel returned his hand to her thick blond hair. Her eyes flashed, and she picked up her pace.

Emboldened by her response, he brushed her hair again. He brought his other hand up and cupped her reddening cheek. With both hands on her head, he started guiding her, encouraging her to take him faster.

Reyna moaned around his shaft and stared up without blinking. She pulled back until only his tip remained in her mouth, and he held her in place. Fear flashed through her eyes, but it vanished the second he stood up.

Towering over his kneeling bonded, Gabriel urged her back to work. She redoubled her efforts, and his whole body clenched up as the pleasure of her mouth on his manhood blended with the rush of lust radiating from her now.

She sucked harder, making more noise as she slobbered on his shaft. Visions of what she wanted him to do to her flashed across their bond—increasingly domineering and aggressive images.

How much of this is what she actually wants compared to what she thinks I want?

The tumult of sensations muddled Gabriel’s mind, but Reyna continued to lavish his member with extreme devotion. Barely able to focus, he let his hands rest on her head.

He twitched in shock when he felt her teeth against the middle of his rigid shaft.

“What the fuck, Reyna?” he grumbled, trying to push the petite woman back. She hadn’t bitten him hard, but the reminder of how vulnerable he was at the moment drove the fog of lust from his mind.

After several more seconds of sucking and licking, she pulled back and released him with a wet smack. “You were talking to her again. Fucking rude to do that shit in the middle of this,” she growled, saliva dripping down her chin. Despite her angry words, she wrapped both hands around him and pumped his shaft.

“No, I wasn’t,” he said, then chuckled. “Actually, it felt so good, I think you blew my mind.”

She stared at him with a feral intensity for long seconds, her hands stroking his length with a steady pace. After far too long of a pause, she smirked.

“Yeah? Of course I did.” Her grin widened before she continued, “But don’t you dare try and control me. I’m doing you a favor here, so don’t screw it up.”

As she took him back into her mouth, Gabriel tilted his head back and sighed.

She’s as honest as a Dreth cultist. I’m not sure how she can even breathe with so much desire built up.

Focusing on what he felt through their bond rather than her words, he wrapped his hands around her head. He slid his fingers into the thick stripe of blond hair and tightened his grip.

She maintained a slow, teasing speed, and he sensed her eagerness for him to set the pace. To force her. He bit his lip and prayed that he wasn’t misreading her desires. Guiding her head, he pushed and pulled her faster and faster.

One of her hands braced against his hip, and he started to panic. Then she moaned louder and lowered her other hand down between her legs.

Gabriel kept up the increased pace until Reyna went too far, and his tip rammed against the back of her throat.

She gagged, so he withdrew, thinking to let her catch her breath at least. The glare she shot his way made him chuckle.

“Don’t stop until you’re ready to empty those stupidly swollen balls of yours,” Reyna said. Her cute face was set in a fierce snarl, but the way she rocked her hips against the hand she had slipped inside her pants, and the drool on her chin, lessened the impact.

Gabriel had been so close that he didn’t trust himself to speak. Instead, he nodded and adjusted his grip on the shaved sides of her head.

“And don’t you dare try and explode in my mouth. Let me know when you’re ready to blow,” Reyna added angrily before sucking his manhood in again.

Of course, she says one thing and thinks another. Sthuza was right. She’s going to be a real handful.

Pushing aside any thoughts beyond finishing and hopefully satisfying the prickly lycan, Gabriel bit his lip and resumed their earlier pace.

With Reyna moaning lewdly around his girth and rocking her hips against her hand, it didn’t take him long to reach his peak. Feeling like he knew what she actually wanted but hesitant to trust too far, he met her golden gaze and said, “I’m going to cum.”

Her eyes snapped shut, and if anything, she tried to work more of his manhood into her mouth. So far, she’d managed most of his length, but she slammed her head forward again and again.

Getting the message and almost overwhelmed by the pleasure, Gabriel pulled her tighter with each thrust. His hips twitched, and much of his body clenched up as he came.

His manhood pulsed as he released jet after jet of hot seed into her mouth. Reyna let out a lusty moan, then growled and slammed her face against his groin.

She gagged loudly, hilting him as he continued to cum. Her nose pressed against him, and her throat tightened and flexed around his girth.

Instinctively, Gabriel held her in place as he sprayed the last few spurts deep inside her. His breath came in heavy gasps, and he wobbled.

Reyna coughed and finally pulled back partway, freeing his erection from her throat. The fingers she slipped from her pants glistened. She brought both hands up to his manhood and gripped him by the root.

After a few short, milking strokes, Reyna pushed back against his hips and pulled her mouth from him.

A strand of saliva connected her to the tip of his shaft until she licked her lips then made a big show of swallowing. “Why was yer load so massive? Damned near drowned me. Ain’t those two been getting ya off right?”

Reyna swallowed once more and let out a big sigh before reopening her eyes.

Thought you didn’t want to swallow at all.

Those amber orbs stared at him with a mix of emotions that mirrored the torrent of conflicted thoughts residing beneath the surface of pleasureful lust that permeated their bond.

“That was amazing,” Gabriel said breathlessly.

When Reyna released him, he stumbled back and collapsed on the log from earlier. He only just got his pants back up before he sat back on the rough wood.

She started to smile at him, but it quickly turned down into a slight frown. At the same time, he felt the haze of pleasure across their bond lessen.

Shit. She seems unsure what to think. Why can’t she just let herself feel happy?

Reyna’s face darkened, and he sensed a growing certainty within her that he would mock her now. He could taste her fear that he would push her away. Alongside that negativity was an undercurrent of self-loathing and regret.

It drove a spike of doubt through Gabriel until he realized the darkness had nothing to do with him. Still deep in their bond, he caught a glimpse of a woman who looked almost identical to Reyna.

She’s recalling her sister’s fate. Maybe she’s angry with herself for enjoying sex after her sister was enslaved?

Instead of waiting for her thoughts to worsen, Gabriel grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled the petite werebadger up to sit in his lap.

Reyna’s eyes snapped open, and she started to struggle, but by the time she did, he already had her wrapped tightly in his arms.

He ducked his head and brought his mouth to her ear. “Relax.”

She stiffened in his grasp, then relented and slumped against his chest. Shifting around a bit, she settled in and rested her chin on his shoulder. “We need to get back—”

“Cindra and Sthuza won’t say anything, and don’t worry, I’m not going to read anything into this. Just want to hold you for a minute while I recover from you rocking my world,” he said.

Reyna snorted but stayed where she was. He couldn’t feel much beyond a simple warmth due to their armor, but the shock and excitement that leaked out across their bond convinced him he had made the correct choice.

He sat there and stroked her back gently, listening to her quickened breathing. Knowing just how furious she would be if his other bonded caught her looking this vulnerable and intimate, he thought about contacting Sthuza.

Actually, a little surprised I didn’t broadcast my thoughts to her during this. Maybe I’m getting the hang of this at last.

Even when he thought about his bond with the gorgon, he sensed no awareness on her part. He focused and reconnected with his Prime.

‘Master? Is everything fine?’ she sent. Her smug amusement hinted that she had some inkling of what had transpired, but she lacked any detail.

‘Yes, Sthuza. Everything’s fine. Though, we didn’t gather very much firewood.’ He waited for her mental laughter before he continued. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could have Cindra collect some, but she needs to go the opposite direction from Reyna and me. I’ve…’

He started to explain but realized they could sense each other.

Pretty sure I can think the main points to her instead of describing it all.

It took only a few seconds to get the concepts across to his Prime. He kept out the details, for his sake and Reyna’s. The gorgon’s sharp mind devoured everything he sent to her, and he finished up with a thought about Cindra’s blunt nature.

‘Ah, I suspected as much, Master. I will ensure the furcoat keeps her mouth shut. It would not do to antagonize Miss Reyna at this time.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Of course, Master. Kestria and I have the first meat cooking, but it will take some time, so feel free to further strengthen your bond. Do keep a watchful eye out, though, please?’

Reyna shivered against him but didn’t try to pull away. “You bragging to Snakes?” she whispered darkly.

Shaking his head, Gabriel replied, “No. Just told her we didn’t get much firewood. She’s sending Cindra the other way for some.”

“O-oh.”

The blissful afterglow left him pleasantly tired, and he was more than content to let the petite lycan rest and collect her thoughts.

That was rather fantastic, though. Really glad she didn’t bite it off.


Chapter Seventeen










Reyna remained in his lap for several minutes before she sighed and pushed off his chest. Getting to her feet, she stepped back and stared at Gabriel.

He kept a straight face and grabbed his sword before standing. Strapping his belt on, he adjusted his pants and armor, then gestured back to their camp. “Ready to head back? Sthuza should have some food cooked soon.”

The lycan narrowed her eyes, then relaxed and nodded. “Yeah, we better hurry, or Boobs might eat it all,” she said with a snicker. She sounded more like her usual self, and Gabriel grinned.

They walked into the clearing, and five heads turned their way. The kobolds stared at Reyna, looking far too interested.

Worried they might say something, Gabriel concentrated and commanded his Minions the same way he had in battle. He gave a quick order to keep quiet for the time being. Kestria glanced his way and nodded.

“Excellent timing, Master,” Sthuza called as he joined her. “The first cuts are almost ready. Kestria and Sathru finished butchering both animals. I am afraid Darlene only had the most basic spices, but I have done what I can.”

The gorgon sighed and returned her attention to a row of skewered meat and vegetables roasting over a steady fire. She shifted a small steel grill and set it over the flames. An assortment of hunks and strips of purple-red venison were laid out across it.

“Snakey is the best cook,” Cindra said. She gazed at Gabriel with her typical happy grin, but her glowing blue eyes kept tracking back to the sizzling meat. “Cindra thinks it smells great. Time to eat?”

Sthuza chuckled and pulled two wooden skewers from the fire. “Darlene included some apple tarts. Miss Reyna, would you please grab the bundle of them from your pack?”

“Oh yeah, I thought I smelled something sweet,” Reyna said as she crouched beside the large backpack. She rummaged through it while Cindra edged closer to Sthuza and the fragrant food.

Stepping over to his Prime, Gabriel leaned in and kissed her cheek while she was distracted fending off Cindra. Sthuza sighed happily, and several head-snakes brushed against his face.

He sat next to her on a smooth rock and inhaled, savoring the scent of perfectly seared venison. “Cindra’s right. That smells delicious.”

Sthuza flashed a smile then offered him one of the skewers in her hands. “We did what we could, Master. I hope you enjoy,” she said. Cindra poked her head in between them, her tongue lolling out.

‘Hard to believe she can be that hungry after how much she ate raw.’

Sighing, Sthuza offered the second serving to the drooling hellhound. “Please try to at least taste this one before you swallow,” she muttered.

Cindra’s face lit up, and she bobbed her head eagerly. “Thanks, Snakey!”

The rich fragrance of smoky meat and pepper wafted off the skewer, and Gabriel blew on it as he studied the mixture of venison and pale vegetables. “The onion’s obvious, but I don’t recognize the slender, black-edged strips?”

“Ah, yes. Darlene provided an assortment of vegetables she had on hand. I thought the earthy spiciness of the dwarven radish would help tame the gamey flavor common to venison,” Sthuza said.

Nodding at her explanation, Gabriel bit down and tore off the first few small cubes. The meat was rare, and the radish had only a touch of crunch, but a wonderful blend of mellow, peppery heat filled his mouth. Salty and spicy, the venison was surprisingly tender, and he chewed eagerly.

“Ooo! This is great!” Cindra announced, talking with her mouth full.

Gabriel glanced over and grinned. The hellhound had a massive smile on her face, and her eyes were screwed shut as she savored her food. One hand held up her now stripped skewer, and he laughed when she let out a throaty moan.

He chewed his bite and said, “It really is, Sthuza. Thanks. I never expected camp fare to be this good.”

The gorgon nodded as she pulled two more skewers from the fire. “I am glad you enjoy it, Master, though much of the credit must go to Miss Reyna for the fresh kill.”

She handed one to Reyna and held the other out for Cindra. “Kestria helped me prepare enough radishes and onions for two dozen skewers. Beyond that, I have several steaks marinating.”

Mouth already full of a second bite, Gabriel nodded. He blinked in surprise when Cindra snagged the proffered stick with her free hand and quickly shoved it halfway into her mouth.

“Damn, Boobs, do you have any gag reflex at all?” Reyna asked in surprise. Her own skewer sat forgotten in her hand as she stared at the gray-skinned beauty deep-throating her meal.

Sthuza snickered but said nothing, instead claiming a skewer for herself. All three kobolds held their own now as well, and Gabriel focused on eating.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Sthuza said when he finished a skewer and leaned forward to grab a second.

“Forgot what?” he asked before blowing on the steaming meat and vegetables.

“I had Darlene fill a cask with some of the gnomish ale that you enjoyed the other night,” she said, already turning to another pile of supplies behind her. She rummaged around until she found a small gray barrel. Picking it up, she grabbed a couple simple copper mugs and turned back to him.

“I’m not sure that’ll even be enough for each of us to get a full mug,” Gabriel said, grinning.

Sthuza’s lips twitched to one side, and her head-snakes rocked with soft, hissing laughter. “It has a minor spatial enchantment, Master. Though, she only had five gallons on hand.”

Reyna’s amber eyes widened, and the petite lycan scooted closer, clearly eager. She turned to Cindra and frowned. “Don’t you dare chug the whole thing, Boobs.”

The hellhound grinned at Reyna, and her blue-on-black eyes flashed with mirth. Thankfully, she didn’t share whatever thought had occurred to her. Given her comments tended toward the sexual and often riled up the lycan, Gabriel sighed in relief.

Sthuza filled a mug and handed it to him. He took a few sips while she repeated the process with three more copper mugs for his bonded then filled three wooden bowls for the kobolds. The thick dark brew had the same rich bite, and he smacked his lips before taking another drink.

“Thank you for this bounty, Chief,” Kestria said. The shadowstalker kobold held hers in both hands and drank deeply. Sathru and Kuterug mimicked her, and everyone settled back with ale and venison skewers.

After stripping off the last bite of soft, sweet roasted onion and peppery steak, Gabriel tossed aside his second stick. Cindra finished off her third mug of ale, burped, and reached for the last skewer, but Sthuza whacked her hand with a half-eaten skewer.

“You have had all of those you may have,” Sthuza said before she rose and stretched out to grab the metal grill she had placed over the fire earlier.

Gabriel panicked at the sight of her pale hands grasping the flame-licked handles. He was midway through another long drink of ale, so when he tried to shout, he swallowed poorly and choked.

Twelve eyes turned to stare at him. Sthuza held the grill in both hands without any sign of discomfort even as the meat continued to sizzle, reminding him she was far more durable than she appeared.

“Are you all right, Master?” she asked, worry evident in her cultured voice. She set the grill down in front of Cindra then patted his back.

Gabriel coughed, finally clearing his throat. “Yeah, wasn’t thinking clearly. I was worried you’d burn yourself,” he said with an embarrassed grin.

Sthuza blushed, and her head-snakes hissed softly, their tiny emerald eyes locked onto him. “That is—”

“You were worried a damn gorgon was gonna burn herself with a little campfire?” Reyna asked with far too much laughter.

Said gorgon flashed a sharp look at the amused lycan before she turned back to Cindra. “You do not have to devour the steaks that fast, Cindra.”

Looking to his second bonded, Gabriel laughed at the sight of the beautiful beastkin stuffing a massive steak into her mouth. When she realized he was watching her, her cheeks darkened even as her eyes brightened.

“Yeah, leave me one of those,” Reyna added. The werebadger snagged a fist-sized hunk of seared venison and bit into it.

Gabriel watched as his furry bonded both chewed. Meat juices ran down their faces and arms, but they seemed to realize based on seeing the other. The pair each ducked their heads and licked the mess up. While Reyna kept her eyes far from him, Cindra maintained eye contact the entire time her tongue lapped up the hot, bloody mess.

‘She knows exactly what she’s doing.’

He glanced back to his Prime, and his jaw dropped.

Sthuza’s vertically slit eyes stared at him with a lustful gaze. Her head-snakes likewise watched him intently, but he couldn’t look away from her mouth.

The gorgon had her head tilted back a bit, and her tongue curled around what could be seen of her almost stripped skewer. All that remained was a single piece of venison just beyond her lips.

Her inhuman tongue wagged back and forth after she saw him staring. She wrapped the prehensile muscle around the seared meat and tugged.

Gabriel swallowed but couldn’t look away from the erotic sight.

Cindra said something that drew an angry retort from Reyna, but he ignored them. Inch by inch, Sthuza dragged the piece of meat toward her mouth, seeming completely unfazed by the eight inches or more of skewer she had swallowed. The entire time, her eyes watched him with predatory hunger.

Once the venison disappeared beyond her lips, she casually pulled the stick straight up. Her tongue darted out to lick the tip before she winked and tossed it behind her.

Surreptitiously adjusting his growing erection, Gabriel turned back to the others when Sthuza finally released his gaze.

◆◆◆

It took Gabriel several minutes to return his thoughts to food, but he relaxed and focused on enjoying the meal with his bonded.

Reyna finished off another of the large steaks while Cindra scarfed down several pounds of grilled meat. The pair made sure to drain their ale each time they paused their messy eating. Gabriel had to admit the roast skewers went great with the dark gnomish brew, and before he realized it, he had drunk five mugs.

“If everyone is finished with the main course, I think it is time for those apple tarts Darlene packed. They should pair well with a cinnamon glaze I had,” Sthuza said, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Ooo! Snakey brought dessert?” Cindra asked.

His Prime nodded as she withdrew a small brown tube from her small backpack. “I brought a few spices and sauces from my lair, but we did not have access to pastries or similar dishes while in Lady Merideva’s Domain. This sweetened glaze should work quite well with Darlene’s tarts.”

Cindra was practically drooling, and Reyna licked her lips as she passed the small bundle she had pulled from her pack before dinner.

Sthuza bowed her head toward the lycan and took the cloth-wrapped parcel. Unwrapping it with swift, precise movements, she drizzled thin lines of a creamy glaze onto several of them. The cinnamon fragrance was rich and made Gabriel swallow in eagerness.

Flashing a pleased smile his way, she distributed one hand-sized pastry to Gabriel and then one to each of his bonded. Once they all held one of the soft, doughy treats in hand, she glanced to where the kobolds sat in silence.

Gabriel thought the pastries might be a little large for his Minions, but Sthuza grinned and drew a knife. Her hand moved in a blur, and she sliced another sauced apple tart into three equal pieces.

All three kobolds beamed their oversized grins up at her as she passed out their smaller treats.

Reyna muttered something under her breath. Sthuza didn’t react, but one of her head-snakes turned and stuck its tiny tongue out at the lycan.

Still grinning, Gabriel took a bite of his pastry. The spicy sweetness that Sthuza drizzled over it enhanced the rush of deliciousness from tart apples and flaky dough. He chewed slowly to savor the treat, his mind recalling a similar dessert his mother had given him as a child. Glancing back to his bonded, he noticed that they were all watching him.

“It’s great, Sthuza! Thanks,” he said after swallowing. He followed up by taking another bite. Everyone took that as their cue, and they all started in on their own pastry.

Shockingly, Cindra didn’t inhale the whole thing in one bite. Instead, she copied him and tore off a small portion with her teeth. Eyes closed, she worked it around in her mouth, spending far longer than anyone expected. The hellhound licked her lips and let out small moans between each bite.

I’m a little surprised she enjoyed it so much. Her saliva has almost the same spicy cinnamon taste.

Reyna snickered at the hellhound’s loud, messy enjoyment and turned away. She stared off into the forest while she ate hers. Confused feelings radiated from their bond, but Gabriel couldn’t make any sense of them.

Once Sthuza saw that they were all enjoying their dessert, even the kobolds, she leaned over to rest against him and nibbled at an apple tart she had claimed for herself. Her head-snakes imitated her and wrapped about his head, several rubbing against his cheek.

‘It is rather nice camping out like this, Master. The air is so fresh and fragrant. If not for you bonding me, I would never have experienced this again. Thank you,’ Sthuza sent. Her mind-voice was relaxed and sounded sleepy.

‘Once we’ve recovered the crystal and set Meri up, I’d—’ Gabriel started.

Cindra let out a loud bark, tearing his focus from Sthuza.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Reyna was glaring at the larger woman, who had a strange, almost hostile look on her expressive face. Instead of speaking, though, both of his bonded twisted to stare off toward the forest. Cindra let out a low, threatening growl.

“Calm down, Sugar Tits,” Reyna said when the hellhound let out another deeper growl.

“There is an animal approaching, Master,” Sthuza said, pulling his attention back. All of her head-snakes stared off in the same direction as his other bonded.

Kestria and her fellow kobolds were already on their feet, spears in hand. Given their small stature and oversized armor, they looked more cute than threatening, but Gabriel felt safer with them armed and ready.

The way they’re always smiling makes them look a whole lot more innocent than they really are.

“Cindra will kill it,” Cindra growled, rising effortlessly to her feet. She moved for where her greatsword leaned against the closest tree.

Staring in the same direction, Gabriel saw something move, but it was hard to discern with the shadows that permeated his Darkvision.

“Calm your damn tits,” Reyna said. “It’s just a wolf drake. Must’ve smelled the meat. A lone one’s not going to attack us.”

“It’s not Pack,” Cindra replied before she reached down and drew her massive sword. “Grouchy Panties hunted the meat for Pack.”

“Gah!” Reyna grumbled. “I told you not to—”

A pitiful howl rang out from the approaching beast. Two glowing yellow eyes stared out from between a pair of large oaks. The animal cried again, and Gabriel thought it sounded curious.

Almost afraid.

Cindra growled, a far more terrifying rumble that made the shadowy figure whimper.

“Relax, Cindra. Let’s see what we’re dealing with before chopping it to bits,” Gabriel said.

She twisted to face him, her expression serious, but the beautiful beastkin nodded. “Okay, Packmaster.”

“Course she listens to you,” Reyna muttered as she rose to her feet. She snagged a bit of roast venison before she stood and took a few slow steps in the drake’s direction. “It’s okay little guy. Cindra’s not gonna hurt you… long as you don’t try and steal her food.”

Those bright yellow eyes locked onto Reyna, and the creature crept out from between the trees. It paused several feet away. Even crouched low to the ground, it was almost as tall as the kobolds. Shadowy black scales armored its back and head, but thick gray fur covered its underside. Smaller scales lined the front of its legs, and a long, powerful-looking tail trailed behind it.

‘What’s a wolf drake?’ he asked Sthuza.

‘I have only read of them, Master, but they are small, draconic creatures described as armored wolves. They are fairly intelligent compared to most woodland animals. Miss Reyna is correct; a lone wolf drake should not attack us.’

‘Draconic? But I can see fur on its legs and belly?’

‘Yes… but they lay eggs and share many traits with the other lesser draconics.’

Reyna took three more steps toward the skittish figure, then paused again and held out the dripping steak. “Come on, little one, it’s okay.”

Little? I bet it outweighs her at least two to one.

The creature shook but then moved closer. It stumbled slightly and let out a soft, questioning trill before inching closer. Reyna and the wolf drake repeated the same routine three more times before the scaled quadruped snaked its head forward in a sudden rush and grabbed the meat.

It bared white fangs and latched onto the venison, pulling it away from the lycan who had dropped into a squat.

“That’s it,” Reyna cooed in a tone Gabriel would have sworn she was incapable of. “Who’s a good girl?” she added as she reached out to pet the black-and-gray wolf drake.

‘Other than the scales and its size, it looks more like a weasel than a wolf. Long and sleek.’

‘I concur, Master. The illustration I saw appeared stockier and had a shorter neck. But Miss Reyna would have far more knowledge about the fauna around here. I did not spend much time in the wilds.’

“It’s a female?” Gabriel asked as Reyna continued to pet the dark creature.

“Yeah, wasn’t sure at first, had to get a better angle. Looks like she’s wounded and hungry. They’re pretty rare around here, but Mom showed me a pack of them once.”

“You sure there’s only one?” he asked.

Reyna glanced his way, then over to Cindra, who tilted her head before nodding.

“Cindra only smells the one, Packmaster,” she said. She stared at the sleek, armored animal with a frown.

Gabriel studied the wolf drake as well. Close to four feet tall at the shoulders and half again as long, the animal was larger than most wolves and similar creatures he had seen.

She’s not too much smaller than Cindra’s hound form.

Taking a closer look, he could see where the wolf drake’s scales gave way to luxurious-looking, gray fur along the underside of her neck. Her body appeared sleek, but he caught glimpses of corded muscle shifting beneath thick fur and dark scales. Her tail was similarly armored above with fur beneath, and it twitched and undulated behind the drake as she ate.

When she finished the proffered morsel, she aimed intelligent yellow eyes at Reyna then over to Gabriel. He suddenly realized why they were called wolf drakes.

‘Her eyes, her entire gaze… Just like a wolf’s.’

‘Hmm, I see what you mean, Master.’

The drake blinked twice, yipped again, then turned back to stare at the lycan.

She nodded. “Yeah, he’s the boss.”

“Can you understand her?” Gabriel asked.

Reyna chuckled. “Not exactly. But I figured she’s curious about who’s in charge.”

Cindra snuffled, and the wolf drake flinched back.

“It’s okay, girl. Boobs isn’t gonna hurt you,” Reyna said soothingly.

The scaled animal ducked her head and stepped closer to Reyna, clearing favoring her left rear leg. She licked the lycan’s outstretched hand before she leaned closer and brushed her short-muzzled head against it.

“I-is it all right for her to stay with us for now?” Reyna asked quietly. “She won’t cause any trouble, will ya, girl?”

The wolf drake bobbed her head before pressing against Reyna. She let out a soft barking moan.

Gabriel chewed his lower lip as he thought. He glanced over to the large bundle of venison Sthuza and the kobolds had cut and set aside. There was far more than they would be able to eat or carry with them, so he didn’t mind feeding the drake, though he wasn’t sure about sleeping with it nearby.

‘Master, unless we are going to kill it, the beast will remain nearby regardless. Perhaps having it in plain sight will be the simpler solution?’ Sthuza sent, the gorgon clearly thinking along the same lines as him.

‘She’s not a shapeshifter, though, right? Like when we found Cindra.’

Sthuza giggled in amusement. ‘No, Master.’

“Yeah, she can stay in the camp tonight. We’ll have to have someone on watch anyway, so it’s not like she can cause too much mischief,” he said.

An honest smile flashed across Reyna’s face, and she turned back to the wolf drake. Leaning closer, she brushed the mussed gray fur on both sides of her head.

“Does armored wolf have a name?” Cindra asked. The hellhound appeared to have gotten over her reservations and had put her sword down again. She crept closer to the wolf drake and snuffled.

“Doubt it,” Reyna said. “We could call her Gnasher, though. She’s got some sharp-looking chompers.”

The wolf drake whimpered and shook her head at the same time as Cindra. “Grouchy Panties is terrible at naming. Cindra thinks Packmaster should choose for her.”

Sthuza giggled and turned to stare at Gabriel.

“Wait… why do I have to do it?” he grumbled as his other bonded, the wolf drake, and all three kobolds turned to stare at him.

“You are the one who said she could stay, Master.”

“Eh, fine. How about… Gwenaelle,” he suggested.

The wolf drake flashed her fangs, but her gaze had a softness that made it feel like a smile.

Reyna mumbled something beneath her breath while Cindra tilted her head and stared at the wolf drake.

“I like it,” Sthuza said.

“Course you would, Snakes,” Reyna said with a snicker. “Though… I kinda like it too.” She turned to Gwenaelle. “What about you, girl? Do you feel like a Gwen?”

The wolf drake’s yellow eyes darted between her and Gabriel several times before she barked and bobbed her head. She flashed her fangs in an even happier-looking smile.

“Well, if she’s staying the night, might as well give her some more meat,” Gabriel said. He started to reach for the pile of raw venison, but Kestria rushed over and grabbed a steak bigger than her head. She carried it over and held it out for Gwenaelle.

The wolf drake glanced to Gabriel, who nodded, then took the offering and started gnawing away at it.

Finishing off the last of his ale, Gabriel exhaled and looked around the camp. “We should call it a night, so we can get started early tomorrow. I’ll take first watch like last time.”

“Does that mean no mating tonight?” Cindra asked with a hint of sadness in her voice.

“Not tonight, silly puppy,” Gabriel replied. He shot the dejected hellhound a smile and brushed some of her dark-gray hair from her face. “It’s been a long day, and we could all use a good night’s rest.”

“Then why’s your scrawny ass staying up for first watch?” Reyna asked from where she sat, absently petting Gwenaelle. “Besides, I bet Gwen would warn us if anything comes near.”

The wolf drake looked up with bright eyes and bobbed her head.

“I agree, Master. She can assist the three of us. We can handle things tonight. You need to rest.”

“If we split it four ways, everyone will get more sleep,” he replied, caressing Cindra’s warm cheek. “And by taking the first watch, I’ll get to sleep straight through until morning, so I’ll get plenty of rest.”

Leaning into his touch, Cindra nodded. “Okay. Cindra will take next watch after Packmaster.”

The other two looked doubtful, but they glanced at each other then nodded in agreement. A few minutes later, his bonded were ready to turn in for the night.

Gabriel received a goodnight kiss from Sthuza and a much wetter one from Cindra before the gorgon led the way to the larger tent.

“The smaller tent is for you, Miss Reyna. I wish you a good night,” Sthuza said.

Reyna nodded, glanced at Gabriel, blushed, and then waved before making her way to the indicated tent. “Night.”

“Do not hesitate to wake us if anything comes up, Master,” Sthuza said.

Cindra bobbed her head vigorously. “Especially if Packmaster feels like mating later.” She grabbed Sthuza with one hand and dragged the protesting gorgon into their tent.

Gabriel chuckled at the spectacle, then got up and took a quick walk around the camp. Gwenaelle padded over to join him, then followed him back to where he sat on one of the smooth stones.

“You get enough meat, girl?” he asked when she settled down just inches from his side.

“Cindra always wants more meat if Packmaster’s offering,” the hellhound called out.

Laughing, he turned toward the tent and spotted her head sticking out between the flaps. She met his gaze and winked before Sthuza’s hands appeared and pulled her back inside.

Gabriel returned his attention to the wolf drake and smiled. “While we put away a lot, there’s no way we can take all of it. Though, Sthuza will probably cook some up for an early breakfast.”

Gwenaelle let out a soft trill and inched closer.

Chuckling again, he reached down and stroked her neck. Hard scale gave way to silky soft fur, and he teased his fingers through that plush coat when she let out a higher, happy-sounding trill.

As he stroked her side, he noticed she had a few dried cuts on her rear legs despite the armored scales on the outside.

She looks a little thin and battered. Guess she’s had a rough time lately. Reyna mentioned they live in packs, but Gwen seems to be alone.

“Chief want us to keep watch so he can sleep?” Kestria asked, startling him.

He turned toward the sound and had to look for a couple seconds before he spotted the shadowstalker shaman. “Oh, hey. You guys are so small and stealthy I keep forgetting you’re around.”

Kestria nodded and flashed bright white fangs in that overly happy smile that they all seemed to show. “Many dangerous threats to tribe, so we keep quiet and sneaky sneak to win.”

“As much as I’m tempted to have you three stay out all night and guard, it’s probably time to return you to… well wherever I sent you before,” he said with a soft laugh. “Seems to work like S-Crystals, but your pocket dimension is in my soul.”

The other two kobolds stepped out of the woods and joined Kestria. All three knelt before him and bowed their heads. “New tribe home is a vast land with much underbrush and a great cave,” she said.

“Ah, that sounds… nice. Anyway, you three get some rest. I’m sure I’ll be calling on you again soon,” Gabriel said before focusing on returning his Minions to the extra-dimensional space created by his Dungeon Master ability.

“Tribe will await your summons, War Chief.”

Three soft pops rang out, and the tiny lizardmen vanished. The moment they were gone, Gabriel felt a slight weight lift off of his shoulders. At the same time, a pleasant fullness radiated from within. “So keeping them out does strain me to some extent. It was simply too slight at the time to notice.”

Not sure how I feel about my soul being a vast empty land with a damn cave. Though… what would be normal for that? Maybe I can furnish or enhance it like summoners do with the better S-Crystals.

Gabriel decided to study Kelith’s spellbook for a bit as he kept watch, so he retrieved the decorated tome and settled in for more reading.

The Fireball spell he had learned from it had proven very useful during their assault on the baron’s castle. He felt confident several others could be just as valuable.

Kelith’s notes about the effectiveness of the various mind-altering and domination spells are… disturbing. But they don’t have to be used the way he did.

Gwenaelle whined, drawing his attention back to the dark-scaled wolf drake. She wiggled closer and pressed her muzzle against his knee.

“You gonna keep me company?” Gabriel asked with a lopsided smile. He brushed her thick fur, causing her to twist her neck and expose a light-gray patch beneath her mouth. His gaze tracked along the shadowy woods beyond the weak fire’s glow.

It’s rather peaceful out here like this. I wonder if Meri could replicate this kind of locale on a floor in the dungeon.


Chapter Eighteen










An oddly quiet hiss drew Gabriel’s attention back to Gwenaelle. The wolf drake was still curled at his feet where she had been the last time he checked.

“I started zoning out there, didn’t I?” he said before yawning. “Thanks for the warning, girl.” He reached down to stroke her scaled head. Checking his Dungeon Interface, he realized it had been several hours already.

He yawned again, longer this time, and rose to his feet. The drowsy wolf drake copied him, then followed as he walked over to the tent where Cindra and Sthuza slept. “Don’t wake them both up, okay? I’d prefer to let Sthuza and Reyna sleep until their shifts. But if you sense anything approaching, give a loud roar, okay?”

Gwenaelle gave a short, rapid nod. She paused when he bent to loosen the closed flap and stepped inside.

He knew the tent was enchanted for durability, but Sthuza had neglected to mention that the interior was likely twice as large as the outside. The center ridge was high enough that Cindra could stand straight with arms stretched overhead. The tan inner fabric was noticeably softer than the stiff outer surface.

Almost big enough for giants. Reyna, Gwen, and the kobolds could join us in here, and there’d still be space to get in and out. Hells, it’s bigger than the room Meri made for us.

Straightening up, he crept over to where his bonded lay. His breath caught in his throat when he blinked tired eyes open and spotted them lying on three bedrolls placed side by side.

Sthuza shifted and drew a deep breath before cooing softly.

Okay… did not expect that.

His Prime, the beautiful and lethal gorgon who constantly complained about how furry both of his other bonded were, had her face pressed to the thick collar of fur encircling Cindra’s neck. She was pressed against the muscular hellhound and had a slender green arm draped over the much larger monster girl. A soft beige blanket covered them from the waist down.

Cindra lay on her back, an arm loosely wrapped around Sthuza. The gray-skinned beauty’s chest rose and fell as she breathed, a quiet snore emitting from her parted mouth.

She was also topless.

How can her breasts be so perfect?

Despite the heaviness of his tired eyes, it took Gabriel several seconds to tear his gaze away from the innocently stunning pair, but he finally shook his head clear. A soft rustle sounded behind him, and he turned to see Gwenaelle peek her head in.

He shooed the wolf drake back. “No, stay out. Cindra will keep you company in a few minutes. I’m trusting you to keep watch until she comes out,” he whispered before turning back to the pair and sighing.

I’d prefer not to wake Sthuza right now. If for no other reason than she might freak out at being caught like that. With the intrusions on Meri and how far behind we are, don’t need any more issues to distract anyone.

As he gazed at his Prime, one of her green head-snakes stirred. It undulated then shook itself awake. Tiny emerald eyes snapped open and focused on Gabriel.

“Uh… hey,” he whispered. The small serpent opened its mouth, flicking its tongue back and forth. Turning back to stare at the pair of snuggling monster girls, it shook its head then focused on Gabriel.

“Yeah, I don’t want to embarrass Sthuza, but I need to wake Cindra up for her shift,” he said, and he briefly wondered at his sanity.

I’m talking to… her hair.

The snake bobbed its head twice before hissing.

And it almost feels like it… she’s talking back. Maybe I fell asleep on guard, and this is all a dream?

Gabriel spent a few seconds focused on the idea of waking up, but when nothing happened, he pinched himself.

The lone head-snake snickered.

“Hey, it was worth a try,” he grumbled quietly.

The snake swayed with laughter. After a moment, it calmed and hissed again.

“Yeah, that might work. If you can help keep her asleep, I’d appreciate it,” Gabriel replied as he dropped to his knees on the bedroll.

He reached out to their bonds as he crawled toward the sleeping pair. Both of his bonded were deep asleep, but he concentrated on encouraging them to continue to slumber.

Kneeling over the gorgon entwined with the lovable hellhound, Gabriel carefully slid her toned arm away from where she had wrapped it around Cindra. He flinched when Sthuza let out a soft whimper, then gently rolled her onto her back.

More head-snakes woke and stared up at him as he adjusted her position and pulled the light blanket up to her neck. Gwenaelle let out a lonely chirp, causing the tiny snakes to immediately twist toward the open tent flap.

“Mmm, is it time for Cindra to take over, Packmaster?” Cindra asked with a sleepy yawn.

Sighing when he felt Sthuza shift beneath his hands, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, I’m going to sleep, but Gwen will keep you company.”

Cindra’s glowing blue eyes peeked open, and she grinned. “Cindra would like to ask if Packmaster wishes to mate now, but it should be Snakey’s turn anyway.”

The muscular woman stretched her long arms overhead and yawned again. Her large eyes flashed when she saw his interest in her movement.

Gabriel glanced down to Sthuza again, ensuring the gorgon still slept, then leaned forward to give the hellhound a quick kiss. “I’m grateful you’ve been so patient with Sthuza. I don’t think her ‘furry’ problems have anything to do with you.”

Flashing white fangs, Cindra nodded. “Packsisters all had trouble before joining Pack. Snakey will love Cindra soon,” she said with complete confidence.

Chuckling, Gabriel nodded. “I’m sure she will. Hard to stay angry with you for long, silly puppy.”

Cindra beamed at him and leaned in for another kiss. She moaned against his mouth but refrained from launching an oral invasion this time. All too soon, she pulled back and licked her lips.

Gabriel swallowed, her spicy taste warming him. His pants felt tighter, and he considered taking her up on her mention of mating.

“Sleepytime for Packmaster,” she said with an innocent smile and a vigorous nod that jiggled her naked breasts. “Cindra will protect Pack.”

“I know you will,” he replied. “But first, let’s brush your hair real quick. You’ve got quite a case of bedhead. But no funny business. Gwen’s out there watching all alone.”

Cindra ducked her head, but her lips turned up in a pleased grin.

After a quick brushing, she uncovered her lower half and rose to her feet, confirming what he had suspected.

Cindra slept in the nude. That’s not much a surprise, but I wonder if Sthuza did as well, given her concerns about furry beastkin. Then again, I didn’t expect to find them sharing a bedroll without me in the first place. So maybe she’s making more progress than I thought?

The naked hellhound skipped across to where her armor and gear were stashed in a neat pile.

She definitely didn’t organize it like that herself.

Cindra faced away as she dressed, her thick round butt aimed his way. The sight of the breathtaking monster girl squeezing into her leather and bronze armor distracted him from his own purpose until she was fully geared and headed out.

Cindra’s whole face lit up when she noticed him staring, and she flashed him a sultry smirk before ducking through the tent flap. Gwenaelle yipped softly, and Cindra greeted her.

With the sexy distraction out of sight, Gabriel unstrapped his brigandine and slipped it off his shoulders. The mithril plates made the vest lighter than he had expected, and it rested well on his torso, but he still relaxed once he set it aside.

His slashed gambeson followed, then he sat down and pulled off the dark leather boots Sthuza had given him before they set out to find him a second bonded. The realization it had barely been a week since they met shocked him.

It hasn’t been long, but this new lifestyle already feels natural. I never used to wear armor or carry a weapon, and now I wear a small fortune in enchanted gear.

Getting expelled and then sacrificed to the dungeon has definitely led to the wildest two weeks of my life, but I wouldn’t change a thing.

Once Gabriel finished stripping down to just his dark-gray pants, he stretched and tiptoed over to where his Prime slumbered. He bent low then froze when Sthuza flipped the cover back.

The nude gorgon shifted about slightly, putting her slender beauty on full display. One toned arm held the beige blanket up and out of the way, allowing him to drink in her flawless form. “Well, Master, would you care for a relaxed tumble before bed?” she teased.

His eyes tracked along her exposed curves before he focused on her vertically slit eyes. Desire filled those emerald orbs, and several head-snakes hovered behind her, nodding their tiny heads at him.

Gabriel grinned before he recalled his earlier words. “That sounds wonderful, my love. Although…. I told Cindra there’d be no mating tonight,” he said with a sigh.

Instead of a frown, Sthuza’s teasing expression spread into a full smirk. He heard movement outside the tent, then Cindra stuck her head back into the tent.

“It’s okay, Packmaster, it’s Snakey’s turn,” she said. She flashed a huge grin, then withdrew.

He brushed against his bonds with the two monster girls and chuckled. Cindra was almost as excited for him to bed the gorgon as Sthuza was.

Loosening his pants, Gabriel grinned at his Prime. “Sounds like an excellent presleep ritual.”

Definitely going to protect this new life.

◆◆◆

A sensual warmth woke Gabriel. Half-remembered dreams of power and lust danced around the edges of his sleep-addled mind. Fading memories of a stunningly beautiful, nude frost giantess merged with a breathtaking vision of twin succubi pleasuring themselves and a darkly alluring angelic woman. Each of them gazed toward him with a devotion that could rival Cindra’s.

Swarm-infested female guards and servants filled his palatial fortress. Another wave of pleasure radiated through his body, and the sinister palace melted away, replaced by a simple but luxurious tent.

Before he could sort through the blur of images, his hips bucked, and he recognized the wet, slurping sounds. The pleasure built, anchoring his mind in his body, and he sensed his approaching orgasm.

Cindra moaned around his morning wood, and the vibrations set him off. The whimpering, slurping hellhound sucked his load down eagerly, then spent a minute or two licking his wilting member clean.

“Wow, Cindra. That’s a great way to wake up.”

The gray-skinned beastkin slid up his body, and her head popped out from under the thin blanket they’d slept under. “Cindra could wake Packmaster like that every morning…” she said, licking her lips.

Mind foggy from the fading lust and having just woken, Gabriel took several deep breaths as he finished waking up. “Very tempting.”

His left arm tingled with a mild numbness, and he glanced over to see where his Prime still slept. She must have gotten up for her shift and returned once Reyna took over without ever disturbing him. Instead of waking her up, he focused and checked his Dungeon Interface.

It’s about time we start back on the trail. Got to catch up before Estrial sells the crystal.

A soft hissing presaged one of Sthuza’s head-snakes brushing against his neck. More tiny serpents joined the first, and they brushed and kissed his face and throat.

Twitching against their slender tongues’ ticklish caresses, he almost missed when Sthuza let out a soft sigh. Her hand tightened around his. She rolled over and pressed her face against his bare chest.

Gabriel ducked his head down and kissed her forehead while her head-snakes watched.

“I find this to be a very tempting way to awaken, Master,” Sthuza murmured. The sleepy gorgon rubbed her face against his chest in much the same manner as her head-snakes.

“I’ll have to remember that,” he replied before kissing her again.

Sthuza opened her mouth to speak again, but Cindra darted in and pressed her lips against Sthuza’s.

Watching the pair kiss caused his manhood to twitch, but a brief worry about his Prime’s furry hangup flitted through his mind. While Sthuza had seemed to enjoy a sensual kiss with the hellhound back in the inn, she still spoke disdainfully of the very idea.

And we haven’t addressed what happened before Yesera attacked Meri.

Gabriel’s thoughts flashed back to the sight of Cindra going down on the nude gorgon in bed. His initial worry about Sthuza’s response had been blasted away by Merideva’s terror. He made a mental note to talk about it with them both later.

At this point, I think it’s best to wait until we’re safely back home. At least she’s not complaining about Cindra as much as she used to.

Quicker than he had expected, Cindra pulled back and waggled her eyebrows at him. She ducked her head slightly and blushed, then turned to face the gorgon. “Oops. Cindra was supposed to ask first.”

“Yesss… Well, I believe it is time for us to get up and break camp,” Sthuza said tartly. Her light-green face was flushed, but she didn’t look too angry.

Once his bonded rose, it was easy for Gabriel to follow them, and he focused on dressing. He decided to wait until they were ready to leave before equipping his brigandine.

Sthuza was fully dressed before him and had moved over to help Cindra squeeze into her super-tight leathers. She glanced over to Gabriel. “Have you heard from Miss Reyna this morning? She seemed… thoughtful when she relieved me,” his Prime said as she restored her human guise.

“No… I haven’t,” Gabriel replied before he reached out to the bond he shared with the prickly lycan. He connected to her in an instant, calming him before any worry could take root. But the darkness that radiated from her surprised him.

“I can sense Reyna, but she feels far away. And her presence is very angry. She’s hurting, but…”

Halfway through the sorcery she used to appear human, Sthuza spun to face him, frowning. “She was supposed to keep watch over the camp!” The gorgon paused, her slender tongue peeking out as she thought. “She may be using the S-Crystal to torment the baron again, Master.”

Gabriel froze for a split second then hurried out of the tent. He slipped through the flap and looked around for the werebadger.

Gwenaelle trilled, drawing his attention to the wolf drake. Once their gazes met, she tilted her head to the side.

“Reyna’s in the forest?”

Gabriel took off in the indicated direction, with Gwen following him. Dew slicked the grass, and the first rays of sunlight highlighted the forest, but he discounted the simple beauty around him in his search for Reyna.

He found her sitting on the same log where he had sat the night before. “Reyna?” he called softly.

Gwen pressed her snout against Reyna’s leg and trilled sadly.

The blonde didn’t flinch. Her head hung down toward her chest, and her Bronze tag was bright and shiny in her left hand.

Gabriel rushed over and knelt in front of the motionless woman. Looking up at her, he could see tears leaking from her tightly shut eyes. Dark bags beneath them hinted at how little sleep she had gotten. Her breathing was rough and uneven, but he exhaled in relief at the sight.

‘I found her. You were right; she’s got her tag in one hand and the other wrapped around the crystal.’

‘If her mind is fully immersed in the S-Crystal, Master, it might be dangerous to simply jerk her back out.’

‘Yeah, disrupting magic is rarely a good idea,’ he sent as he studied Reyna.

‘Do you wish for us to join you there, Master, or would you prefer to let her return with some privacy?’

‘You two go ahead and get the camp ready to break. I’m going to try and signal her through our bond.’

Sthuza didn’t reply. A moment later, he heard her say something to Cindra, and the pair stopped approaching.

He studied Reyna’s cute face, idly wondering how to help her.

She’s spent the night diving into that crystal twice now, and she probably did so in the inn as well. For now, I just need to get her back.


Chapter Nineteen










After running through a centering meditation, Gabriel wrapped his hand around Reyna’s, the crystal cool against his skin. He brushed her bond with a delicate touch a second later.

Even that light contact showed him a world of pain and a perpetual hunger for something always just out of reach. Hardening his mind against the torturous kaleidoscope of emotions, he pressed himself against their bond again.

The world around Gabriel swirled and shifted, then vanished. He focused on a bright yellow cord that stretched out into the distance. He brushed against the ethereal strand and knew it connected him with his third bonded.

He followed the glowing cord until it vanished, and he found himself in a place of shadows and emptiness. Reyna crouched over a bloody, squirming something.

Gabriel stared as Reyna let out a throat-shredding scream. The cruel, shifting darkness that surrounded them trembled and closed in tighter. She tore her claws through a whimpering, skinless hunk of meat.

Is that the baron?

The man-shaped horror wiggled away from Reyna, but she let out another screech that sounded like a dragon swallowing a Blade Storm and stomped closer. She threw her entire body into a savage kick, and bone shattered.

Gabriel pushed aside the savagery and focused on his bonded. Reaching out to her blood-soaked hybrid form, he wrapped Reyna in his arms and held tight.

When he first grappled her, she felt larger than Cindra, but with each yowling attempt to break free, her furry body shrank.

Shrank until she was back to her regular, human form and then smaller.

Gabriel looked down and found himself hugging a childish version of the feisty werebadger. Her ear-bleeding screams gave way to the heart-wrenching sobs of a lonely little girl.

“Come on, Reyna. Come back with me. I want you at my side,” he whispered. The petite figure clinging to him shuddered, and he feared she would refuse.

The indistinct darkness surrounding them vanished, and Gabriel blinked when he slammed back into his physical body.

“Uh, thanks,” Reyna mumbled.

“You okay?”

“I—” she coughed then continued, “I’m fine. Wanna let go now?”

Gabriel refrained from commenting about how tightly Reyna clung to him and released his grip on her.

Must have hugged her in the Mortal Realm at the same time as in the pocket dimension.

She stared at him but could not quite meet his eyes. “S-sorry about fucking up my watch like that. I… I didn’t mean to—”

“No one’s mad, Reyna.”

Her amber gaze looked up.

“Do you want to talk about…” He spread his hands then let them drop as her hesitant expression shifted to a dark scowl. “That’s fine for now, but I’m here if you change your mind.”

She furrowed her brow further, then looked away and nodded.

Gwen trilled happily and pressed bodily against Reyna, almost knocking her over. She snickered but reached down to scratch the wolf drake’s neck.

Gabriel smiled at the pair but was careful to hide it when she turned back to face him. “Okay, then we should get back to camp. I’m not sure how long it’s been, but we can see if Sthuza has breakfast ready. We’ll be setting out as soon as we get packed,” he said, already turning back.

Without looking to Reyna, he retraced his path back toward the others. Gwen trotted happily alongside them.

‘I’ve got her.’

‘That is a relief, Master.’

‘We’re on our way back. She didn’t want to talk about it.’

‘Perhaps she will feel more comfortable with me. I will strive to glean what I can from her later. And I will remind Cindra not to ask impertinent questions when you two return. There is no reason to embarrass Miss Reyna.’

‘Thanks.’

By the time the trio got back to the campsite, his other bonded had disassembled both tents. The morning was still rather dark, and the flames danced beneath the grill Sthuza had set up. Smoke rose from the firepit where several venison steaks cooked.

His Prime stood nearby, dressed in her green-and-white leather armor. The appearance of a redheaded human woman partially concealed the beautiful gorgon’s true nature.

Cindra’s expressive gray face brightened, and she dashed over to grab the werebadger in a spine-popping hug. “Good morning, Grouchy Panties!” she said with a happy giggle.

“Put me down, ya damn boob monster. Gah, you’re gonna crush me with those things,” Reyna grumbled. She put up a bit of a struggle, but the slight blush on her cheeks made Gabriel suspect she wasn’t too unhappy.

“Go ahead and set her down, Cindra,” he said before he reached up and ran his fingers through the hellhound’s thick hair.

Nodding, she returned Reyna to her feet, then dropped into a squat and wrapped her arms around Gwen’s armored neck. “Thanks for finding Packsister.”

The wolf drake trilled and rubbed her face against Cindra’s prodigious chest.

“You two are looking pretty tight now,” Reyna said. “Almost as tight as that damn armor of yours,” she continued, quieter.

Cindra grinned at Reyna and nodded, then returned her attention to Gwen.

“Master, I stored what I could of the meat Miss Reyna procured. Given the dietary needs of your bonded, I felt grilling more of the steaks would make the simplest breakfast. Doing so will allow us to preserve our supplies longer, in case we have to track Estrial longer than we hope.”

“Steak is fine, thanks, Sthuza,” Gabriel said. He walked over to join his Prime as she turned back to check on the searing meat. While she poked at the steaks, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into a gentle embrace.

The gorgon paused her cooking efforts and leaned back against his chest. Head-snakes draped themselves across his shoulders or rubbed against his neck.

Something felt off, and Gabriel bowed his head to press a tender kiss to the top of her head. Sthuza shivered then sighed, head-snakes twisting and coiling about.

‘What’s wrong, my Prime?’

‘Miss Reyna’s complaints about rain may come to pass soon, Master.’

Gabriel looked up at the sky and frowned. They had awakened early, but instead of growing brighter, the sky looked a little darker than before he had gone looking for Reyna.

‘You’ve got a point. Traveling in the rain’s going to be a pain, but we’ll handle it,’ he sent soothingly.

Sthuza tilted her head to rest against his shoulder and sighed again. “A heavy rain would wash away any scent trail Miss Reyna could hope to pick up.”

Shit.

“Yeah,” Reyna said. “I swear to the gods, it rains every fucking time I travel anywhere. I got stuck in Wildeport for three days because of a damn storm. Things would be so…” Her words grew softer even as her tone turned sad.

She’s definitely hurting. Not sure how to help her right now.

“The food is ready,” Sthuza declared. “We should go ahead and eat quickly. I would prefer to be back on the road and traveling before the storm breaks.”

Gabriel blew out a heavy breath but released his Prime. Cutlery and plates were laid out to one side, and they all settled on the flat stone seats while she served the meat-centric meal.

Gwen sat by his knee, looking like a shadowy statue as they began to eat in relative silence.

With his attention fully on his food, Gabriel flinched when Cindra let out an angry, outraged growl.

“Hey, that was Cindra’s meat!” she cried. He turned just in time to see the hellhound try and fail to pluck a thick grilled steak from the wolf drake’s fangs.

Reyna cackled off to the side, pointing at the glum beastkin. “Should see your face, Boobs,” she said between laughs. “Ya look almost as sad as when Gabriel said no mating.”

Hunching her shoulders, Cindra puffed her lips out in an over-the-top pout. “Packsisters shouldn’t laugh at each other like that,” she grumbled.

Gabriel bit back his own amusement and cut the steak on his plate in half. “How about some of mine, Cindra?” he asked.

The hellhound’s sulking expression flipped to ecstatic in a heartbeat, and she snatched the proffered meat in a flash.

‘She moved quicker than when Hasted.’

‘Indeed, Master. The silly thing is still recovering her strength after her lengthy ordeal before you found her. Though, I imagine she will always be eager to share from your plate,’ Sthuza sent.

Her mind-voice had an odd, almost sharp tone that he couldn’t identify, so he just smiled at Cindra. His bonded took her time with his gift, her bright eyes watching him as she chewed.

Gwen finished her pilfered treat quicker and settled down by his feet again. She stared at Cindra, and her muzzle split in a smug grin that made Reyna snicker.

They finished breakfast with no other issues, and his bonded insisted that he rest while they packed the last of their gear and Reyna smothered the fire. Feeling full, he was content to let them have their way and spent a few minutes considering the wolf drake.

He reached down to scratch Gwen’s neck, and she leaned into his hand. She pressed up closer and seemed to rumble softly. Smiling, he dug his fingers through the thick fur that covered most of her neck.

Gwen tilted her head up, encouraging him to continue. Eventually, she flopped over and rolled onto her scaled back, exposing her unarmored belly. She wiggled up against his legs and gave a plaintive chirp.

Gabriel chuckled and nodded before shifting his focus. He felt a hint of envy from one of his bonds and knew Cindra was watching him.

Not wanting his bonded to feel left out, he focused a thought carefully and directed it toward the hellhound. It took more work, but he thought he made the connection.

‘Relax, Cindra. I brushed your hair last night, remember? And I’ll be sure to give you a belly rub later when we have time for some fun afterward.’

Gabriel glanced to his bonded and confirmed his effort worked. Cindra smiled brightly then turned her attention to Reyna.

Gwen soaked up all the pets and belly scratches he was willing to give her. The entire time, her large eyes studied him with a solemn intensity, seeming completely at ease with him.

Closing off his mind, he thought, I’m a little surprised that Sthuza didn’t raise the slightest complaint about having another furry creature around. Then again, she might have assumed we would leave Gwen here when we head out.

He glanced down to the wolf drake again. Bright yellow eyes looked up at him, and she flashed a slow, hesitant grin that he couldn’t help but mirror.

Reyna snorted. “Ha, looks like you were right, Snakes.”

Gabriel turned toward Sthuza and found her looking his way. “Right about what?”

“I said that you would take a liking to Gwenaelle and bring her with us,” she said, flashing an amused smile.

He blinked, then chuckled. A quick look at Cindra proved that all of his bonded shared the same smug expression. “Guess I’m getting a touch predictable.”

Sthuza strode over to him and cupped his face in her cool hands. Leaning in, she gave him a tender, slow kiss then pulled back. “Perhaps, Master. But I doubt you will hear any complaints from us about that.”

“Don’t go promising shit like that. I’ll complain about whatever I want,” Reyna muttered without any force. She shook her head, tossing the thick stripe of white-blond hair about, before shouldering her heavy pack. “Anyway, we should get moving.”

Cindra had an even larger backpack on and a satchel in her hand. “Cindra’s ready!”

Sthuza nodded and gathered her gear. “Yes, we had best make as much progress as we can before it rains. I brought several cloaks we can use, but I fear we will fall further behind if the road grows too muddy.”

“Come on, girl,” Gabriel called to the wolf drake as they all started toward back toward the road. Gwen chirped and rushed to follow them.

I wonder if I could make her into a Minion.

He turned back to the road and noticed a faint smile on Sthuza’s face.

◆◆◆

Gabriel felt far more rested than he had yesterday, and he had no trouble keeping the pace set by Sthuza. That left Reyna the slowest member due to her shorter legs, and they’d had to slow Cindra down more than once so she would not fall behind. Around midday, they broke for a quick snack and to relieve themselves.

Gwenaelle spent the break slinking through the underbrush, and Gabriel was surprised at how stealthy she was. Given her size, he’d expected to hear her or at least spot her black scales. Two feet into the thick shrubs, the wolf drake vanished from sight.

He felt a brief flicker of disappointment at the thought of her abandoning them. Cindra made him forgot about it when she insisted on sitting with him as they ate the salted oross Darlene had packed.

The wolf drake rejoined them after they resumed walking, a small brown rabbit hanging from her maw. Her large eyes watched him as she paced along at his side.

Cindra tugged Gabriel’s arm, and he turned to find a slight frown on her beautiful face. “She’s waiting for Packmaster to decide who gets the prey.”

“What? Oh, that’s fine. You can eat it, Gwen,” he said.

Gwenaelle trilled happily, tossed the critter into the air, and opened her mouth far too wide. She caught the dead rabbit, and it vanished in a flash.

With a chuckle, Gabriel stroked her head scale. Thunder cracked, and Cindra yipped, diverting his attention. Gwenaelle jumped as well, pressing tight against his leg and almost tripping him.

Reyna glanced at Cindra and snickered. “Relax, Sugar Tits. It’s just thunder.” She turned her gaze upward and frowned. “Probably gonna be a lot today. That sky is looking wicked.”

Sthuza sighed. “I fear you are correct. Unfortunately, we do not have the luxury of waiting it out.”

“Yeah, I’d like to press on unless it gets really bad,” Gabriel said.

Lightning flashed, and Gwen scooted in closer. He scratched at her neck, where smooth scales gave way to silky soft fur.

“Cindra doesn’t like thunder,” the hellhound declared when the sky rumbled a second time. She kept her head on a swivel, trying to see everywhere at once, and she drifted closer to Gabriel.

Suppressing his amusement at the powerful monster girl’s momentary timidness, he took her clawed hand in his and held it tight. She promptly forgot all about the thunder and beamed at him.

Sthuza called a brief stop, so she could retrieve several brown oilskin cloaks and passed them out.

“They have a mild enchantment that should block out much of the rain and wind, but I am uncertain how effective they will be,” she said after they all took one and resumed walking.

The first droplets of rain distracted Cindra from the rumble of thunder. As the drizzle grew into a massive deluge of heavy drops, they all soon agreed with the grumpy hellhound’s complaints.

Despite the torrential downpour, Gabriel felt they made decent progress. Reyna spent the hours muttering about how much she hated the mud—and pretty much everything else that caught her attention. When the storm began to lessen, though, she grew quiet.

‘Does Reyna seem a little… subdued now? The lighter the rain, the more reserved she gets,’ Gabriel sent to his Prime.

‘We should be close to Stillcrest now, Master. She became withdrawn a mile or so ago, when we passed that large hill. I believe recognizing the familiar terrain has reminded her of home. And the loss that drove her quest for revenge.’

‘Right. I’m going to keep an eye on her, just in case.’

An hour later, Gabriel felt Merideva reach out to him. Unlike before, when Estrial had tampered with the Domain Crystal, the Core’s presence felt more curious than fearful.

“I think Meri wants my attention.”

“Then we should take a short rest while you attend to her, Master.” Sthuza looked around then pointed at a thick-canopied oak tree just ahead on their left. “Perhaps you should sit there while we scout out the area. It should provide decent shelter against the rain.”

“Cindra will protect Packmaster,” the hellhound growled.

“Course ya will, you damn sexhound,” Reyna muttered. “I’ll take Gwen with me and check the woods, just in case.”

“Thanks. Hopefully, this won’t take long. It doesn’t feel like Meri’s scared.” Gabriel walked over and sat with his back against the oak’s thick trunk. Cindra rushed over and plopped herself down right next to him.

One of his bonded spoke again, but he had already shifted his mind back to Merideva.


Chapter Twenty










“Gabriel, adventurers are approaching my Domain,” Merideva said the instant he settled into the immaterial space.

“Are they coming after you or just doing a normal delve?” Gabriel asked. “If they come after you, can’t you have the kobolds ambush them and drop them in the pit trap?”

“Well… I could do that, but they were talking about that baroness you and Sthuza mentioned. I thought you might want to talk to them first or something.”

Since his mind was still reeling from the transition, Gabriel had to pause to consider her words. “You heard a group of adventurers talking about Baroness Elaine?”

“Yep. Well, technically, Cuix heard them,” Merideva replied.

Of course it would be her. Why couldn’t it have been a kobold? Or at least one of the new goblins who didn’t eat my corpse.

The moment he thought of the goblin leader, he felt her bond with the Dungeon Core. Hesitantly, he reached out and brushed against that faint presence, trying to get a sense of where in the dungeon she was.

‘Hey, Big Boss Guy!’ Cuix sent, her annoying voice echoing in his head.

Gabriel recoiled from the goblin’s bond. “Oh gods, how did she do that?” he cried.

It’s bad enough hearing her in person. The last thing I want is her voice in my head.

“Are you okay?” Merideva asked. She pressed against his mental avatar even as he seemed to float in a total void.

“I’m fine. She startled me, that’s all. Now let me see what you’re talking about.” He focused his mind and activated Dungeon Sense.

At first, nothing happened, but Gabriel strained, throwing his entire will into viewing Merideva’s Domain. After long, tense seconds, the emptiness around him flickered, and he found himself staring at the floor of her Core Room.

His vision of the stone tiles was strangely distorted, almost rounded. It seemed like he was very close to the floor. He tried to pull his perspective back to get a wider view, but nothing happened. Focusing his will, he futilely strained to alter it in any way.

“What the… Why can’t I shift my view?”

“That feels weird, Gabriel. What did you do?” Merideva asked. His vision shifted and swam as she spoke. When it settled and he could see again, the floor was farther away.

“I tried to use Dungeon Sense. It didn’t work, or at least, not the way I expected.” He studied his location in an attempt to identify where exactly he was. “I… I think I’m using your orb as my point of reference.”

“So… y-you’re inside me?” A rush of both excitement and embarrassment flooded Gabriel’s bond with the Dungeon Core, and he struggled not to be pushed away.

‘You is welcome to come inside me whenever you wants, Big Boss,” Cuix purred. The disturbing mind-voice shattered his concentration, and combined with Merideva’s roiling presence, he slipped free.

Gabriel floated in the vast emptiness from earlier, but he struggled to locate his bond with the Core this time. After a moment of panic, he ran through a basic centering routine and calmed his mind.

I’m fine. Keep focused and seek out my bonds. Cuix just surprised me, that’s all.

With his thoughts more disciplined, he reached out again. The first thing he detected was a cord he instinctively knew would lead back to his physical body. See, I’m safe, but I still need to figure out what Meri was talking about.

He located his bond with Sthuza next. It was almost as thick as the one which led back to his body. Soon, he sensed several others, but a faint one resonated with him. It was the same feeling of certainty he had experienced several times since he became a Dungeon Master. The strange sense told him which path would take him where he wanted to go.

Gabriel calmed his mind again then propelled his mental avatar toward that vague entity. There was an unpleasant resistance, but Gabriel focused his will and shattered it. He felt something swell within his soul, in the same space where he sensed his Minions. A moment later, he slammed into physical being, and the world exploded into place around him.

Then he tasted something raw and rotten. A powerful odor assaulted his sensitive nose, and the cave around him swam.

“Oh, wow, you is inside me now,” Cuix said.

“Please no,” Gabriel muttered.

He felt Merideva’s presence join him, and part of his mind split off to be with her.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, I think so, but I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to.’

“Aww, you can stay—”

“Don’t even… Anyway, how about you show me those adventurers since I’m already spectating you.”

Cuix bobbed her head eagerly, which made his vision blur. She waved at a pair of half-naked goblins to her right then started down a long tunnel. Cuix moved with far more grace than he remembered from their previous trip.

Seems like whatever I did must have healed her wounds. She doesn’t seem to be in pain now.

Gabriel spent most of her trip trying not to be ill from the more intimate connection he had formed with the goblin. He focused on his Interface and confirmed what he feared.

Minions: 4/5

Looks like I made her a Minion. That’s pretty much the last thing I ever wanted, but… if it means I can help defend Meri, it’ll be worth it.

He had grown almost comfortable by the time Cuix ducked behind a large stalagmite on the third floor. She peeked out, and he saw the adventurers they had mentioned.

‘Boss Guy?’ Cuix sent.

Gabriel shuddered. ‘Yeah?’

‘Oh good, wasn’t sure if you could hear me like dis. These are the intruders. One of the tail lickers spotted ‘em first, but then the intruders spotted them, and they got dead.’

Four armored figures stalked through the twisting cave tunnel. Two men wore rugged drake-hide leathers and looked like any average Iron-ranked adventurers.

A third wore a blackened mail hauberk with a round shield slung over his shoulder. He carried a shortspear at the ready.

Their leader was a slender half-elven woman in a shadowy spider-silk bodysuit that could give Cindra’s a challenge for tightest armor. Her black hair hung in tight dreadlocks, and her hand rested on a slender silver hilt. The Mithril tag on her right shoulder marked her as grossly overqualified for Lostbarrow.

Gabriel stared in horror at the small metal plate. ‘Shit! If she’s after Meri, these four are going to be a lot harder to deal with than Kelith’s group.’

‘Can you think up a way to protect me?’ Merideva asked. He felt her press closer to him, tension growing within her.

The female adventurer bent low and seemed to advance without movement. She paused and squatted to inspect something on the ground for a moment before she waved her companions forward. “It’s safe enough. Looks like there was a trap here, but it’s not reset yet. Odd…”

The hauberk-wearing man was the first to join her. He prodded the spot on the floor where she had focused with the butt of his spear.

“Hey!” the other two mean snapped.

“Relax, if Leryane says it’s safe, it’s safe,” he replied before turning to the woman. “Though, doesn’t this prove the tale about the dungeon being in decline is true?”

Leryane’s dreadlocks swayed when she shook her head. “Maybe. But Elaine said her husband was involved in some crazy scheme to restore it. She wants a thorough inspection.”

“Are we supposed to recover her son’s corpse?” one of the leather-armored men asked.

Leryane shook her head again. “No, Davin. I’m sure Elaine would appreciate it if we find Kelith down here, but she gave very specific instructions. We are to investigate the dungeon and learn what we can, but we are to avoid conflict wherever possible.”

“Why is that? Not that I mind, but what’s the point of scouting a low-grade dungeon like this?”

“What have you heard about the attack on the castle?” Leryane asked in reply.

“Same as everyone else. That dick she married was screwing around with Guild business, and someone took offense.”

“Close. Elaine told me about the party that attacked. The mage who blew up half the castle was Copper-ranked.”

Davin laughed. “No way.”

“You’re kidding,” the previously quiet man muttered.

Leryane shook her head and started forward. “I delved with her back when you lot were still shitting your diapers. She reached Gold before she retired and married into nobility. I trust her.”

“That’s wild, but what does it have to do with our orders here?” Davin asked.

“She thinks the party came from the dungeon.”

The three men froze.

Leryane looked back over her shoulder and smirked. “Yeah, that was the face I made too. We’re to scout the dungeon, see if we can learn anything, then report back to Elaine and no one else. But the important bit is that we are to avoid any actions that could anger them.”

“And how are we supposed to know who not to piss off?” The shortest man asked.

“She gave me a description of them. A human man and woman, both quite attractive, a werebadger, and a towering inutari female… with tits bigger than her head.”

The men chuckled, their tension melting away.

“Okay, they should be easy to spot then,” Davin said with a snicker.

“Yes, and Elaine said it is paramount that we do nothing to offend the male adventurer. He is the one who destroyed the barracks—”

The adventurers continued to talk, but Gabriel tuned them out, shifting his attention to Merideva. ‘So the baroness wants to know more about us, but she doesn’t want to risk another fight.’

‘It sounds like it. W-what do you think we should do about them?’ Merideva asked.

‘I’s can get the boys up here and attack ‘em if you want, big boss.’

Gabriel snorted. ‘No, let’s not antagonize the first Mithril-ranked adventurer to delve here in years. I’m pretty sure she could solo everything we have available. Still…’

He thought back to the explanation Merideva and Sthuza had given when the kobolds and saurians intruded. The more unaligned beings that traversed the Domain unchallenged, the more Dungeon Essence the Core would lose.

It was all part of the system set up by the Eternal Dungeon. While the Core received a steady income of Essence based on their Domain, it was not their primary source. They earned far more by drawing adventurers into the dungeon and providing appropriately scaled fights for the gods to watch.

Gabriel still struggled with the idea the dungeons existed solely as part of some grand game for the gods to spectate, but he accepted that creating “entertaining” battles, with balanced risk and reward for adventurers, was the best way for Merideva to acquire Essence.

While they had earned more from killing the undead than Merideva lost, Sthuza emphasized that they were in a precarious position. Expanding Merideva’s Domain beyond what she could adequately defend would result in the Core losing all of her Essence and shattering.

But there was no way they could provide anything resembling a challenge to a Mithril adventurer. Attempting to do so would just waste everything they had and risked drawing unwanted attention.

Gabriel brought up his Interface and checked on Merideva’s resources.

Dungeon Essence: 4129

Could be worse.

‘How much DE would you lose if we let them pass through freely?’

‘Um… not too much, I think. The female one is way overqualified for this floor, so there wouldn’t ever be a fair fight. If they don’t attack or steal anything, it shouldn’t cost more than a hundred or so. Probably.’

‘I know that’s more DE than you’d prefer to throw away, but I think that’s the better option here. Even if you spent everything you have, I doubt it’d slow her down.’

‘O-okay, Gabriel.’

‘If they do what the baroness told them to, you should be fine, but there’s no reason to take any extra risks. So just to be safe, I want Cuix to put you back in your cubbyhole, and then everyone should hide until they leave.’

Cuix wiggled about, an odd sensation to Gabriel while he remained anchored to her. Merideva’s presence seemed to calm, though, and he withdrew from the goblin. He shifted his full attention back to the vague emptiness where all he could sense was the Dungeon Core.

“Are you going to be okay if I head back now?” he asked.

Merideva pressed up against his mental avatar, but she nodded after a moment. “I’ll have to be. I wish you could stay, but I really need that crystal.”

He visualized stroking her smooth orb and grinned when she vibrated against him. “Just focus on your defenses and keep an eye on those adventurers until they leave. We’ll be back before you know it.”

After embracing the Core one final time, Gabriel shifted his mind back to his body.

◆◆◆

Gabriel told his bonded about the adventurers, and his newest Minion, as they walked. Cindra was excited the Pack had grown, while Reyna found it hilarious. The lycan teased him for almost an hour, but he was happy to let her since it drew her out of her quiet shell, at least for a while.

Hopefully, there won’t be any further intruders before we can get back. Meri doesn’t have enough DE to squander.

When they passed an outlying farm, Sthuza raised a hand to slow the group. “Master, it might be best to part ways with Gwenaelle here.”

Cindra frowned and squatted down to scratch the wolf drake’s neck. “Wolfie can’t stay with Pack?”

“Nah, Snakes is right. I doubt the Town Watch would allow her to wander in with us. Wolf Drakes can be pretty vicious.”

‘That’s rich, coming from her.’

‘Indeed, Master. Still Miss Reyna is correct.’ Sthuza stepped to the hellhound and rummaged through the taller woman’s pack. “It would be best to leave her out here while we head into town. We can give her some meat to snack on.”

“Aww, she can’t join Pack?” Cindra asked, and she flashed huge, pleading eyes.

Damn, it’s hard to resist that look.

Sthuza shook her head. “If Gwenaelle wishes to rejoin us after we leave Stillcrest, she can wait for us out here. I doubt we will stay for more than one night.”

“That sounds fair,” Gabriel said before Cindra could reply. “We’ll say goodbye for now, then see if she wants to keep traveling with us after we’re done in town.”

His bonded agreed, and they resumed their trip after much hugging and head pats.

Reyna slowed the closer they got to the wooden walls surrounding Stillcrest. Those walls were almost as tall as Lostbarrow’s, and many of the thick, dark-gray timbers were battered and blackened, showing the scars from years of monster attacks.

“Uh… I might not be very welcome here,” Reyna muttered just as Gabriel caught sight of the guards perched in a rugged gatehouse.

He checked her bond before responding and found a great deal of shame, resentment, and more of the ever-present anger that seemed to infest the cute lycan all the way to her core.

“Why do you say that, Miss Reyna?” Sthuza asked before he could.

The werebadger stared down at her feet and didn’t respond right away. Slowing even more, she adjusted the fit of her pack several times before she looked up again, her face set in that partial scowl she showed all too often.

“Reyna, we need to know what to expect,” Gabriel said. He kept his voice gentle but firm.

Fear of abandonment spiked across their bond.

“I’m not going to cast you out, regardless of the circumstances. If we have to fight or sneak our way through, that’s fine, but we can’t go in blind.”

“Grouchy Panties should trust Packmaster,” Cindra added with a decisive bob of her head.

Reyna rolled her eyes, but she grinned at the hellhound. “Ya got me there, Boobs,” she said before turning to Gabriel. “This is where I was supposed to meet Raeya after my last hunting trip. She wasn’t here, and I may have gone a bit crazy trying to find her.”

A slight frown tugged at Sthuza’s lips, but the way her head-snakes went still reminded Gabriel that she had her own traumatic past as well.

“I-it took me almost a month to piece together that, well”—Reyna swallowed hard, her gaze dropping to the packed dirt road again—“some assholes had tricked her and sold her into slavery.”

Cindra didn’t bother to conceal her outrage in the slightest. The powerfully built hellhound’s expressive face twisted into a mask of raw hate that mirrored the rage and anguish leaking from Reyna. She kept silent, but Gabriel knew she was going to want revenge for her grouchy Packsister.

“Once I got a clue from this deadbeat adventurer, I tracked down the fucker that… that tricked Raeya and set her up for the others,” Reyna met Gabriel’s gaze. “I-I might have made a bit of a spectacle when I confronted the shit-snorting ass maggot,” she admitted, almost blushing.

Lips twisting into a partial smirk at her wording, Gabriel sighed. “Roughly how big would this ‘bit of a spectacle’ be? Did you drunkenly accuse him in public, or are we talking full-on, ripped his head off, and then skinned him in the town square?”

Reyna snorted, and some of the pain he sensed through their bond lessened. Shaking her head, she said, “Closer to the second. He must have heard I was after him and tried to run. I caught him in the marketplace and, well… I shifted and roared a bunch of shit at him. Things got… messy after that.” She was definitely blushing now.

“Did you punish the dessspicable deccceiver?” Sthuza asked in an angry hiss. The venomous hatred in her words left Gabriel no doubt that what happened to Iylara must have been similar.

Reyna’s face darkened, and she nodded, tossing her thick blond stripe about. “Yeah, I worked the fucker over in front of everyone after he pulled his sword.”

“While some people might not appreciate you doing that in public, I don’t see why it should cause any real problems for us,” Gabriel said.

Reyna winced. “Well, uh, the constable and a couple watchmen tried to arrest him, but I kicked one in the groin and bit someone’s hand. Then I might have gotten a little carried away punishing the shitstain while everyone watched.”

“Carried away?”

“I… I ripped his cock off and shoved it down his throat after he confessed everything he knew,” Reyna admitted.

“You castrated him at the same time, yes?” Sthuza asked, sounding darkly eager.

“Course I did. That’s around when they brought a mage in, and he blasted me with a sleep spell or some shit. I woke up that night in jail.”

“Did evil man die?” Cindra growled.

Reyna chuckled darkly. “Yeah, fucker bled out while they restrained me. I spent a few days in jail before they got a priest of Justice to come interrogate me. Once they confirmed everything about Raeya, th-they let me go. Well, I guess they threw me out of town more like,” she said with a sigh.

“You were not convicted of anything, Miss Reyna?”

“Nah. Constable was pissed, but they wanted to sweep it all under the rug as quick as they could. Stillcrest has more beastkin and lycans than Lostbarrow, despite the smaller size. What happened to Raeya scared a bunch of folks. The magistrate trying me might have riled ‘em up,” Reyna explained like it was nothing.

“Thank you for telling me,” Gabriel said. He caught her gaze and held it. “Don’t worry. Our priority is picking up Estrial’s trail, but if anyone messes with you, we’ve got your back.”

Reyna looked away but nodded, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.


Chapter Twenty-One










The guards finally called out when they stood ten feet from the scarred gate. Thick bands of metal and blackened runes reinforced massive ironwood timbers, and two men leaned out from the battlement above.

“Odd time to be arriving, ain’t it?” the shorter one asked. “Weren’t expecting to see anyone given how foul the weather’s been.”

“We have pressing business and did not stop for the storm,” Sthuza replied. Given her adventurer rank and beautiful human guise, they had all agreed she would have the best chance of charming any guards.

“Guild ranked?” the second guard asked. He was taller and broader than his partner and wore a rather nice mail hauberk and open-faced helm.

“Yes, I am Silver-ranked, while my companions are all Bronze,” Sthuza said, holding her tag up in one hand.

The second guard whistled and stepped away.

“Wait, Johann, that’s that fucking lycan bitch!” the other man said, pointing at Reyna. “Fuck are you people doing with a feral mutt like her?”

The moment the short human pointed at his bonded, white-hot anger flared up within Gabriel. He clenched his fists tight and strained against the urge to burn the whole gatehouse down.

Reyna sidled closer to Gabriel, almost touching him. The lycan’s fear and regret that she would cause them trouble flooded across their bond.

Her meek posture only fueled his protective outrage, and visions of the many ways he could punish the rude man danced through his mind.

Before Gabriel could act, Sthuza took one of his hands in hers. Her cool touch soothed much of his anger, and he relaxed his shoulders when a few of her concealed head-snakes brushed against his face.

Gabriel bit his lip to hold back the threat he wanted to issue.

Already killed enough guards back in Lostbarrow. Don’t need to start a fight here too.

Her tag still held in her other hand, his Prime fixed the mouthy guard with a harsh stare. “Do you intend to turn away a Guild party?”

The man seemed to wilt for a moment before shaking his head. “Nah, you’re welcome to enter, Madame, but that feral bitch needs to prove herself trustworthy afore I’m letting her in.” By the time he finished, he had a smarmy look on his face.

Reyna startled Gabriel by pressing up against his side, and he glanced down at her. Her face was bright red, and shame filled her amber eyes before she lowered her gaze.

“If that is the case,” Sthuza said,” I will be forced to report your behavior to the local Guild Represen—”

“You’d best wipe that perverse look off your face before I come up there and rip it off,” Gabriel growled, interrupting his Prime.

The man glared down at Gabriel, and the second guard leaned over the partial wall and studied him. “You’d threaten the Town Watch?” the taller one, Johann, asked.

“I don’t give a shit about you or your town. We’re following a Guild criminal, but I will not allow anyone to treat my women with such disrespect,” Gabriel warned in a tone that hinted at a complete willingness for violence.

“You lot look surprisingly well-geared for Bronze adventurers,” Johann said. He chewed his lip as he studied Gabriel and the women. His eyes seemed to linger on Gabriel’s arcane conduit and Cindra’s oversized adamantite sword.

Sensing that this was their last chance at a peaceful resolution, Gabriel stared up at the man, willing him to let it pass and allow them to enter.

The shorter guard seemed to rediscover his spine and snatched up a loaded crossbow from behind the half wall. “You adventurers are all so damn arrogant. You’re under arrest for threatening the Watch,” he sneered. “Could have let you in with just a little time with the lycan mutt, but now you’re going to face the magistrate. After a few nights in jail.”

Gabriel ignored the smug guard, his entire focus on the better-equipped one. Between the man’s composed bearing and his quality armor, it was obvious he had the final say. Their gazes locked, and Gabriel could almost hear the man think.

“Put the crossbow down, Elrich,” Johann ordered. He watched Gabriel with complete focus, but when Elrich didn’t comply, he turned to the shorter man and repeated himself.

“But… he threatened me. Threatened to attack the town.”

“Regardless, their tags mean the Guild will investigate. Do you really want to explain how you intended to make the lycan prove herself to a Guild Inquisitor?” Johann asked with a sharp edge.

Elrich shrank at the title, and Gabriel finally relaxed.

The taller guard turned his attention to Sthuza and gave a partial bow. “My apologies for the delay, Madame. You and your companions are welcome in Stillcrest,” he said. When Sthuza nodded in reply, the well-armored guard grinned at Reyna. “I would ask that you try and avoid castrating anyone in town this time.”

Reyna mumbled and nodded before Cindra walked over and grabbed the smaller woman in a hug. “Ci—I’ll watch over her,” she said as she effortlessly held the lycan off the ground with one arm.

“Gah, you’re gonna crush me with those sweater stretchers,” Reyna grumbled. Despite her words, she put up little resistance, and the emotional turmoil that filled her bond grew warm and grateful.

Johann muttered something about sending a message as he turned away and dragged Elrich out of sight. A minute later, the reinforced doors creaked open.

Gabriel and his bonded passed through the gate without further issue, and Cindra put the petite lycan back down.

Reyna took the lead and guided them past a multitude of shops and stalls filled with all manner of animal and monster skins, horns, meat, and more.

The smells from the various goods for sale assaulted Gabriel’s sensitive nose, but the spicy, smoky scent of meat that wafted from a large, pine-walled structure whet his appetite. He glanced over and was unsurprised to see Cindra drooling as she veered toward the smokehouse.

“Knock that off, Sugar Tits,” Reyna grumbled. She grabbed one of the hellhound’s clawed hands, but the larger woman showed no notice of the added weight.

“Cindra, we’re going to settle in and see if we can determine how far ahead of us Estrial is before we worry about food. I’m counting on you to help us,” Gabriel said.

The muscular woman stopped in an instant. Standing straight, she rushed to his side, bobbing her head. “Food after work and then maybe… mating time?” she asked with an eager smile.

He chuckled and nodded, causing her to bounce happily in place. “Yes. We need to hit the Guildhall first, then we’ll see about getting dinner. Afterward, we’ll see how much time we have left before bed.”

Shaking her head, Sthuza shot him a smirk, but he could sense her own excitement growing. “It has been a while since I visited Stillcrest, Gabriel, but I agree the hall would be the best starting point for us.”

“It’s just a couple streets over.” Reyna pointed off to her left then started that way. “Th-that slimy shit who tricked my sister… I grabbed him out in front of it. There’s a large square where merchants hawk overpriced wares for adventurers.”

Fewer people were wandering about the city than back in Lostbarrow. Despite that, the beautiful women at Gabriel’s side still drew a great deal of attention. Fortunately, no one seemed willing to approach them, and he soon realized it was Reyna’s presence that kept them at bay.

‘Reyna’s description of what happened was intense, but I think it was actually an even bigger event than I originally assumed. Most of the people won’t even meet my eyes.’

‘Yes, Master. Miss Reyna does have a talent for making an impression. We will need to keep watch on the locals and her, just in case. There may be those who are sympathetic to the filth that enslaved her sister. And I could easily see some judgmental fool dredging up unpleasant memories for her,’ his Prime sent. There was a harsh underlying tone in her mind-voice, and a quick look at her bond revealed a surprising amount of low-lying anger.

Guess Reyna’s situation reminds her of… whatever happened with Iylara.

It didn’t take them long to reach the open-air market Reyna had mentioned. The rugged Guildhall in Stillcrest lacked the impressive grandeur of Lostbarrow’s.

When Reyna began to slow, Sthuza stepped away from him and joined the hesitant lycan. “If you would, please allow me to deal with the Guild bureaucrats,” the disguised gorgon said.

Reyna chuckled. “Yeah, that’d be a good idea. I… I also didn’t get along well with the local adventurers.”

Sthuza arched an eyebrow at her words and glanced back to Gabriel when she didn’t elaborate.

‘I think she tried to join the Guild, but one or more assholes took advantage of her. Screwed her over,’ he sent.

Sthuza’s emerald eyes caught his, and she gave a slight nod, then led them up the stone stairs and into the simple entryway. Beyond was the Guildhall’s common room, where adventurers could seek all manner of services.

Gabriel let Cindra move ahead of him on the off chance any of Estrial’s party was still in town.  Stepping through the plain but reinforced doorway, he quickly surveyed the crowded front hall. Over a dozen adventurers clustered around the main points of interest.

One group stood at the oak counter. An elegantly dressed, green-haired elven woman there appeared to be listening to something she very much wished she was not. Dark bags beneath her eyes detracted from her beauty, and she sighed as she rubbed her temple.

Most of the other men in the room orbited a beautiful, brunette human woman in a flattering green-and-white silk dress. It was a touch lighter than the green of Sthuza’s armor and looked expensive enough to belong in a noble’s court instead of among rough and ready adventurers.

The bandoleer of S-Crystals and the belt sagging from a collection of wands that dangled at her waist explained why she looked so comfortable despite her surroundings.

She said something, and a large man facing the notice board behind her nodded.

Gabriel was a little surprised at the number of crystals she carried. Even the lesser ones, which could entomb nothing larger than a goblin, cost more than most adventurers could make in months.

Wonder how strong she is? There’s no way she could maintain all of those for very long. The mana drain for so many would be insane.

The wealthy summoner glanced Gabriel’s way as he joined his Prime. She had high cheekbones and a flawless complexion. Her hazelnut eyes shifted from him to his bonded as they followed him in, and he felt an instant dislike for the brunette when she scowled at Cindra.

I don’t like the way she’s looking at Cindra. Not sure if it’s her beastkin nature or jealousy over how hot she is. Either way, just ignore her and focus on finding Estrial.

He turned away from the scowling woman and glanced at the rest of the adventurers present. He didn’t seriously expect to find any of his erstwhile companions in the hall, but he wanted to be certain.

There was only one other female, a dwarven adventurer who appeared to be arguing with the elf. The men looked much like Gabriel was used to from his days desperately seeking a party back in Lostbarrow.

One man who hovered around the beautiful summoner wore a flamboyant mage’s robe that would have made Kelith’s look drab. The rest of the men around her were geared for the rough life of an adventurer.

‘Given his complete lack of armor and weapons, that guy’s either a pretentious fool or a highly competent caster. Given he’s only got a Dwarven Steel tag, I’m guessing the former.’

‘I agree, Master. The scowling girl has Silver, but all the rest look harmless. Fortunately, it seems what I discovered at the Guildhall in Lostbarrow is true. The staff appear quite overworked. I have no doubt they will be eager to avoid becoming entangled in our quest for Estrial,’ his Prime replied.

Sthuza’s gaze shifted from the elf over to the brunette summoner, and Gabriel felt a flicker of something ugly when the woman noticed Sthuza looking her way.

The man next to her ripped a note from the large notice board behind her and turned around.

‘No fucking way!’ Gabriel all but shouted in his mind. Sthuza flinched at the volume of his sending.


Chapter Twenty-Two










The moment Gabriel spotted the man, he focused his mind into a single thought and directed it at Cindra. He flooded their bond with his overwhelming need for her to restrain Reyna before she got out of control.

The surge of blind rage and heart-twisting agony that poured forth from his bond with the snarling lycan confirmed Gabriel’s instincts.

“You gods-damned ass maggot! I’m gonna kill you! Rip your putrid cock off and s—” Reyna’s words morphed into a bloodcurdling screech. Shifting into her hybrid form in an instant, she lunged toward the well-built but heavyset man.

The man who Gabriel had seen in her memories. The one who had tricked and abused her. Humiliated her.

Cindra responded without hesitation. She reached out and grabbed the enraged werebadger by the back of her breastplate. Muscles cording against her tight leather armor, the statuesque hellhound lifted the stocky lycan a foot off the ground. “Packmaster wants you to stay,” she said.

“You dare threaten my companions and me?” the glaring noblewoman demanded, strutting toward them. Up close, her green dress looked tighter than Cindra’s armor, and she stared at Reyna like she was diseased.

His smallest bonded was snarling and spitting foam as she growled. Though it was loud, nothing Reyna uttered made sense, and Gabriel was glad for that blessing.

‘We need to find out what this is about. She seems more pissed than she was with the baron. I think there’s more to this than just the memory I saw.’

‘Yes, Master,’ Sthuza replied. She paused for a moment, then added, ‘I understand your desire to help her, but we do not have time to divert from our objective.’

‘I know. It’ll have to wait until after we deal with Estrial.’

The buxom, loudmouthed woman had said something Gabriel didn’t catch, but he felt a spike of anger from all three of his bonded.

Cindra growled deep in her throat. The rumble sounded so enraged, it sent a shiver down his spine as he glanced at the hellhound.

She still held the snarling lycan off the ground. But her beautiful face was locked in a dark visage that promised a very messy future for everyone that was not Pack.

The hissing sound to his left confirmed that Sthuza was more than pissed as well, and he took a deep breath before focusing his will to add a touch of mana to his voice. “That’s enough!”

Everyone present turned to stare at him. Sthuza calmed in an instant, and even his other two bonded went silent. The puffed-up brunette stared at him with wide brown eyes. “Who do you think—”

Gabriel met her gaze without blinking. A powerful surge of indignation and outrage flowed into him from all three of his bonds, but he kept most of it from his face. “Shut your mouth before you make this worse. We haven’t harmed you, so… Just. Walk. Away.”

He wanted the woman to let the issue drop. Willed her to leave. Whatever she had said offended all of his bonded, and he knew if he heard it, there would be blood.

After sensing Estrial tampering with the crystal, and with no hope of picking up their scent after the storm, he had no interest in any more detours.

We don’t have time for this stuck-up bitch and her hangers-on. And I don’t want to slaughter our way out of here.

The noblewoman opened her mouth to say more, but the tall, slender elven woman stepped in between her and Gabriel.

The tan-skinned elf raised a white-gloved hand to adjust a pair of crystal scholar’s glasses highlighting her oversized, light-green eyes. “Ah, Jessandra, what is going on here?”

The human woman shifted her glare to the elf, and her full lips twisted in disgust. “Nothing, Illanaya,” she spat.

“That is good. I do not need any more paperwork to file.”

Jessandra scowled, then turned, flipping her thick brown locks about, and stomped away. The foppish mage rushed after her while two of the men glared at Gabriel. Cindra growled again, and the pair flinched then followed the summoner outside.

The man Gabriel had recognized made a vulgar gesture with his tongue toward Reyna, then joined the last of his companions and exited the Guildhall.

Illanaya turned to him and his bonded. “I take it you are the new arrivals Johann mentioned when he messaged me?”

Relaxing with a long sigh, Gabriel nodded, which drew a small but sincere smile from the attractive, green-haired elf.

‘Should I prepare for her to join us as your next bonded, Master?’ Sthuza teased.

Gabriel couldn’t quite resist a grin, but the woman before him was focused on a book held in her left hand.

“Johann said you are adventurers,” she said.

“Yeah,” Gabriel replied. “We’re tracking a Guild criminal who passed through here recently.”

The elf frowned at his words, and he felt a brief flicker of worry that she would see through his deceit, but he decided to stick to their plan.

‘It is true, Master. Estrial betrayed an official Guild adventurer. It would be a serious crime if we reported it, though it is in our best interests to keep the circumstances of your death secret. I believe this is the local Guild Representative. Perhaps she can tell us more about our quarry.’

Sighing, Illanaya pushed her glasses up to rub her eyes. Those bright orbs snapped open again to study Gabriel. “You are going to cause trouble, aren’t you?”

“That depends. Would you count killing a Gold-ranked adventurer who betrayed and murdered a party member as trouble?” he asked. The memory of what Estrial did to him made his fists clench.

She sighed again, louder. “Yes. Yes, I would.” Pausing for a moment, she muttered to herself, “Though, that would explain a few things.”

Sthuza stepped over and presented her Silver tag. “We have no wish to disturb you or this town, Miss… Illanaya?”

The elf shook her head, sending green braids dancing. “I have only seen two Golds here in the past month, and one was yesterday, so I have a rather decent idea of who you are after.”

Something about her voice made Gabriel suspect she really did not want them to name Estrial.

‘I concur, Master… and truthfully, it does make sense. Until we talk names, Illanaya has no need to formally record a grievance. From the looks of things, she has quite enough work without getting involved with our hunt.’

‘Maybe she’ll be more helpful if we keep this quiet then.’

“Sh-they were here just yesterday?” Gabriel asked the Guild Rep. He worked to keep his growing emotions out of his voice. With two of his bonded still roiling with rage over whatever Jessandra had said, it took more focus than he would have expected.

The elf nodded, but her dark-green lips curved downward. “Yes. But before you ask,” she said, giving Gabriel a pointed stare. “We don’t require parties to report their comings and goings. I’d be hard-pressed to tell you where any adventurer is, or is headed, at any given time.”

Gabriel sighed and bit back an angry retort that sounded like something Reyna would say.

Fortunately, Sthuza stepped over and captured one of his arms. She turned to Illanaya and gave a slight nod. “Thank you anyway. We will be spending the night here and checking around before we continue on our journey. Does the Guildhall have any spare rooms where we may rest?”

Shoulders slumping, Illanaya studied them for a moment. “We only have two open rooms. One Silver and one Gold suite. Since Jessandra took the other Gold Suite, I might as well assign the last one to you, but it’s up to you four to make it work.

“And, please try not to rile up the locals. All these crusader idiots ranting about the dark lord resurgent up in Kormyr are causing me enough headaches already.”

Sthuza flashed a brilliant smile. “I assure you, we have no desire to draw any undue attention. We have been on the road for some time and are in dire need of a decent night’s rest.”

The elf’s eyes darted over to Cindra, who still held Reyna up with one outstretched arm. “Yes… I see.”

Gabriel followed her gaze, and Cindra must have felt him looking at her as she beamed at him. She started to speak, but Reyna reached over and covered the taller woman’s mouth, muffling her words.

Quick thinking, Reyna. No need to risk Cindra saying something that would make all of this more awkward. Probably something about my dick.

“If these are your companions when tired, please leave my city before they’re fully rested,” Illanaya muttered.

Sthuza let out an amused giggle, but the elf waved and walked away.

“So, what’s the plan now, ya walking fuckstick?” Reyna growled. She still hadn’t removed her small hands from Cindra’s mouth, and it was all he could do not to laugh at their ridiculous pose.

“First,” he started. “Cindra, please put Reyna down.”

Her blue eyes brightened, and the hellhound lowered the glaring lycan to her feet.

Gabriel pulled away from his Prime and moved over to tousle Cindra’s windswept gray mane. Despite her imposing appearance, the powerfully built monster girl lowered her head and leaned into his hand. Turning his focus to Reyna, he frowned at the hateful expression on her face.

A single brush of her bond revealed a raging storm of hate and sorrow. She was furious at him for silencing her earlier. But that anger was almost nonexistent compared to her fury and sadness.

‘She’s pissed about the conflict with that woman. Well, not the stuck-up bitch. It’s that asshole I saw in her memory. But something feels off. I can get the fury, but why does she feel so sad?’

‘I cannot say, Master. She was clearly focused on the black-haired male with the paunch, and her aura radiated with a truly impressive hatred.’

‘Yeah. But now there’s way too much sadness flooding across her bond. There has to be more to the story than just the memory I saw.’

‘Yes, Master. Regardless, I imagine Miss Reyna will want to hunt him down, but that will have to wait until we have Lady Merideva safely ensconced.’

‘I’m just glad we avoided any bloodshed in the middle of town. It’ll be nice to spend a night in a real bed without worrying about the guard or the Guild coming after us.’

Sthuza let out a throaty chuckle and started off toward the city center. “So, Miss Reyna, Master will listen to your concerns later. Once we are in private. For now, please do remember our purpose here.”

Reyna glared at the beautiful redhead, but she nodded and stomped after the disguised gorgon. “I know. He saved my life and got me what I wanted. Not going to fuck this up for ‘im now.”

She turned her amber eyes on Gabriel, and it looked like she was struggling not to cry. Before he could say anything, Cindra walked over and slung a muscular arm around the petite blonde’s shoulder.

“Gah, get your damn arm off me, Sugar Tits. Didn’t ya get enough of touching me already?”

A young man in Guild livery approached them but stopped several feet away. “Um, ex-excuse me, Ma-Madame Illanaya asked me to give you these,” he said before extending a shaky hand.

Two brass rectangles sat on his palm. One with a silver insert, the other gold.

Sthuza flashed the nervous teenager a polite smile before she took both enchanted keys. “Thank you. We can find the rooms on our own.”

He swallowed then nodded several times before he turned and all but ran away.

Sthuza snickered but focused on the numbers etched onto the two flat keys. Once satisfied, she gestured toward the rear of the hall.

“Why was that pup so scared?” Cindra asked.

Reyna tried to shake the hellhound off again, then gave up and chuckled. “Those massive tits of yours probably scared him. If you turn too fast, you could knock a bitch out with ‘em.”

Laughing, Gabriel followed his bonded through the hall toward the guest rooms.
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It didn’t take long to reach their rooms in the Guildhall guest quarters. Sthuza stopped in front of one door, then pointed down the hall. “This is the Gold suite, Master. The single is should be directly below us.”

Gabriel nodded while she slipped the thin metal rectangle into a slot by the door handle. He had seen similar locks in the Academy but had never actually held such a key.

A soft chime sounded, and Sthuza opened the sturdy hardwood door. The room beyond was much nicer than the one they had stayed at in the Careless Queen, but Gabriel paid it little attention.

Instead, he focused on Reyna. Still held tight against Cindra, she frowned and glared down at the gray tile floor.

‘Sthuza, I think it’s time Reyna explains what exactly happened. Something about her reaction to that asshole felt off. It can’t just be about how he treated her. I… I think he must have been involved with what happened to her sister.’

Sthuza sighed, and multiple disguised head-snakes turned toward him. ‘It is possible, Master. If you intend to return and hunt him down later, I would ask that we include that foul-mouthed summoner and deal with them at the same time.’

‘That’s fine. I missed whatever she said that pissed you three off, and right now, I don’t want to know what it was. I’ve struggled to control my emotions when people insult any of you. And we’ve got enough to handle without me picking any extra fights.’

His Prime nodded.

‘Would you mind taking Cindra with you for now? And if possible, find out what you can about that group,’ he sent. ‘I’d like to talk to Reyna in private at first. She might feel more comfortable if she only has to tell me.’

‘Of course, Master,’ Sthuza replied. She leaned in and pressed a chaste kiss to his cheek, then handed him the second key. Afterward, she turned and grabbed Cindra’s free hand. “Come along, Cindra. Ma—Gabriel is going to escort Miss Reyna to her room.”

The hellhound flashed Gabriel a lewd grin, complete with waggling eyebrows and matching tail, then released Reyna.

Sthuza led the taller woman into the suite then closed the door.

Turning to Reyna, Gabriel nodded toward the stairs at the far end. “Let’s go.”

He didn’t bother to look back, trusting that his bonded would follow. Once he reached the assigned room, he copied Sthuza’s action, and the same chime sounded. He opened the door and gestured for Reyna to go first.

Her cute face was set in a mask of anger, but she complied and stomped her way into the much smaller private room.

With a stained maple ceiling and smooth, magically crafted stone walls, the room felt secure and well-made. A thick red rug covered most of the gray tile floor, and Gabriel took his boots off before stepping onto the plush carpet. Pressed up against the far wall was the dark-oak headboard of a bed just large enough for Cindra.

Working through the glyphs for his standard cleaning spell, he turned to Reyna. “Why don’t you drop the pack and kick off your boots. We might as well get comfortable.”

Her amber eyes hardened, and she glared up at him. Her small mouth shifted to a thin line, and she crossed her arms across her modest bust. “Just cause I sucked your dick that one time doesn’t mean I’m gonna be your fucking toy.”

Nonplussed, Gabriel blinked at the feisty lycan. “I’m not talking about that. If you don’t want to rest, that’s fine. But I need you to explain what happened back there.”

Not waiting for her response, he released the simple spell and relaxed as the soothing magic cleansed them both of the dirt and grime from a long day of travel.

Reyna shuddered as his magic scoured her clean, but by the time the ethereal suds vanished, her grim expression had softened. She held his gaze for another second or three, then looked down at the rug. “I know you didn’t mean anything… I’m… sorry, Gabriel.”

“Forget it, but we do need to talk. I know you have a history with that,” Gabriel paused to fight down a surge of rage. “That asshole, but your reaction seemed even stronger than when you saw Baron Alberik. What am I missing?”

She jerked at his words, her sharp eyes flared wide, and he could see the fear and shame hidden within their golden depths. “H-how do you know… What do you know?” she asked in a tortured whisper.

“Sometimes, I can… see or witness memories that you three have. It’s… mostly happened during bonding,” Gabriel explained. “But when I… when we, you know, in the forest…” With Reyna’s painful history fresh in his mind, he wasn’t sure how to refer to their recent sexual encounter.

“You mean when you tried to drown me with your massive load of cum?” she asked with a half-hearted smirk.

The words were just like what I’d expect from her, but their delivery lacked the intensity she usually shows. As though she’s trying to act like herself.

Eager to help her cope however he could, Gabriel matched her expression and nodded. “Yeah, while you were doing your best Cindra impersonation.”

Reyna’s grin turned real, and she chortled sadly for a moment before sighing. “How much did you see?” she whispered.

“Not much. I didn’t want to intrude on your privacy. Yours or the others. All I saw was a few seconds where that arrogant prick laughed and kicked you out into the common room of an inn after…” Gabriel trailed off when it became apparent Reyna recalled the exact moment he was referring to.

She nodded to herself and sighed again. “That was back shortly after Mom passed. She’d never approved of the Guild, but… after she died, I stupidly tried to join so I could earn a larger share from my hunts,” Reyna said.

As she mentioned her mother, her wistful tone tugged at his heartstrings, and he struggled over how to comfort the grieving lycan.

“Not sure if ya know, but a lot of merchants and nobles have bullshit contracts with the Guild. Most of the fat fucks wouldn’t do business with me at all. So I usually wound up selling hides and smoked meat to asshole adventurers for a pittance. Then they’d go and make three or four times more at the Guild,” she said. She scrunched her cute nose up in an angry scowl as she spoke, but relief washed over him as she sounded more like her usual self.

She’s not supposed to be meek. Feels as wrong as a subdued Cindra.

“That big guy lied about sponsoring you, right?” Gabriel asked. While he’d had no real trouble joining the Guild, he knew that discrimination against beastkin was widespread.

Reyna growled and nodded. “Yeah, the fucker said he’d get me set up and even let me join his party if I… Well, you know. Stupid young bitch that I was, I fell for the dickbag. He… I…” She seemed at a loss for words, and Gabriel reached out a faint touch toward their bond.

Anger, shame, and fear roiled beneath the surface, and it took him a moment to sort through the quagmire of confused and violent thoughts. When he did, Gabriel found a deep and growing fear that he would cast her aside now, or at least keep her at arm’s length.

She’s worried I won’t be interested in her because of something that happened years ago?

Her golden-brown eyes welled with unshed tears, and the riotous blend of negative emotions he felt through their bond continued to grow. He took a deep breath then pulled her to him.

Reyna’s petite body tensed up in an instant, but Gabriel wrapped her in a gentle embrace and held her against him. He hugged her close but kept his touch light, so she could pull free if she desired.

For several seconds Reyna remained rigid, then she grabbed at his back and pressed herself tight against his armored torso.

The blond lycan muttered something and pulled away just as suddenly. “You were right. It’s been a long day, and we should get comfortable so we can rest.”

Gabriel said nothing. He just watched Reyna as she backed away and then started wiggling.

I already knew she’d been with that big asshole, but there has to be more to her reaction back in the lobby. Should I ask about her sister, or wait and hope she’ll spill in a bit?

It took Reyna a moment to pop the first clasp which secured her looted breastplate. She looked up and frowned at him. “You gonna try and rest in all that armor?”

“Good point,” Gabriel replied before copying her and unbuckling his brigandine. With the straps in front, it took far less time for him to open them, and he shrugged out of the vest of plates by the time she pulled her black breastplate free.

“You should take that shredded coat off too. Damn thing looks crazy hot,” Reyna muttered. Despite her words, the petite werebadger wasn’t looking at him.

Uncertain about her motives, Gabriel complied but hoped that she wasn’t looking for another belligerent blowjob.

Definitely not the right time for sex. She’s got to tell me why she reacted the way she did. There’s something more, and I can’t risk her being unreliable at this stage.

He folded his tattered gray-and-green gambeson and placed it on the table beside the rest of their armor and his sword.

Reyna looked up and met his gaze, her eyes wide. She gnawed at her lower lip and opened her mouth several times, but she never spoke.

She wants me to hug her, just without our armor in the way?

Praying he was correct and wasn’t about to get savagely clawed up, Gabriel grasped the small woman by her shoulders and pulled her close.

Reyna froze for a second, then wrapped her arms tight around his middle. Her breath hitched, and she pressed her face against him. Powerful sobs wracked her petite form a second later, and hot tears soaked into his silk shirt.

Shocked and uncertain, Gabriel held his smallest bonded and let her bawl. He stroked her back gently with one hand but otherwise remained motionless and silent as Reyna cried.

After several long minutes that left his green shirt soaking wet, she grew quiet. Still rubbing her back, he leaned down and placed a chaste kiss on her mussed stripe of blond hair.

Reyna sniffled and rubbed her face against him.

“I don’t want to pressure you, but we still need to talk about what happened,” he whispered.

She nodded and turned her head, pressing her cheek against him. “That asshole, as you said, was Thomas Harlequin. He’s one of the more successful local adventurers and… my ex, I suppose. He’s also the man who sold my sister into slavery,” she said, her voice trembling as she fell back to anguish sobbing.

Her words struck Gabriel in the gut, and he clutched the petite, fragile lycan tighter. He split his focus between comforting his distraught bonded and suppressing the desire to rush out and hunt the man down.

The need to stalk the despicable prick and make him suffer was almost overwhelming.

Gabriel clenched his entire body and ground his teeth as a seemingly unstoppable inferno of rage roared to life within him. Visions of unending cruelties danced within his mind, and he growled in satisfaction at the thought.

‘Master! You must calm yourself, please.’ Sthuza’s mind-voice was loud and demanding in his head, and her intensity interrupted the boiling hatred which receded into the background. He focused on his Prime’s soothing presence, and soon all that remained was a simmering stew of vengeance owed.

‘What happened, Master?’

‘That fucker Reyna tried to attack. He’s the one that sold her sister into slavery. I’ve got to find out more, but we definitely have to kill him.’

‘Yes. I agree entirely, Master. I convinced a Guild bureaucrat to help me, and I have learned much. The woman is Silver-ranked and the eldest daughter of a Count. Dealing with her and the rest of her party right now is too risky, Master. We cannot afford the delay.’

‘I know. But we will be coming back for that guy. Thomas Harlequin.’

Reyna squeezed Gabriel tighter, and he returned his focus to the blonde. “Did Snakes already find a clue on that elf bitch?” she asked. She sniffled loudly and released him.

“No, she hasn’t. I… actually didn’t send her after Estrial. I asked her to get all the information she could on Thomas and Jessandra,” he whispered without letting go of his bonded.

Reyna sniffed again. “Y-you did? Why?”

“Because of how badly you were hurting. We can’t stay and deal with that bastard right now, but he wronged you terribly, and we will punish him.”

She wrapped him in an even tighter hug this time, her lycan strength causing his back to pop and blasting the breath from his lungs. She panicked and loosened her grip but didn’t move away.

Gabriel staggered back and sat down on the bed, pulling Reyna down to sit with him. “Was he the only one involved?”

“I-I caught the slimy fucker he worked with. Ra-Raeya would never have trusted Thomas; sh-she knew how he’d treated me. So he went and hired this degenerate, Deston, to trick her. That’s the slick-talking shitstick I made a mess of in town. Though, he wouldn’t have had a chance to trick her if I hadn’t been stuck in Wildeport.” She paused and sniffled, her small hands gripping Gabriel tighter.

“Once I learned what they’d set up, I raced off to try and rescue her, but… I was too late.” Reyna trembled against him. “Between hunting down Deston and then dealing with even more foul weather… It took me months to catch up to Raeya,” she said before burying her face in his shirt again.

“I can’t change what happened, but as soon as we secure Merideva, I will help you punish everyone who hurt her. I swear.”

Reyna didn’t say anything more, but he picked up fragments of a dozen tortured memories as the werebadger forced herself to relive the most excruciating months of her life.

Gabriel realized she blamed herself because she’d relaxed and partied while waiting for the weather to clear after a lengthy hunt, and she hadn’t returned to Stillcrest in time to meet her sister.

Sighing at how unreasonably Reyna was treating herself, Gabriel sat there and held the sobbing lycan until she cried herself out.

‘Master, after learning all I could, I returned to our room. Cindra and I are ready whenever you and Miss Reyna are,’ Sthuza sent.

Gabriel tilted his head back and stared at the dark maple ceiling. ‘Why don’t you two see if you can find any clues about Estrial. I’m going to spend a little longer with Reyna. I think she’s been bottling it all up inside for a while.’

‘We will keep you apprised, Master,’ Sthuza replied.

Wonder how hard it would be for Meri to make one of those S-Crystals for Thomas.

◆◆◆

It was over fifteen minutes before Reyna stirred. After Gabriel released her, the lycan climbed off the bed and grabbed her breastplate. She shook herself, then stood straight, looking more like her usual self.

Gabriel reequipped his armor and left to give her a few minutes to get settled. He met Cindra and Sthuza in the Guild tavern.

While he wanted to respect Reyna’s privacy, he had seen no choice but to tell Sthuza enough of the story. His Prime must have filled Cindra in, since the energetic hellhound was surprisingly subdued throughout their regrouping in the dim tavern.

Returning to the Gold suite he would share with his other bonded, Gabriel took a moment to appreciate the luxury this time as Sthuza led him inside.

Dark-blue curtains softened the severe appearance of the magically constructed stone walls and ornate copper ceiling. A stylish window of transparent naquala panes set in an ornate frame of equally hard dwarven steel ensured the room remained secure.

Given the clientele they catered to, he was unsurprised by the barred window on the far wall. What he had not expected was the absolutely incredible bed in the room Sthuza led him into.

‘That thing’s big enough for all of us. Even my Minions. Why the hells would adventurers need a bed that large?’

His Prime didn’t reply, but she did snicker, and he heard a faint hissing.

“Ooo!” Cindra shouted.

Gabriel and Sthuza both turned to call her off, but the muscular hellhound was already airborne. She landed with a thump, causing the massive ironwood headboard to slam against the stone wall.

“Cindra, you have to stop doing that,” Gabriel said.

Thankfully, the bed survived the impact, and Cindra crawled around on all fours for several seconds, paying him no attention. She sniffed at the rich blue blanket draped over the thick bed then rubbed her cheek against the fabric. Her fluffy tail wagged happily above her round butt.

“Ccceassse your ridiculousss behavior.”

Sthuza’s harsh tone drew his attention, and Gabriel felt a moment of panic at the sight of the undisguised gorgon. Her head-snakes noticed his expression, and a few of them shook their tiny heads at him. Another bumped against her cheek, and the beautiful monster girl turned to him.

Her pale-green cheeks darkened, but her lips turned up slightly. “Do not worry, Master. Guild bedrooms are protected against all but the most powerful scrying. Adventurers have a proclivity for… extreme relaxation in between delves. And there are many very powerful people who would not wish to be spied on.”

“Does that mean it’s mating time?” Cindra asked from the bed. Sthuza’s grin fell, and she turned toward the bed.

Doing the same, Gabriel blinked at his second bonded. In the few seconds he’d been distracted, the powerful woman had stripped her armor off and now stretched out on the oversized mattress. She wiggled around, rubbing her back against the soft wool.

He fought down a chuckle at her antics and the way Sthuza’s head-snakes scowled at the nude beauty. “Not right now, Cindra. We’ve still got a bit of daylight left, so I’d like to see what we can learn before we settle in for the night.”

Sthuza nodded, a dozen tiny serpents mimicking her. Cindra’s expressive face shifted into a heart-melting pout, but he just beckoned her.

She rolled over and ground her cheek against the bed again. “Aww, this cover feels wonderful, Packmaster.”

Sthuza sighed in exasperation. “That is a lanataek wool blanket. Of course it is comfortable.”

At his Prime’s words, Gabriel recalled the only lanataek he had ever met. A slender, black-wooled female adventurer who had served as a guard at the Academy for two years. Despite the wool covering almost her entire body—or maybe because of it—she had drawn a surprising amount of attention from the primarily male guards.

A head-snake snickered, and he turned to find Sthuza grinning at him. “Do you intend to go looking for a lanataek now, Master?”

Gabriel shook his head.

“Ah, that is a shame…” Sthuza shook her head in mock disappointment, then caught his gaze and licked her lips before flashing a wicked grin. “After all, they are quite delicious.”

I’m not sure which way to take that.

“Ooo… Cindra wants to try one!”

“Put your armor back on, silly puppy. Time is running out for Meri, so we have to move quickly.” Gabriel softened his words with a smile, and after a short sulk, the gray-skinned hellhound leapt off the bed.

“Packmaster should take the blanket with us when we leave.” Cindra landed with the barest whisper, despite her clawed toes. With an enormous grin on her face, she wiggled her plump ass his way. Before anyone could reply, she stopped and squatted down to retrieve her discarded armor and boots.

Almost a shame she didn’t bend over like she would have before Sthuza kept scolding her. Was a lovely sight.

A sharp jolt of disapproval slipped through his bond with Sthuza. Mentally wincing, he focused on projecting his love for the gorgon back across to her. At the same time, he closed off his active thoughts.

I have got to stop oversharing. Especially about that sort of thing. Though, I will have to find out more about what’s truly bothering her at some point. No way to help her leave her past in the past otherwise.

◆◆◆

Though the sun still hung high in the sky, Gabriel suggested they grab dinner while they planned their next move.

A few patrons made muttered comments about Reyna. Gabriel frowned, but she caught his eye and shook her head. Cindra wrapped an arm around her, and he let it go for the moment.

Several adventurers stared longingly at Cindra’s greatsword, a potent reminder of just how valuable Sthuza’s gift was.

Sthuza and Reyna took charge of ordering for them all, and they spoke only a handful of words as they ate.

The food was decent, but Gabriel barely tasted it. Despite the large oross steaks and sweet vinaigrette salad, it lacked the homey feel of Darlene’s cooking, and it paled in comparison to everything Sthuza had prepared.

Still, he had been more than a little surprised when Cindra seemed satisfied with only seconds. The barkeep collected their dirty dishes and stepped away without disturbing their melancholic mood.

“You seen that winged woman those adventurers sold to Sir Darren?” A drunk man asked too loudly.

“Hells yeah. She was way hotter than that frigid bitch of a mage that captured her. Bet she’s a blast in bed,” another man slurred.

A spike of anger ripped through Reyna’s bond, drawing Gabriel’s attention. He had blocked out most of the inane chatter that created a low-level din in the increasingly crowded tavern. Now, he found himself leaning toward the men at the next table over.

The first man drank noisily from a large tankard, wiped his bushy beard, then burped. “Ha, I’d love to get me a monster girl slave like that winged beauty to play with.”

Another surge of raw fury tore through Gabriel’s bond with Reyna.

The other man laughed. “Oh sure, I bet your wife’d love that, wouldn’t she?”

Grimacing, the bearded man nodded. “True, but a man can dream. And speaking of monster girls, check out the pair that big guy’s got over there.”

Both men looked toward Gabriel, and he had to resist the urge to glare back at them. He grabbed his half-full mead and took a long draw, but his eyes watched the men without blinking.

“The gray inutari is hot, I’ll grant you that, but the other two are both humans. How are you so drunk already?”

The first man snickered and shook his head. “Nah, the short one’s Reyna Keenclaw. The lycan that ripped that stupid wastrel’s cock and balls off in the market a few months back,” he whispered. The way his bloodshot brown eyes twitched toward the blond lycan, it was clear he didn’t want her to hear his words.

‘Those men are imbeciles, Master. They are not worthy of the time it would take to teach them the error of their ways,’ Sthuza sent, and Gabriel smiled.

‘Thanks for watching out for me, my love. I don’t care about them; they’re harmless. But, did you hear the bit he said about a monster girl that was captured by a “frigid bitch of a mage”?’

Gabriel’s smile widened when Sthuza blinked and slowly turned to face him.

‘If not for the fact Estrial’s party captured and sold Miss Reyna to the baron, I would never have suspected them of wasting time slaving. But that does sound suspiciously like the elven sorceress, Master.’

‘Exactly. I think Sir Darren is the local lord here. He travels to Lostbarrow frequently for trade talks and such.’

“What’s got you two so damn perky?” Reyna grumbled. There was still a dangerous rage brewing just beneath the surface of her bond. She knocked back another ale and slammed her mug on the thick wood table.

“Maybe Packmaster is looking forward to tonight’s mating,” Cindra suggested, her blue eyes brightening.

A serving girl walked past, and the hellhound snatched two mugs from the heavy tray she carried. The woman panicked and stumbled but kept from dropping her load.

She turned to glare at Cindra, but Reyna growled at her, “You’re taking too long. Need to keep ‘em coming.”

Cindra turned to face the young woman, who paled when she flashed her fangs. The human rushed off, and Cindra passed one of the looted mugs of ale to the lycan.

“Thanks, Sugar Tits,” she said before looking to Gabriel. “So anyway, why are you two looking so perky all of a sudden? Been playing mind-footsie again?”

“Sthuza and I were thinking about when we met you,” he replied. “Looks like Estrial might have done the same thing again.”

Already in mid-sip, Reyna’s blond eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. She sputtered on her drink, and Cindra gave her a friendly slap on the back.

Reyna slammed forward, flipped the heavy table, and crashed to the floor in a mess of spilled drinks and scattered food. All eyes in the tavern turned to stare.

“Whoops,” Cindra said, ducking her head down. Her gray cheeks darkened, but the twinkle of her eyes made Gabriel grin.

“We’ll go check it out once we pay up and deal with this mess,” he said.

Seeing them get along so well is more than worth drawing a little too much attention.


Chapter Twenty-Four










The walk to Sir Darren’s manor was quick and uneventful. When they arrived, a blond inutari maid in formal doublet and silk pantaloons greeted them and escorted them into a luxurious parlor. The stocky canine beastkin had a blank face and a harsh accent, but she treated Gabriel and his bonded with far more respect than he had expected.

To his surprise, they were left waiting less than ten minutes before a snow-white inutari maid in an identical black uniform asked them to follow her.

Cindra’s head tracked the attractive young woman’s bushy tail as it waggled back and forth with each step.

‘Any idea why she’s staring at these maids?’

‘This is the closest the furcoat has been to any canine beastkin, Master. I imagine they remind Cindra of her old Pack. This one is too slender and short to be a hellhound, but her tail is almost identical, save for the coloring.’

‘Fair. I just hope Cindra behaves herself. Really don’t want to kill another lord. Even if this one’s not landed.’

‘Have faith, Master. You asked her not to reveal anything when we meet him. If needed, you can always remind Cindra through your bond. She will listen to you.’

Gabriel nodded and shifted his focus back to the maid just as she opened a pair of ornate white-and-gold doors.

She curtsied low and bowed her head. “Sir Darren will see you now, honorable adventurers,” she said in the same strong accent as the other servant.

Sthuza slipped her arm through Gabriel’s, and they stepped into the formal study side by side.

The room within was just as well-appointed as the rest of the estate. The decor was not as ornate as what they had seen in the baron’s castle, but the manor was well-maintained. While it had a comfortable, lived-in feeling, it lacked the rundown appearance of Alberik’s home.

How hard will it be for the baroness to restore the castle? We made a hell of a mess.

Gabriel pushed all trivial thoughts aside when he spotted the local lord.

Sir Darren stood up and walked around his large and crowded ebonwood desk. Taller than average for a human, he had the solid build of a lifetime of physical labor, or very high Soul Essence, and a handsome unwrinkled face. He moved with a lethal grace that suggested his powerful body was well-trained. His thick hair had turned mostly white but combined with his smooth complexion and confident posture, it made him look far younger than his hard, blue eyes suggested.

In keeping with the understated wealth on display throughout the manor, Sir Darren dressed simply. His long-sleeved white shirt had the soft sheen of spider-silk and paired well with black trousers. Unlike his immaculate clothes, the pair of calf-high boots he wore showed signs of extensive and active use.

‘This man looks far more competent than that foolish baron, Master.’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard a bit about him. He’s traveled to Lostbarrow regularly to meet with some Guild officers and the baron. I remember hearing about some grand scheme he had for trade. He was a Mithril-ranked adventurer before “retiring” to govern here.

“Ah, welcome, welcome,” Sir Darren said. He flashed a broad, easy smile and gestured to a pair of wide, white leather sofas. “Please have a seat. Would you care for any refreshments before we begin?” Without waiting for a reply, he pressed a rune-engraved button on his desk, and a chime rang.

“Some elven icefire would be most appreciated,” Sthuza said, mirroring his friendly expression.

He ordered the white-haired inutari to retrieve the expensive elven whiskey and five tumblers. She returned and began to pour their drinks by the time Gabriel and his bonded had settled onto the comfortable sofas.

No one spoke as the maid distributed the now frosty glasses. Gabriel took an experimental sip of his drink and almost choked on the intense flavor.

The gelid liquid chilled his mouth even as a heady blend of sweet spices assaulted his taste buds. He swallowed a mouthful and savored the pleasant burn as it warmed his core.

Seated on the other sofa, Cindra gave a quiet, pleased rumble as she sipped her chilled whiskey. Sthuza and Reyna both consumed theirs without sound.

Sir Darren looked to Gabriel. “First time with icefire?” Unlike most of Gabriel’s encounters with aristocrats, he sensed no malice or ridicule in the man’s powerful voice.

“Yes, my lord. It was too expensive while I was at the Academy.”

The older man chuckled and nodded. “I can imagine. My first taste was the night I earned my Silver tag. Nowadays, I can have it whenever I wish.” His eyes lost focus, and he shook his head slowly. “It’s interesting the way life so rarely follows the course we planned.”

‘That’s for sure, and I’m damn glad mine didn’t.’

‘As am I, Master.’

“So, I take it Baron Alberik already heard of the gift I have planned for him and is eager to resume discussing the dungeon? I thought it might take a while longer for my message to reach him,” Sir Darren said after finishing off his drink.

Gabriel blinked, his mind thrown by the mention of the dungeon.

‘You have any idea what he’s talking about?’ Gabriel asked his Prime.

‘No. Not the slightest clue. And I am torn as to whether or not we should inform him of the baron’s death.’

‘Yeah.’

Gabriel took another, slower sip of the spicy drink and savored it for as long as he could. He spent that time wracking his brain for inspiration. “Ah, by gift, are you referring to the monster girl slave you purchased recently?”

The lord nodded, though his expression darkened. “Aye. She was captured after attacking a party of adventurers. Once they subdued her and filed all the paperwork with the Guild, they offered her to me first. I thought of Baron Alberik immediately and bought her on the spot. I cannot imagine he has… partaken of a valkyrie before.”

Seated at Gabriel’s side, Sthuza stiffened at the man’s words. She swallowed loudly. “Ah, I believe you are correct, Sir Darren. If I may, what do you know of this valkyrie?”

“The mage who captured her claimed her arms and armor, but she told me the valkyrie is a shieldmaiden. And apparently quite the talented physical adept. She was… kind enough to demonstrate her skill as a bulwark. Believe it or not, she possesses a rather impressive talent with Reinforcement,” Sir Darren said.

“If this was ten years ago, and she hadn’t attacked a Guild party, I’d be trying to recruit her to delve with. But given the circumstances, I suspect the baron can make… better use of her.”

‘Master! We need to rescue this valkyrie. You must bond her!’ Sthuza sent with such intensity that Gabriel clenched his eyes shut, wincing in pain.

“Are you all right?” Sir Darren asked.

‘My apologies, Master.’

Gabriel looked back to the older man and nodded. “I am, probably swallowed that last bit too fast.”

“Of course.”

He considered for a moment how to best approach the idea of “rescuing” the valkyrie before deciding that honesty might help them the most. A quick mental message to Sthuza, and his Prime agreed with his plan.

“I… am afraid we are not here on behalf of the late Baron Alberik,” Gabriel said. He forced himself to sound solemn, even as he wanted to grin.

Sir Darren’s handsome face shifted into a slight scowl, and he shook his head slightly, as though disappointed, then froze.

“Late? When did he die?” the lord snapped. For a fraction of a second, the jovial gentleman vanished, replaced by a well-disciplined and experienced warrior.

A foreboding chill ran down Gabriel’s back, and Sthuza flinched at his side. She clearly sensed the same spike of danger, but neither Reyna nor Cindra noticed.

Sir Darren relaxed an instant later. His sharp blue eyes darted to the left side of the room and seemed to lose focus. “How did Alberik die?”

“At this time, the precise circumstances of the baron’s death are being kept quiet, out of respect for his family,” Sthuza began.

Reyna snickered, but it morphed into a cough when Cindra elbowed her. The disguised gorgon glared at the lycan before continuing.

“It appears he was engaged in some highly illicit dealings with rogue members of the Guild in Lostbarrow. Rumor is, he had an adventurer betrayed and murdered. As a result, a group of assailants fought their way into his castle. They blew up most of the garrison and slew him in his receiving hall two days ago. Guildmaster Irenath was removed yesterday, along with numerous bureaucratic mages.”

Sir Darren scowled. His cultured manner and accent vanished in an instant. “That ice-cold bitch told me Alberik messaged her just last night. Said he’d asked for a heads up on when and where they intended to auction the valkyrie.”

Reyna chortled. “I swear on my soul, he was doing nothing of the sort. Fucker was—”

She cut off when Cindra elbowed her again.

Hard.

Sir Darren stared at the blonde as she gasped and doubled over.

“Please excuse my uncouth companion’s vulgarity, Lord Darren,” Sthuza said, drawing the man’s attention back to her and Gabriel.

“No need to worry. I spent sixty-four years as an adventurer. I’m still registered for that matter,” he said, pulling out a gleaming Mithril tag from where it hung beneath his simple white shirt. “And please, call me Aren.”

“Of course, Aren. I am Sthuza, and these are my partymates: Gabriel, Cindra, and Reyna,” Sthuza said, gesturing to each of them in turn after displaying her Silver tag.

Aren sighed and tucked his necklace beneath his shirt. “Truthfully, I have regretted the transaction from the moment I agreed to it. I intended to offer the valkyrie as a gift in the hope the hard-headed fool would reopen negotiations. That seems… rather unlikely now.”

“Negotiations with Baron Alberik?” Sthuza asked.

“Yes. The Lostbarrow Dungeon has long been a major source of wealth here. But with the Magic Stones diminishing in quality, that’s fast becoming ancient history. I had the idea to recruit more low-ranked adventurers to focus on harvesting the lesser stones in bulk. If we set the dungeon up as a training ground for new adventurers, the sheer volume should make up for the reduced quality.”

Sthuza nodded with the man’s words. “Do you have any plans for dealing with the Guild? Many of the more… entrenched leaders are quite resistant to expanding their ranks. I believe the typical complaint is about ‘watering down’ the Guild’s reputation.”

Gabriel tuned out Aren’s response and instead considered what doing that would mean for Merideva.

‘What downsides would we face if we encourage large numbers of less-skilled adventurers to delve the dungeon? Assuming we move her Core Room far enough away so that no one stumbles in on her.’

‘As long as we ensure her safety, it should make little difference overall, Master. There are advantages to having higher-level adventurers delving the dungeon, but most of those can wait until our position is more secure. Though… Lady Merideva would likely need to expand the upper levels to allow the increased numbers to spread out.’

‘We’ll have to consider that once we get the crystal.’

“—When I first broached the idea over a year ago, Alberik seemed eager, but several months ago, he changed his tune and has stonewalled me ever since.”

Gabriel clenched his fist tight. ‘That was probably when he came up with the idea to steal Meri.’

‘It makes sense, Master. He must have been planning it all for some time.’

Sthuza shifted beside Gabriel. “So you have done nothing to the valkyrie since you purchased her?” Sthuza asked with an icy edge to her melodic voice.

Aren shook his head. “No, despite all of her delusional rants.” He snorted derisively. “I have never seen the appeal of forcing oneself upon the unwilling. Lyrdros knows there are plenty of nobles out there who clearly derive something from it, though.”

Reyna let out an angry hissing sound, but the knight didn’t respond to it or the scowl on her face. Cindra wrapped an arm around her and pulled her tight. The lycan turned to snarl at the larger woman, who grinned and leaned in to whisper something.

“The death of Alberik ruins my plan for the valkyrie and the dungeon,” Aren said.

Sthuza jabbed her elbow into Gabriel’s side. He winced, then grinned at her unamused expression.

“We could take her off your hands,” he said. “Perhaps we could pay you what you spent to acquire her?”

The older man smiled but shook his head. “No offense, but I have trouble believing you carry a thousand Sovereigns with you.”

Mouth ajar, Gabriel stared at the knight.

“You are correct, Aren,” Sthuza interjected. “The most we could manage right now is a little over one hundred, but if you are willing to accept a promissory note through the Guild, we could get you the rest within the month.”

Gabriel struggled to catch up after hearing his Prime casually promise a fortune for a woman who had been bought as a sex slave.

‘I didn’t realize slaves sold for so much.’

‘She is a valkyrie, Master. That makes her quite rare.’

Aren chuckled. “Honestly, it’s not the coin that worries me. I planned to give the valkyrie to Alberik, so I already counted it as gone. The problem is that reprehensible woman lied to me.” The white-haired man’s face darkened as he spoke. While Gabriel was too distracted to really listen to the man’s complaints, he felt the heavy weight of Aren’s spiritual aura.

‘Do you think he could take down Estrial and the others on his own?’ Gabriel sent to the disguised gorgon.

‘While it is possible, I doubt it, Master. Based solely on his rank and presence, he must be some form of physical adept. No mundane fighters can reach so high. I would put my money on him to beat a Gold-ranked mage, one on one. But from the memories you shared of the traitor’s party, their numbers would likely prevail. Still, I imagine he would at least inflict serious casualties upon them. A pity we cannot wait for him to lash out and then follow up afterward.’

‘Yeah, that would make things a lot easier.’

The moment Gabriel considered that, he saw another way to move forward. It took only a second to share his plan with Sthuza, and she agreed with extreme eagerness.

“Aren,” he began. “If we swore to hunt the adventurers down and reclaim what they paid you, would you consign the valkyrie to us?”

The knight’s piercing blue eyes stared at Gabriel with a frightening intensity. He continued to stare for so long that Cindra let out a low, warning growl that caused the older man to shake his head clear.

“You believe you can best Jessandra and all of her hangers-on?” Aren asked at last. “She is a rather capable summoner.”

‘Shit.’

‘I admit, it is not what I expected either, Master.’

Aren sighed and shook his head. “Jessandra has been nothing but trouble since she arrived. So far, she has used her father’s name and wealth to weasel out of any consequences for her misbehavior. Now that she’s deceived me personally, I want her to pay for it. The fact I answer to her father puts me in an unpleasant situation.”

The arrogant woman’s name reminded Gabriel of his encounter with her and her party in the Guildhall. He had already despised her because of her association with Thomas Harlequin.

What the man had done to Reyna and her sister filled Gabriel with a nearly overwhelming urge to tear him apart. The fact she was born so wealthy yet chose to enslave others herself sparked a growing sense of outrage with him.

‘Sounds like he might agree if we take care of Jessandra and her party. If we find a quick way to deal with them, doing so shouldn’t delay us too much,’ Gabriel sent.

‘Yes, Master. This could still work to our advantage. If Sir Darren backs us, that should minimize any legal entanglements. And I suspect that claiming this valkyrie could make our quest against Estrial much quicker. Just the ability to fly might save us hours or days of tracking.’

‘Good point. I’m going to say yes then.’

“If you’re willing to handle the legal and Guild aspects of it, yes. We can deal with her for you. Though honestly, I thought it was going to be a different female mage. An elven sorceress we’ve been tracking for some time, but I have business with one of Jessandra’s hangers-on anyway,” Gabriel said.

Aren turned to each of Gabriel’s bonded in turn, seeking something. Each of the women matched his gaze, and he turned back to Gabriel. “That works for me. I paid with a Guild-backed gold certificate. If you find it, just hand it over to Illanaya. I’ll send a message and explain the situation to her.”

“Is the valkyrie here in your manor?” Sthuza asked.

“Yes, I had a guest room prepared for her. Humph, I suppose it would be reasonable to inspect her before swearing an agreement,” Aren said. He reached for something concealed behind his desk, and a soft chime rang out. Gabriel felt a tiny pull at the Weave, and a simple spell spiraled into existence.

“Yes, my lord?” a feminine voice purred from the glowing spell construct.

“I’ve had a change of plans for our other guest. Please bring her to my study,” he said.

“At once,” the servant replied. The simplistic spell dissipated into ethereal wisps of mana and faded from view.

“It will take Sylvara a few minutes to collect the valkyrie and drag her to join us,” Aren said with exasperation.

“Understandable,” Sthuza said. “Perhaps we can work out the fine details for the Soul Oath in the meantime.”

‘You will have to be the one who swears, Master. He will instantly sense that we are fully sworn to you. Our bonds override and invalidate any other oaths.’

Gabriel gave a slight nod. “We have pressing business with one of the rogue adventurers Baron Alberik contracted. The elven sorceress we’ve been hunting passed through Stillcrest no more than a few days ago. Once we deal with her, we’ll run down Jessandra and fulfill our end of the agreement.”

“I’m afraid that won’t work for me. A Soul Oath will prove your trustworthiness, but if that rotten woman runs, you might never chase her down. If you want the valkyrie, you’ll have to swear to deal with Jessandra before she can leave town.”

Gabriel sighed and bit back his instinct to reply. ‘Do you think saving this valkyrie is worth the delay? I don’t know how skilled that summoner is, but she has a lot of S-Crystals.’

‘I expect that her summons will be limited to what she could buy. Given the amount of wealth she clearly has, the fact she chooses to operate from here rather than one of the major dungeon cities suggests she is not skilled enough to tame or capture her own. A capable summoner with the S-Crystals she displayed would find far more success delving one of the major dungeons instead of hunting monsters from this backwater. I imagine most of the adventurers in this area are focused on hunting and escort missions rather than delving.

‘And yes, Master, a valkyrie shieldmaiden with sufficient defensive capability to impress a seasoned adventurer like Aren is more than worth what should be a very brief delay. Even if she is only useful as a guardian, I am confident she will prove valuable to you. None of your bonded are truly suited for holding back and occupying the enemy.’

Gabriel considered his Prime’s response for several seconds. His instincts screamed for him to agree. They burned with a fiery passion, demanding that he rip out the throats of the rotten bitch and each of the scum who followed her. He had never liked the idea of sexual slavery. Since bonding with Reyna and learning of her sister’s horrid death, the mere thought was enough to make him see red.

But the risk-averse part of his mind, the aspect he had relied on to survive for so long after his mother’s death, rebelled against picking a tough fight they didn’t have to face. Hunting down Jessandra would be far more dangerous than eliminating the band of magicless bandits they had fought yesterday.

“… Agreed,” he said to Aren, though his eyes were focused on Reyna. “Assuming everything is fine with the valkyrie… we’ll deal with the summoner’s party before leaving town.”

The werebadger stared back at him with a dumbfounded look. Shock filled their bond, but a sense of hopeful gratitude began to rise within it, soothing the raw pain and anguish she felt at the talk of sex slaves. Her harsh glare softened, her eyes widening, and she opened her mouth to speak.

Cindra crushed Reyna tight against her breasts and choked off her words. The hellhound ducked her head and whispered into the smaller woman’s ear. Whatever she said turned Reyna’s face bright red.

“We will, of course, make every effort to… peacefully collect what she owes you,” Sthuza said in a tone that made it clear they would do nothing of the sort. “But the summoner and her… companions may refuse to cooperate. Would we have your blessing to slay them, if needed?”

Aren chuckled. “Please do. The spoiled brat has been a headache ever since her father banished her from court.”

“And will her father cause any problems?” Sthuza pressed.

Aren shrugged. “Doubtful. Count Ezequiel Maddis is well aware of how his daughter rubs almost everyone wrong. While I cannot afford to deal with her personally, no one will look too closely if she gets killed by another band of adventurers. And I assure you, the Guild won’t care, as long as you don’t engage in any betrayal or deception.”

The older man’s words reminded Gabriel of how Estrial had betrayed him. Sthuza tightened her grip on his hand, and he winced as something popped.

He shook aside the discomfort, and the unpleasant memory, then said, “Yeah. I was a bit surprised when I joined the Guild and saw how many rules they have for handling conflict between adventurers.”

Aren snorted, nodding. “Lot of parties come to blows in the dungeons over some unexpected trinket.” The man’s blue eyes took on a distant look. “There’s an ugly side to delving. One you can’t forget once you see it for yourself,” he said sadly.

“Yes, there are far too many who join the Guild that are driven solely by their greed,” Sthuza added. “If you do not—”

The double doors opened behind them, and they all turned to see the valkyrie.


Chapter Twenty-Five










The black-uniformed maids led a nude woman into the room. The bindings they held were shiny mithril chains, and the tall, sleek beauty stalked in behind them with a predator’s grace.

Thick golden-blond hair hung almost to her waist. Despite wearing nothing but gleaming manacles and a studded collar connected to the chains, she stood proud. Regal. Barefoot, she towered over the inutari maids, both of whom wore the enchanted high heels common among the wealthy.

Gabriel barely noticed her nudity. Sharp eyes, the silvery-blue of mithril glared at him from a flawless face, and he found himself drawn into their brilliant depths. A haunting peace settled over him as he stared for far longer than he had intended.

Something shifted behind the tall, fit woman, tearing his attention away from her captivating eyes. It took Gabriel a few seconds to identify the brown leather straps pinning her feathery white wings. Once he did, his eyes continued down, taking in her beauty.

The valkyrie’s toned, athletic body was on full display as she squared her shoulders and lifted her pointed chin. She had a sleek, powerful appearance, with a breathtaking hourglass figure and impressive breasts.

Her full red lips twisted into a disdainful sneer. “Ah, verily I do now understand your despicable intentions, you honorless villain. Your protestations of disinterest in mine maidenhead were merely a prelude to this scurrilous spectacle. The only reason you refrained previously was the lack of a sufficient audience to ensure my complete humiliation,” the winged woman declared. Her eyes flashed, threatening to draw Gabriel back in.

“Oh hells no,” Reyna swore. She turned to Sthuza with a darkly amused look. “Hey, Snakes, you still got that muzzle?”

A spike of worry shot through Gabriel at Reyna’s careless words, but the disguised gorgon let out a girlish giggle then covered her mouth in a rush, her cheeks heating.

Cindra’s tongue peeked out, and she tilted her head as she studied the valkyrie. “Cindra thinks it wouldn’t fit birdie. No snout.”

Gabriel and Sthuza both facepalmed simultaneously.

“Fair point, Boobs,” Reyna replied, snickering.

“I’m not going to touch you. We’ve been over this,” Aren growled. “The perverted lord I planned on gifting you to appears to have already paid for his sins. I am transferring your ownership to these adventurers instead.”

The valkyrie narrowed her eyes and glared at each of Gabriel’s bonded in turn. She glanced back to him and snarled, “Have you already broken these other women in? Trained them as your lapdogs so that they shall hold me down while you attempt to claim me with your limp phallus?”

She started to say more, but Reyna cut her off. “Hey, Birdbrain, I’d drop it right there if I was you. That guy might look timid, but I’ve seen him nearly rip a man’s head off for so much as looking at these two the wrong way. Unless you really like pain, it’d pay to be civil when talking about them.”

The nude woman glared at Reyna, and her bright silver eyes darted back and forth as she reassessed them all, her severe look slowly softening.

Sthuza grinned. “Gabriel got quite angry on your behalf not long ago, Miss Reyna,” she said, causing the petite werebadger to scowl.

“Yeah, and Grouchy Panties liked it when he choked h—” Cindra’s words cut off when Reyna leapt at her and covered her mouth with both hands.

“Shut yer trap!” she growled.

Despite her greater strength, the hellhound did not resist, though she shot an amused look toward Gabriel.

I so do not want to know what she’s thinking.

◆◆◆

A moment later, once Cindra and Reyna calmed down, Sthuza rose and walked over to the nude woman who stood proud and erect. His Prime slowly circled the valkyrie, her sharp green eyes seeming to dissect the taller woman. As she crossed behind the blonde, Sthuza flinched and leaned in closer, her calm expression darkening.

She let out an angry hiss then glared at Aren. “Who did thisss?”

The valkyrie, who had shown absolutely no embarrassment or shame at being seen by any of them, now shivered and hunched her toned shoulders. She hung her head low, her thick, tangled blond hair concealing her face.

Aren narrowed his eyes and stared at Sthuza for a moment, then shook his head and sighed. “Jessandra said it was necessary to restrain her, though I think it was just the petty wench’s jealously. This is not the first time she has sold a beautiful woman into slavery. I know she’s enslaved several beastkin, but she always keeps it just this side of legal. Not that it would have mattered to Alberik,” he said in a dark tone which made his stance on the subject crystal clear.

Sthuza returned her gaze to the valkyrie, and Gabriel queried her.

‘What’s wrong, Sthuza?’

‘We simply must punish that vile bitch, Master! She clipped this poor thing’s wings. The leather bindings are to ensure her wings healed wrong, so she will never fly again.’

“What’s your name?” Gabriel asked the nude valkyrie.

She shifted on her feet and rattled the chains binding her before speaking. “Brynja. Brynja Vadisdóttir.” Her voice was beautiful. That single utterance resonated in Gabriel’s ears and left him craving more of her rich, melodious voice.

“Brynja… shield or armor… a strong name,” Sthuza muttered. The valkyrie shivered at the disguised gorgon’s words.

Sthuza reached out, caught the taller woman’s chin, and forced Brynja to meet her gaze. “How did that summoner manage to capture you?” she asked with a gentleness that seemed to catch Brynja off guard.

“After a long and grueling journey, filled with innumerable misfortunes, I arrived here in this twisted, hateful city and sought to gain admission to the vaunted Adventurer’s Guild,” she said.

Her voice started proud but grew heated and angry as she continued. “Instead of acknowledging me as a warrior worthy of their organization, the foul, sneering little man who guarded the gate drove me off. He said many things I choose not to repeat.

“As I despaired of ever discovering the true purpose of my glorious expedition, a woman mage approached me. This Jessandra”—she spat the summoner’s name as though it was the vilest of curses—“informed me that I could achieve my goals and join the Guild by proving myself in noble battle alongside her band of stout warriors.”

Gabriel could already see where the valkyrie’s story was headed, and each of his bonded clearly sensed it as well. It was all he could do to keep the outrage that roiled across his bonds from driving him to a frothing rage. He clenched his jaw and strained to suppress the anger building within him.

He glanced to Sir Darren and found the man looked much like he felt.

‘Why does he look so pissed?’

‘This Jessandra is a truly rotten human, Master. I believe Aren regrets buying Brynja even more now since the valkyrie was trying to join the Guild. Remember that he thought she had attacked a party of adventurers?’

‘Why would that…’ Gabriel trailed off as he remembered the reams of paperwork and contracts he had read when he registered with the Guild. ‘Anyone is allowed to request admission, no matter species, age, or sex. The guard who turned her away was working for Jessandra? He set her up for that petty bitch.’

‘That is my suspicion, Master.’

“At first, traveling with my new companions was a wonderful and enlightening experience. Together we slew many of the fecund vermin that infest the shadowy forest to the east. But on the second night, after we made camp and finished our meal, I fell asleep where I sat,” Brynja explained, her voice growing dark and intense.

“The foul summoner used some sinister poison to cripple me, and then the men whom I had fought side by side with wrapped me in chains and leather thongs like a feral animal,” she paused and swallowed hard. “Jessandra herself drew a wicked shortsword and hacked at my wings with a vile enthusiasm that shall haunt me for all my days. She laughed as her blade tore scream after scream from my bloody throat.”

The rage that had threatened to boil over inside Gabriel climbed ever higher, and he tasted blood. Sthuza returned to his side and clasped his hand with hers, soothing some small measure of his anger.

A quick glance at Aren revealed a furious expression that Gabriel imagined mirrored his own.

Brynja turned her silver-blue eyes on each of them in turn. “The men were less cruel than that human-shaped demon, but afterward, they helped her bind my wings with these horrid leather straps before forcing several foul-tasting potions down my throat.”

“Healing potions?” Reyna asked, to which the tall blonde nodded. “Why would they carve you up only to waste magical healing on you?”

Aren growled. “Because the magic would heal her wings back in the crippled, bound position. Even more so if they used the cheapest potions available. The kind used to prevent death among the common man, not the sort adventurers use to heal. I’d have been crippled decades ago if I’d relied on such low-end potions while delving. The scars they tend to leave can be horrific.”

“Yes, and they were quite successful in their goal,” Sthuza snarled. “Given how delicate and magic-infused her wings are, I doubt even the best healers could restore them to anything resembling their original form. Truly an egregious act.”

Brynja’s toned shoulders slumped, and her restrained wings twitched. “Verily, I shall never again know the ethereal brush of the wind against my skin as I course through the sky. My only hope now is that my honorable mother does not ever learn of my terrible misfortune. How it would shame and sadden her. I cannot return to our Aerie ever again. What would they say if the Wind Mistress’ only daughter returned home a flightless cripple.”

“We will see what the future holds for you, Brynja,” his Prime said cryptically. “For now, you need to decide if you will submit to a Soul Oath pledging one year of service as a shieldmaiden and warrior for my companion Gabriel in exchange for your freedom.”

Brynja blinked wide eyes, and Aren looked equally shocked. “You would buy me from this man and offer to restore my freedom, if only I guard and serve one man for a year?” the valkyrie asked. Her voice rose as she spoke until her eyes hardened, and she glared at Gabriel.

He met her stern stare without reacting, and she glanced to Sthuza, who stared back patiently. After a moment, she returned her focus to Gabriel.

“What would be my duties?” she asked frostily. “Must I surrender mine maidenhead and virtue to you? Or would one such as yourself be satisfied with only my mouth and hands? How frequently will you demand I pleasure you?”

Reyna snorted. “The fuck’s wrong with you? He can get all the ass he wants whenever he’s interested.” She paused and pointed at Cindra’s mammoth bust.

“And have you even seen this girl’s tits? I mean, sure, yours are nice, but Boobs over here has got the finest pair I’ve ever laid eyes on. Hang around long enough, and you’ll see what I mean. She can’t keep the damn things in her armor.”

The hellhound in question looked down and cupped her breasts. Lifting them, she squeezed and squished them. “Cindra had biggest in old Pack too.”

Sthuza glared at her fellow bonded, her emerald eyes hard, before shifting her focus to Brynja. “In answer to your question, you would serve as Gabriel Grimm’s champion and bodyguard for the next year. That is all. If, at that time, you desire to separate from us, then you will be free to go.”

‘I assure you, Master, she will beg to bond with you long before then. For the time being, I believe this is the simplest method.’

The valkyrie held Sthuza’s gaze without flinching. After several seconds she turned her silver-blue eyes to Gabriel. “Truly, you would not force me to service you sexually?”

Seeing her serious expression, Gabriel refrained from laughing. He nodded and affirmed that he would not.

“Told ya, Birdbrain,” Reyna said.

“Then, I shall consent and accept your offer,” Brynja declared.

“Excellent,” Sthuza replied. She looked to Aren and asked, “Shall we perform the Oaths?”

◆◆◆

They encountered no issues during the two Soul Oaths. Once completed, Sir Darren had his maids unshackle the nude valkyrie.

“Miss Reyna, would you please accompany our new companion and Aren’s maids. We will have to see about equipping her properly at a later time, but she needs some manner of clothing before we leave,” Sthuza said.

The silver-eyed valkyrie’s smooth cheeks flushed, and she looked away. “Ah… I… perhaps Sir Darren has another set. Similar to what he offered me earlier,” she mumbled.

“Katya, please take our guests and see that she has something fitting to wear,” Aren said, chuckling.

The white-furred inutari bowed, then turned and led the pair out through the same double doors.

‘Why did you ask Reyna to go with her?’ Gabriel asked his Prime.

‘I believe Miss Reyna would be more comfortable away from Sir Darren and any talk of sexual slavery. More than that though, I hope she will accept Brynja and make her feel more welcome. Perhaps she will empathize with the valkyrie due to the terrible fate her sister suffered.’

‘Good thinking. Thanks for considering her needs.’

Gabriel turned to the local lord, but the older man raised a hand and spoke before he even opened his mouth. “Before you ask, that jealous… woman delivered Brynja with only tattered and stained undergarments.”

Cindra let out a subtle growl, and Gabriel heard the hiss of a dozen angry head-snakes. Sir Aren didn’t acknowledge them, though he did catch the Dungeon Master’s frown.

“As far as I am aware, they limited their cruelties to her wings. Wretched behavior, which Jessandra justified by claiming she attacked their party and refused to be restrained. Given how vehemently Brynja denounced me and refused to listen to a word I said, I quickly gave up on getting anything coherent from her and accepted Jessandra’s story. Considering the truth of the matter, I now wish I had extracted it from her earlier.”

Keeping his voice neutral, Gabriel asked, “Then why didn’t you?”

“I only completed the purchase late last night, after Jessandra hinted at approaching Alberik directly. When I tried to question Brynja, she went on several rather long-winded rants. It was as if she had built up an entire narrative of the numerous evils she knew I was going to inflict upon her. Truthfully, I have little patience for such behavior, and I soon gave up, figuring it would not matter once I gifted her to the baron.”

“Why was she nude?” Sthuza asked.

Aren chuckled again, shaking his head. “Katya and Sylvara stripped, cleaned, and then clothed her in a simple tunic and hose.”

He paused for a moment and grinned at Gabriel. “The young lady seems to be somewhat prone to melodrama. Since her captors tormented her about the fate that awaited her, she decided I was merely presenting a ‘civilized veneer.’ And so, she tore up the clothes I provided and insisted on strutting around like a two-copper streetwalker.”

Cindra giggled, and Gabriel glanced over to see the gray-skinned beauty grinning.

‘She probably views Brynja as a kindred spirit given her nudity. Gods know, she’s quick to strip down at the slightest chance.’

‘Yes, Master. I do hope that our new ally does not serve as a poor role model. The furbrain is troublesome enough without anyone encouraging her,’ Sthuza replied. Despite the words, her mind-voice had an amused tone that made him hope she was growing more comfortable with his other bonded.

Last thing I want is strife between them. Hopefully, Brynja meshes well if this all turns out like Sthuza expects.

“While we wait for your companions to return, perhaps we could swap tales? I find adventurers are one of the best sources of news,” Aren said. The man walked to his desk and refilled his glass. He gestured with the bottle, and Cindra quickly nodded her head.

Their host poured them each another round of icefire then settled down into a black leather chair off to the side. Gabriel encouraged Sthuza to go first. She had far more experience with adventurers, and he trusted her to change or conceal details as needed.

Her recounting of their battles against Yesera, the undead, and the saurians was so eloquent she soon had all three of them leaning forward, eager for more. She altered enough specifics to hide any hint of their ties to Merideva without distracting from her tale.

Gabriel took his turn, passing on what he knew of the current affairs in Lostbarrow. Instead of letting the disguised gorgon start up again, Cindra flashed a goofy grin and proceeded to talk of their date in the market.

Chewing at his lower lip, Gabriel spent most of her story focusing on the bond they shared. Extreme pride and happiness flooded across their connection, her feelings so intense he was unwilling to cut off.

To his immense surprise, Cindra altered the details sufficiently to conceal their true natures. She embellished the tale to such a degree that both he and Sthuza followed along with bated breath.

Suddenly, Cindra’s story skipped ahead to when she sat demurely on the double bed in the Careless Queen Inn. When she reached that point, she took great care to describe the elaborate white lingerie she wore.

His Prime stared dumbfounded as the hellhound cheerfully expounded on what she felt that night, and Gabriel learned that the sexy outfit was a ‘gift’ from Baroness Elaine.

More like Sthuza looted it while we were ransacking the castle. Still, never would have expected Cindra to be such a skilled storyteller.

“Cindra was very nervous, but Gabriel accepted me fully,” the hellhound continued animatedly. “Ci-I was on my hands and knees just like Mother and almost passed out from pleasure when his powerful shaft spread me open for the first time—”

The double doors whispered open, and Gabriel leapt to his feet at the distraction. “Welcome back,” he practically shouted.

Sthuza rose as well, her cheeks, both human guise and gorgon, flushed. “Please ignore our companion’s outrageous behavior. Cindra is a valued ally, but she has—”

“Don’t worry,” Aren chuckled. “Not the first time an inutari has overshared with me.” The older man glanced toward the beastkin maid who stood by the doors. He chuckled, then turned to smile at Cindra. “Your exuberance is as delightful as your exotic beauty.”

Cindra blushed, her gray skin darkening. “Thank you, but Cindra is only interested in Pa—”

“Don’t you fucking say it, ya damn boob monster,” Reyna shouted, drowning out the hellhound’s words.

“Anyway,” Gabriel said. “Thank you for dealing with us, Sir Darren. If you don’t mind, we’ll head out and take care of Jessandra immediately.”

Brynja and Reyna both grew serious the moment he mentioned the summoner, and Aren nodded.

“Actually,” the lycan said. “Any chance you have a spear she could take?”

Everyone except Brynja turned to stare at the petite werebadger, and she blushed even as she glared back challengingly. “What? We got to talking a bit. Said she’s got tons of practice with a spear. The skanky cunt stole hers to sell along with her heirloom armor, but spears are pretty cheap. I figured Mr. Moneybags here might have one she could borrow. We don’t need to waste time trying to find an honest merchant.”

Aren laughed. “If it will help you deal with Jessandra, I can find something. I wish we had some armor that would fit you, my dear, but we can at least get you a spear.”

He led the group through several rooms until they reached a small but well-stocked armory. Most of the gear was clearly fitted for his powerful build. He retrieved an unadorned, functional spear and gave it to the valkyrie, who thanked him in an overdone manner.

Aren smiled at the group. “It was a pleasure to meet you all. If you intend to operate in Lostbarrow long-term, perhaps we will meet again. I’ll have to contact the baroness and see if she is more receptive to my dungeon proposal. The disruption in the Guild might play to my advantage.”

They bid Aren farewell and exited his spacious manor to find the sun beginning to set.


Chapter Twenty-Six










“So, what’s the plan now?” Reyna asked once they reached the Guildhall. “It’s getting late, and I bet that bitch-faced thundercunt’ll run if she learns you freed the bird.”

Brynja pouted when Reyna called her a bird but nodded. “I fear my most compact companion is correct. Verily, the foul betrayer is a coward at heart. Rather than face me nobly in honest and fair combat, they did poison me in such a circumspect manner.”

The lycan glared daggers at the winged woman after her lengthy spiel. “Why the fuck do you talk like that?” she grumbled.

“Master, I must agree with Miss Reyna. If we are to fulfill the oath you swore, we need to find the summoner’s party immediately. Truthfully, we could not have asked for this to work out better. We can punish both that horrid woman and the vile scum who so horribly wronged Miss Reyna. And we have acquired a valuable new ally,” Sthuza said from his side. She turned to Brynja. “Have you eaten, Shieldmaiden?”

The valkyrie shook her head, whipping her thick blond hair about. It shimmered in the dying sunlight and drew Gabriel’s attention to the beautiful woman.

The maids had dressed her in a simple white tunic that hung halfway down her sleek thighs. A pair of black wool trousers tucked into low-cut leather boots, all of which clashed with her extreme beauty and the ironwood spear she carried in her right hand.

“I-I felt most uncomfortable and dissatisfied with my fate,” Brynja said. “So I refrained from consuming any of the sustenance that Sir Darren provided. In hindsight, I can now see that I gravely misjudged him.”

“Maybe Pack could get more of the Guild food, then hunt down the pretty bitch?” Cindra suggested.

Reyna turned to stare in disbelief. “How can you still—”

Cindra’s stomach rumbled like an earthquake, interrupting the lycan.

Laughing, Gabriel grinned at the blushing hellhound. “Only if you promise not to eat too much before we chase after them. I don’t want anyone getting sick in the middle of a battle.”

“You… you think they’ll try to stand and fight rather than scatter like roaches?” Reyna asked. Her eager tone made it clear she hoped they would.

Gabriel nodded. “If she’s anything like Kelith and the other spoiled scions I’ve met. With all the advantages they’re born with, they struggle to judge risk well. I saw plenty of that while studying at the Academy. The mages who took the biggest risks and suffered the worst magical backlash were the most privileged. Unlike society, the Weave doesn’t care who your parents are or how rich you are.”

Reyna flashed a pleased grin at his words and nodded. “I call dibs on that shithead, Thomas. Gonna rip his fucking cock off and make him eat it,” she snarled. Her amber eyes glistened, but Gabriel looked away to give her privacy.

“Cindra will help Packsister,” the hellhound declared. “How does Birdsister fight?”

“Birdsi—never mind,” Brynja muttered. “The loss of my wings and armor greatly limits my battle value, but this spear should suffice for retribution against those foul ne’er-do-wells. Though, I fear I will not be able to match the foul summoner and her monsters.”

“I’ll focus on countering her,” Gabriel said. “Do you have any idea what kind of summons she has?”

Brynja nodded sharply. “I personally witnessed her summon five large male orcs, two ogres, a bugbear, and the largest wolf I have seen since I left the Dragonspine Mountains.”

“Shit, you’re a long way from home,” Reyna said.

Sthuza nodded. “All of the valkyrie Aeries are located within that mountain range.”

Brynja’s expression darkened at the mention of her homeland, but she shook herself sharply and turned to face Gabriel. “Only one of the sycophantic scum who serve that sadistic harlot used magic in my presence, but two of them demonstrated some rather competent martial skill. Still, it is my truest belief that she and her enslaved monsters will pose the greatest threat.”

“Nine is more than most summoners I’ve known use, but given the number of S-Crystals Jessandra wears on that bandoleer, she almost certainly has more summons. What really matters, though, is how many she can manage at one time,” Gabriel said as he thought back to their brief encounter.

“Kestria and the others won’t fair well against those you mentioned. But I can pull them all out at once, whereas it’ll take her some time to trigger her crystals. If we get the jump on them, we might drop her before she can summon anything.”

“That would be for the best, Master. You need to conserve as much mana as possible for the inevitable battle with Estrial.”

At her mention, Gabriel checked his Interface.

Mana 40%

“Estrial?” Brynja asked.

“Oh yeah, I forgot to mention that elven bitch,” Reyna snickered. “She started all this shit…” The lycan continued to explain to Brynja as they stepped into the Guildhall common room.

“You!” A woman screeched.

Gabriel and his bonded all turned to the source of the almost hysterical scream. A dozen other heads turned as well.

Jessandra stood frozen in rage on the staircase along the left side of the long room. She pointed a shaky hand toward Brynja and cursed loudly.

Righteous anger flooded Gabriel from all three of his bonds. His breathing hastened, and he searched around for the rest of the vindictive woman’s party.

“Where are your boytoys?” Reyna asked.

“Why is she in here? She was supposed to be given to that disgusting pig in Lostbarrow!” Jessandra snapped.

Reyna snickered. “I’d advise you not to mention him again, you cum-snorting twat waffle.”

“What did you say, you mongrel bitch?”

Two of the men from Jessandra’s party rushed down the stairs to join her, likely drawn by her scream.

“The nice little man with the tasty coolfire is angry at pretty bitch for lying,” Cindra said.

“It was icefire, Boobs.”

“What’s this bullshit?” one of Jessandra’s companions asked. The wiry, brown-haired man wore a well-fitted mage’s robe.

Gabriel ignored him, putting his full attention on the outraged summoner. “Remember that little fib you told Sir Darren? The one about how eager Alberik was to purchase the valkyrie from you?”

Jessandra scoffed. “What of it? I’ll have you know—”

“He’s dead,” Gabriel said, cutting the pompous summoner off.

“How dare you inter—”

“Foul betrayer!” Brynja shouted when Jessandra’s hand twitched toward her belt. She snapped her spear down and brandished it before the other adventurers.

A piercing whistle sounded, and Cindra whimpered.

“There is no conflict allowed in the Guildhall,” Illanaya said from behind the counter across the room. She rose from her stool and headed toward them.

The Guild Rep sighed. “Do I even want to know what happened here?” She shifted her gaze from Jessandra to Gabriel and his bonded.

Despite himself, Gabriel snorted and shook his head. Sthuza giggled, and Reyna snickered.

“Probably not,” he said. “The summoner over there tricked and enslaved this valkyrie. Then her group lied to Sir Darren about Baron Alberik. Now they’re taking offense because we called them out.”

“That foul wench acted with great dishonor,” Brynja added. The winged woman had lowered her spear, and she stepped forward and bowed to Illanaya. “One of your guards turned me away when I stood before the Guildhall, and she offered to induct me into the Adventurer’s Guild. Instead, the vile betrayer drugged me and clipped my wings.”

The look of exasperation and annoyance on the elven woman’s face vanished at Brynja’s claim. A mask of barely restrained fury swept across in its place, sharpening her elegant features.

Illanaya turned an intense stare on Gabriel and each of his bonded. “You would swear to this before an Inquisitor?”

Gabriel nodded, followed a second later by the others. “Yes.”

The elven Guild Rep glanced at the now silent Jessandra, then back to Brynja. “You made your intent to register clear to the guard?” she asked.

Brynja gave a decisive nod. “I was most thorough and respectful in my attempt to gain admittance.”

“When did this happen?”

“It was last Firstday. I was well and truly disheartened at first, but that selfsame guard informed me Jessandra would lend me the assistance I required.”

Illanaya turned back to a dwarven woman at the edge of the growing crowd of adventurers. “Find out who was stationed there, then drag his sorry carcass to a cell. I will deal with him later. Personally,” she said with a dangerous edge to her voice.

“Got it, Boss,” the dwarf replied. She turned and melted back into the crowd.

“The paperwork for this will take me all night,” Illanaya said. She observed the hateful stares aimed in both directions and sighed. “Banishing the whole lot of you from the Guild would be simpler than reporting a conflict in the hall.”

Jessandra sneered at the elf, then turned back to Gabriel. “If you grovel properly, I would consider overlooking your disgusting company and slanderous words.”

Reyna bristled, but Cindra laughed. “Pretty bitch is very stupid.”

The brunette summoner shifted her hateful glare to the towering hellhound. “Your manners are atrocious. I’m going to collar your overgrown ass and whore you out to those dirthumpers down at the Lazy Duck!”

“Gather your fucktoys and get outside now, bitch,” Gabriel growled darkly. The raw power resonating in his voice drew every eye in the room to him.

Jessandra turned paler than an arctic gnome, and she swallowed twice, then huffed. “Fine. I’ll make you regret your insults. Y-you have no idea how big a mistake you just made,” she said as though to convince herself.

Illanaya sighed loudly. “Is there truly no way to avoid this conflict? Do you have any idea how much work you are creating for me?”

“I am afraid not, Representative Illanaya,” Sthuza said. “In addition to Jessandra’s foul betrayal of our newest partymate, we have an equally severe grievance with another member of her party.”

“Could you wait for an official inquiry?”

Gabriel stared coldly at Jessandra. “No.”

Illanaya glanced around again and sighed. “Fine, if you publicly affirm your claims, I will go start on the reams of paperwork this fiasco will entail.”

The elf turned to Jessandra. “Lady Maddis, you and your party face a formal disciplinary inquiry and must vacate Guild property until an Inquisitor can determine the veracity of the charges.”

“You would dare order—”

The Guild Rep gave a curt nod. “I dare. Now get out.”

Gabriel smirked. “Don’t forget to round up the rest of your companions, Jessandra. I don’t want to waste time running them down one by one.”

“Hey, uh… you sure that’s wise?” Reyna asked.

Watching the red-faced brunette storm up the stairs, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. She’s a bully who would never dare face us without her full group. I was just adding to the insult. If she’s pissed enough, it might impair her casting ability.”

Sthuza and Illanaya both nodded.

“She has to come after you now,” the elf said. “There’s no Inquisitor in the city at the moment. If you lot vanish or drop dead before one arrives, she would be safe… It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Gabriel looked at each of his bonded and grinned. “She’s not going to get off so easily this time.” He stepped closer to the Guild Rep and lowered his voice. “Just so you are aware, I swore an oath with Sir Darren. The Watch will keep out of this.”

Illanaya’s light-green eyes widened, and she sighed. “You’re involved with him? I knew you were going to be trouble.”

Reyna chuckled. “You have no idea. Fucker’s like a rock troll. Just smashes through all sorts of shit like it’s nothing. Probably cause of that huge cock of his.”

Lips twitching, the elven woman stared down at the petite lycan.

“Grouchy Panties talks about Packmaster’s penis a lot,” Cindra said.

Reyna flushed and turned to point at the muscular monster girl, but Gabriel cleared his throat, drawing their attention back to him.

“Anyway… I don’t want to cause trouble for you or the Guild,” he started. “But that spoiled bitch and one of her partymates have to pay for the wrongs they visited upon my wo—my companions.”

Illanaya sighed again, shaking her head. “At least try and minimize the collateral damage, please. And could you take the fight outside the walls? Jessandra has shown a preference for large, powerful brutes.”

The elf paused for a moment, then continued, “In addition to her numerous S-Crystals, I’ve heard she is a competent mage. And she has a truly obscene collection of enchanted items.”

“We will do our best to avoid a battle in the city. If you would, please inform Jessandra that we will meet her party outside the main gate,” Sthuza said. “And… thank you for the warning.”

Illanaya nodded. “I wish you well. Now I will go start the paperwork for all of this. Please finish what you have begun. I would hate to have to redo everything if you fail. Once I get this started, I will attend as the Guild witness,” she said before walking toward the counter again.

Shaking her head, she muttered, “Why did I think being a bureaucratic mage was a wise career choice?”

Once she stepped away, Gabriel turned and headed out of the lobby. His bonded followed him, as did the eyes of almost every adventurer in the large room.

“That’s the kind of job you were studying for?” Reyna quipped.

His other bonded giggled when he frowned at the smug lycan, but Brynja studied him.

“You desired to be a paper pusher rather than a noble warrior?” she asked, sounding mildly horrified.

Gabriel’s glare intensified before he glanced over to the tall valkyrie. Her silver-blue eyes were only an inch or two lower than his. “It was back before I was framed and expelled. It’s… complicated,” he said.

“While I disapprove of belittling those who manage the more mundane aspects of society,” Brynja said. “I must confess I would be quite bereaved if you were such a person. Given your confrontational attitude with wicked Jessandra and the way you and your companions are equipped, I had hoped that you were an adventurer.”

Reyna cackled. “Oh, don’t worry, you wordy bird. He can’t help but stumble into violence. Doubt we’ve gone twelve hours without a fight or killing someone since I joined them.”

“Surely not? Eagerly I aspire to honorable battle, but not as a primary recourse for all matters. Am I now indentured to a violent maniac unable to restrain his more vulgar predilections?” the valkyrie muttered.

Cindra growled, and Brynja turned to stare at the taller woman.

“Calm, Cindra,” Sthuza said as she laid a slender hand on the hellhound’s raised arm. “I am sure our new companion meant no harm. And,” she continued, turning to Brynja, “you may rest easy. Mast—“ Sthuza cleared her throat loudly. “Gabriel is a kind and fair man. Our foes have been bandits, rapists, betrayers, horrific monsters, and those who enable such to rise to power. I assure you, service to him will fulfill you in ways you can scarcely imagine.”

Brynja blinked at the disguised gorgon several times but nodded. “I pray that all shall be as you claim. But let not my indiscretion disrupt preparations for the coming fight. Our first battle is truly a just and noble one. Verily, you have given me no reason to doubt.”

“Still think we should get that muzzle ready,” Reyna grumbled before pushing the door open and stepping out.

‘You sure Reyna and Brynja will get along with each other?’

‘Everything will be fine, Master. Trust me.’

Gabriel snorted and closed his mind.

Not sure I like her tone.


Chapter Twenty-Seven










The few people out and about quickly moved out of the way as the grim-faced group stalked toward the city gates. By the time they stepped beyond the walls, the sun had sunk below the horizon. Torches, both arcane and mundane, illuminated the guards positioned on the gatehouse above.

Gabriel drew his arcane conduit and double-checked his armored bracers. His bonded readied their own weapons, with Sthuza retrieving her bow and a second quiver.

A Guild page caught up to them a few minutes after they exited the city. The slender usutari’s long ears twitched nervously as he explained the situation to the scowling men guarding the entrance.

The watch had changed since they first arrived. Three humans and a sturdy dwarf wearing a motley assortment of armor emblazoned with the Stillcrest symbol stood upon the weathered wooden gatehouse. The humans glared at Gabriel while the lone dwarf grinned beneath his thick gray beard.

“Ah, I had feared you would already be halfway to Lostbarrow,” Jessandra called out. Everyone turned to watch the pretty, spoiled woman step through the open gate. She had added a soft-gray drakeskin vest over her green dress, and a slender sword hung from her waist opposite a bulging wand holster.

“You’ve been out of town for a while, haven’t you, Reyna?” Thomas Harlequin asked. The muscular man carried a large round shield and a naked longsword ready in his hands. He leered at each of the women beside Gabriel.

A spike of rage tore through Gabriel, and he couldn’t tell how much came across Reyna’s bond and how much was from his own roiling anger.

Shifting to her hybrid form, the lycan snarled and lunged forward, but Cindra grabbed the smaller woman, locking her in place. “Wait until battle starts,” the hellhound admonished.

“How’s your sister doing?” the large man asked. “Last I saw her, she wasn’t nearly as good a fuck as you. Think she’s gotten enough practice yet?”

The world flashed white, and Gabriel blinked against the afterimage. Something squirmed in his left hand, and he felt a weak, ineffectual blow against his armored chest.

“Let him go!” Jessandra screeched.

“You couldn’t wait until I arrived?” Illanaya grumbled.

As his vision returned, Gabriel realized he now stood only a couple feet from Jessandra. The summoner and her friends stared at him in horror.

Behind the Guild Rep, a crowd gathered.

Gabriel’s left hand was wrapped tight around Thomas’ throat, and the solidly built man’s feet didn’t touch the ground.

“Releassse that filth, Master,” Sthuza called. “Let usss do thisss properly.”

Visions of ripping the man’s soul out and shredding it one tiny sliver at a time filled Gabriel’s mind. Beneath it, he felt his Prime begging him to calm.

He turned back and saw that all of his bonded stared at him in shock. Even Reyna, in hybrid form, watched him without blinking, her muzzle hanging open.

Swallowing, Gabriel opened his hand, and the heavy man collapsed to the packed dirt.

Thomas coughed and gasped as he scrambled back from the armored Dungeon Master.

“What kind of item did you activate?” Illanaya mused. “That was the quickest Haste I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh shit,” Reyna muttered. “That’s what you did to me.”

“That’s Packmaster’s foul-smelling magic,” Cindra said as she adjusted her helmet.

Reyna’s words reminded him of when they had first met in Alberik’s sex dungeon. The lycan had insulted his bonded, and before Gabriel realized it, he had practically teleported across the hall, picked her up, and slammed her against the wall.

‘I don’t remember casting anything that time either. I blinked, and then I was choking the life out of her.’

‘Yes, Master. Given what you have discovered lately, I strongly suspect that you are a psyker. Perhaps it is related to whatever connection you have with the Swarm? Or could it be a latent talent finally developing? It would help explain your unconscious bursts of Haste and how some of your spells have punched through magical defenses so easily.’

Gabriel growled at the terrified man crawling away from him. ‘We’ll worry about that later. Right now, I want to skin this fucker alive.’

‘Do you wish for me to use one of the S-Crystals on him after the battle instead, Master?’ Sthuza asked.

Reminded of the crystals he carried, he nodded even as he pulled all three from his belt pouch to cover for summoning his Minions. ‘Do it.’

“Y-you’re a s-summoner too?” the robed man near Jessandra asked.

Gabriel turned a baleful stare on the wiry, brown-haired mage. The man couldn’t hold his gaze and shivered as he looked away.

“Let us cease this pointless posturing and prove before the gods whose truth is greater,” Brynja declared. Her noble face locked in a cold, judgmental mask, the valkyrie stared at Jessandra.

Illanaya cleared her throat. “Please return to your allies and allow your opponents a moment to draw their weapons before you attack again.” She looked at each of the adventurers in turn.

“I demand that you arrest that man for assaulting my companion,” Jessandra said.

“Shut up and summon your fucking monsters, you ugly pig-sow!” Reyna replied.

“I am afraid that the Watch has strict orders not to step outside of the walls,” the dwarven guard added.

The summoner glared at the stocky guardsman, but he only snickered and nodded toward Gabriel’s party.

The brief distraction had been enough for Gabriel to focus, and he ran through a simple centering exercise while the others prepared for battle. Sthuza drew an arrow and nocked it.

Beside her, Cindra took several practice swings with her enormous adamantite greatsword. From the gasps and muttered comments, it was apparent that few people had realized just how impressive the imposing hellhound truly was.

Reyna vibrated with barely restrained fury, gnashing her fangs and glaring death at Thomas. Brynja stood nearby, running through a series of stretches followed by slow, graceful thrusts and slashes with her borrowed spear.

Across the open field, Jessandra’s group similarly readied themselves. The flamboyant mage at her side pulled a staff free while two burlier men in breastplates and mail adjusted their large shields.

Glaring at Gabriel, Thomas recovered his polished longsword and battered round shield from where he dropped them. The last man, tall and lean, worked through a series of practice strikes with a spear in much the same manner as Brynja.

‘Never been in a sanctioned fight before. The waiting is hard on the nerves.’

‘Indeed, Master. Still, this is a small price to pay for you to bond a valkyrie shieldmaiden. And we can resolve it far quicker than I feared.’

Gabriel grinned at his Prime’s confidence that Brynja would choose to bond with him. Illanaya said something more, but he tuned her out and split his attention between readying his Minions and forming the first glyphs of a suppressed Haste spell.
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Strictly speaking, it was tradition to refrain from spellcasting until the duel commenced, but Gabriel doubted anyone would notice. Jessandra’s entire party looked a lot more nervous after he grabbed Thomas the way he had. Distracted as they were, it was likely only the Guild Rep would have a chance to sense his concealed magic.

And she doesn’t want to participate any more than she has to.

Illanaya spoke again, then stepped back and raised a slender wand.

A muted thunderclap accompanied a soft green flare.

With the signal to start, Gabriel sent tiny pulses of mana into the empty S-Crystals then tossed them back in his open belt pouch.

He unveiled his concealed spell even as he felt rather than saw his Minions manifest just in front of him. The partially complete spell circle flared, and he traced the final glyphs in a rush.

His kobolds snarled and raised their short spears, each of them already focused on Jessandra’s party. He sent the three of them a brief command to support his bonded.

I’m going to have my hands full with the mages, so no time to micromanage them.

Cindra gave a deafening howl and charged a pair of armored men. Both had Iron tags, and they hefted heater shields to meet her rush. One screamed with pain when her massive adamantite sword sheared through wood and leather and steel. Blood sprayed, and the man stumbled back, his mangled shield arm hanging limp.

The furious snarls of Reyna went unheard beneath the hellhound’s roar, and she leapt at Thomas with her jaws wide and her twin swords raised.

He blocked her initial attacks and kicked her thigh. Twisting to one side, he dodged and countered. The pair shouted and screamed at each other, heated emotions blatant and personal.

Forcing more mana into the spell construct and tying it off, Gabriel released the magic. Blue glyphs flared, and the intentioned mana infused his bonded and Minions. He shivered as the arcane power flooded his body, greatly accelerating his movements.
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A bright burst of crimson light assaulted his eyes, and several high-pitched voices screeched in an uneven harmony.

“Protect me from those disgusting bitches!” Jessandra shouted. Her spiteful voice dropped into guttural Infernal, and Gabriel frowned as she began a spell.

Mental domination magic?

The light dimmed, and his breath caught in his throat.

Six armored orcs suddenly surrounded Cindra, their massive black shields deflecting her sweeping, Haste-infused strikes. Another four flanked Reyna’s furry form as she tried to gut Thomas.

The big man hunched behind his shield, looking unsettled. The orcs stabbed at the lycan and forced her to turn from her single-minded goal.

Motion caught Gabriel’s attention, and a black arrow tore through one orc’s head. The hulking green brute went down hard.

Wings flapping haphazardly, Brynja darted in low and grabbed the dead monster’s shield without slowing. She spun it up with her left hand then thrust her spear in a blur. A white glow suffused both shield and spear.

The steel tip tore out an orc’s throat, spraying blood all over Reyna. The lycan chortled, ducked, and stabbed another in the crotch.

Cindra howled, and Gabriel couldn’t resist looking at her. Two orcs were down, but the wiry mage had a black-tipped wand pointed toward her. Even as Gabriel watched, the man triggered the wand again, and a vitriolic green bolt streaked out to hit the hellhound in the stomach.

A growl escaping his throat, Gabriel triggered Magesight and confirmed the other adventurer’s spellshield was weak enough to defeat. He devoted both aspects of his focus on a brace of Aetheric Missiles. He located the male caster through the Weave of Creation and drew heavily from his mana pool.
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Going to finish this fast. Fuck all these assholes!

His sword hand traced the glyphs slower as he wove them two at a time, but within seconds, the spell completed. He poured in more mana and unleashed it. A spray of vibrant purple-pink darts raced across the open field.

The brown-haired mage looked to Gabriel just as the first four missiles impacted against a shield of tiny hexagons. The barrier flared into visibility. The tinkle of shattered glass rang out, and eight more thumb-sized darts ripped into the robed man a split second later.

He screamed, and the bolts of energy exploded within his chest. A rush of mana escaped outward as the dying man fell.

Cindra dropped an orc with a side sweep and pivoted to face another, then a massive ax caught her in the stomach, and she flew back ten feet.

The hellhound grunted when she bounced against the packed dirt. She rolled, and Gabriel looked at the monster who had blindsided her.

An enormous minotaur, dressed in dark plate and standing at least nine feet tall, glared back at him. Besides the vicious ax, it carried a door-sized shield. It snorted, pawed at the ground, then charged straight for him.

Gabriel rushed the glyphs for a physical shield.

“Master!” Sthuza hissed.

A black-feathered arrow took the armored beast in the neck.

The minotaur sped up.

Sthuza loosed again. The beast roared when she ruined its left eye.

It ducked its head; two lethal horns aimed at him.

“Oh shi—”

The horns caught Gabriel inches above his belt, and the impact lifted him off his feet. The spell in his mind exploded, his vision grayed, and the back of his head slammed against the ground.

“Die!” a high-pitched voice screeched.

The minotaur lowed loudly.

Breathless, Gabriel dry heaved. It felt like he’d been run through, but a quick brush of his brigandine vest revealed no holes or blood.

Remember to thank Sthuza and Reyna.

Another kobold shrieked, and the bovine beast let out a pained moan.

Get your ass up!

Unable to see, Gabriel threw himself away from the closest sounds, rolled, and sprung to his feet. Shaking his head and sucking in a ragged breath, he took in the battle as his vision slowly returned.

Three orcs and a larger, hunchbacked monster he didn’t recognize held Cindra at bay. The hellhound stood tall, but only her Hasted speed let her defend against her foes.

Reyna and Brynja stood side by side against Thomas and several orcs. Another human warrior snuck up behind the unarmored valkyrie.

“Brynja, look—” Gabriel cut off when the winged woman spun her spear and stabbed behind herself. The bloody, glowing spearhead deflected off her attacker’s breastplate but slid up and outward to tear through his underarm.

The crippled man screamed, his sword dropping from nerveless fingers before she spun the spear again. It shot out in a blur of rapid thrusts that drove back a pair of heavily armored orcs.

Though he wanted to help each of his bonded, Gabriel focused on Jessandra. The spoiled summoner was pale-faced, but she held a wand in one hand and a pair of jade spell tokens in the other.

How many items does she have?

Multiple shattered arrows littered the ground in front of her. Gabriel studied her hazy barrier for a few precious seconds before discerning enough to attempt a counter.

Despite his lack of practice, Gabriel found the needed glyphs easy to form, and he wove the magic in a single rush.

Jessandra’s brown eyes spotted him, and she sneered. “This is all your fault!” Pointing the unadorned ebonwood wand at him, she muttered a word in Infernal, and a translucent sphere rocketed straight for him.

Gabriel lunged left, even as he triggered his counterspell, but the Force Bolt caught him in the chest. The impact spun him back to the right and blasted what little breath he’d recovered.

Gasping for air, he staggered but remained upright. A woman screamed, but he couldn’t look for the source.

Jessandra hurled another bolt his way.

He dodged the second, but a third and fourth hammered him through his brigandine, the impact muted by the enchanted armor. The fifth took him in the thigh, and his suddenly numb leg gave out.

Falling to one knee, he rushed the glyphs for a shield spell as a dark blur raced past him.

Gwen?

Gwenaelle let out an angry snarl, and Jessandra shrieked.

Gabriel turned in time to see the summoner jerk her left hand from the wolf drake’s maw. Blood sprayed, and she screamed in agony as a finger tore off.

Before the shadowy monster could reset and strike again, she drew a large S-Crystal and threw it to the ground.

It shattered, and a brilliant flare of magic blinded everyone looking in that direction. Sightless, Gabriel completed his spell and released it to form a hazy gray shield.

There was a meaty thwack, and Gwen gave a pained yelp that sounded as though she had been thrown through the air.

The blazing glow faded, and Gabriel swallowed in fear.

“She had a jungle troll?” Illanaya cried.

A hulking, over-muscled brute towered over the battlefield.

Voices cried out, some in despair, others in awe. Gabriel ignored them, his focus on the hairy, green-skinned giant and the summoner behind it.

The monster stood fifteen feet tall. Its thick beard was bound in a dozen four-foot-long braids. Lengths of heavy chains crisscrossed its mottled, scarred hide. Scraps of rusty mail and leather served more as decorations than armor. The matted bear-hide loincloth wrapped around its wide waist failed to cover an enormous dark-green phallus.

Small, bright-green eyes surveyed the chaotic battle. “More toys for Yavo?” it rumbled from a mouth crowded with jagged fangs.

“Yes! Kill that blasted drake and the mage, then you can have all of the women!” Jessandra shouted, her voice filled with pain. She pointed her bloody arm at Gwen while her other hand dug into a satchel.

Holding a tree-sized club in one hand, the massive troll leered at Gabriel’s bonded. It turned to glare at Gabriel, then slowly lumbered toward Gwen. The wolf drake struggled to stand.

She lay twenty feet from the massive brute, but a single thunderous step ate almost half the distance.

Rage and fear warred in Gabriel’s heart. Cindra whimpered, and he felt worry flowing from all of his bonds.

I’m not losing anyone! Screw this bitch!
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He pulled on his pool and shuddered as he recalled the alien glyphs for the revolting, Swarm-infused darkness. Oily tendrils clawed at his mind, but he fought them back and focused.

‘No, Master!’ Sthuza shouted in his head. ‘Trust us, please. We will not fail.’ The sincerity and worry that filled her mental voice broke through his fear-fueled rage.

Gabriel bit his lip as he rose to his feet. He switched the glyphs and began to weave an Aetheric Lance with half of his mind and his free hand.

Yavo loomed over Gwen, his enormous club raised above his head.

The wolf drake whined in pain and tried to limp away. She let out a terrified whimper as the monster brought the tree trunk down in a devastating blow.

Horror shot through Gabriel and, watching the inevitable strike, he forced his will into the glowing spell circle.

Brynja darted past the wounded wolf drake and raised her pilfered orc shield.

“No!” Gabriel screamed. Her feeble shield flashed a bright white just before the massive club blocked his view of the beautiful, unarmored woman.

A painful clap of thunder split the air. The jungle troll stared at his club. He tilted his bulbous head down to take a closer look at the valkyrie who had completely negated his earth-shattering strike.

Brynja shouted a single foreign word and thrust her bloody spear up. The tip caught the dumbfounded monster in the nose, tearing it open and ripping out a bracelet-sized ring that flew through the air.

The Aetheric Lance spell circle around Gabriel flickered, and he redoubled his effort to keep it from fraying.

‘How in the hells?’ he sent to Sthuza.

‘Reinforcement magic, Master. Focus on the summoner! We will handle the rest,’ his Prime replied. She emphasized her point by sinking a black arrow into the huge brute’s mutilated face.

Discarding any further questions, Gabriel kept weaving his spell and glanced to his other bonded.

Panting, Cindra faced the armored minotaur and a lone orc. Both monsters were larger than the hellhound, but she parried what she could and used her Haste-enhanced speed to dodge their heaviest strikes. Their dark armor showed numerous dents and gouges, blood flowing freely from several of them, but they stood firm against her.

Beyond her, Reyna snarled and spat as she rode another green-skinned monster to the ground. When it hit the dirt, she extracted her twin blades. Leaping up, she raced toward Thomas again.

Kestria and another kobold darted and dived away from the large man’s precise slashes. They juked and jabbed, but only the shadowstalker’s enchanted spear had any effect.

Worry for his bonded and Minions threatened to drown Gabriel, and it took all of his willpower to force it aside so he could turn his attention to Jessandra.

The attractive, spoiled noble scion was nowhere to be seen. A pale, panting, sweat-soaked adventurer stood behind the troll. An ebonwood wand and several potion vials littered the ground around her. She drew a twisted orichalcum rod from a dimensional pouch then looked to Gabriel.

Her hazelnut eyes narrowed, and her lips peeled up in a furious snarl. Blood dripped from her nose, a symptom of excessive mana exertion.

Jessandra pointed the polished green-black and gold rod at him then shouted a single syllable.

Embedded runes flared along its length, an inky black glow spiraled up to the soul malachite capstone, and a ray of shadowy energy shot forth.

He released his Aetheric Lance at her in return. The purple-pink javelin left a trail of light, but her sinister attack stole his attention when it effortlessly tore through his barrier.

The dark bolt caught Gabriel in the chest. His armor mitigated nothing, and a burst of chilling darkness spread throughout his body.

He groaned, gritting his teeth, and his whole face twisted as the deathly cold, necrotic magic attacked his very soul.

Sthuza cried out to him across their bond, but her words were muffled. More sounds echoed around him, but his entire existence was the death magic devouring his Essence.

The pain spiked then faded into the background in an instant. Submerged in viscous, greenish-black shadows, Gabriel strained to escape the gelatinous stickiness.

Thick undulating ribbons of the shadow stuff slithered up his nose and ears. He tried to scream, but no sound emerged. More goo flooded into his mouth, choking him. Eyes open, he saw something move in the distance.

His insides writhed as the foul substance dug deeper inside him. Not just his body, it scorched his internal leylines and gnawed at his tattered soul. The jagged wound from when Estrial sacrificed him pulsed, threatening to rip past the patchwork repairs his bonds had formed.

◆◆◆

‘You are fortunate we have plans for you, Dungeon Master,’ the Swarm presence whispered.

‘What? Is this your—’

‘Foolish like all your kind. This will tax us. You will not be saved a second time.’

The eerie voice echoed through Gabriel’s mind. A chittering noise rose to replace it. The horrible sound was an almost welcome distraction as the pain suffusing his body and soul crescendoed.

He screamed, and the shadowstuff exploded outward. A hollow sense of loss struck him and vanished an instant later.

“Co-come on, th-that’s not fair!” Jessandra wailed. “How did…”

“Get up, Fucker!” Reyna growled. The pain in her voice made him open his eyes and look for the werebadger.

Facedown in the dirt, he spat blood and pushed himself up. Regaining his feet, he drew a deep breath and spotted Reyna.

The lycan struggled to fend off Thomas and a pair of bugbears. Blood matted her thick fur, and a gash along her thigh left her limping. She whipped her blades around in an aggressive blur, forcing her opponents to defend, but her strikes failed to connect.

The two gray-skinned brutes beside Thomas could almost pass for uglier, male versions of Cindra. Their skin had a reddish undertone instead of her blue, but their shaggy gray hair and beard merged into a thick collar of fur the same shade as hers, which ran halfway down their otherwise bare chests.

Their arms were furrier than Cindra’s, but they were so drenched in blood the fur appeared red instead of light gray. Scars crisscrossed their muscular torsos, and while they were merely larger than Thomas, the pair loomed over Reyna. The way they leered at the beleaguered werebadger infuriated Gabriel.

‘Master! Focus on Jessandra. Her magic is the greater threat,’ Sthuza all but screamed in his head.

The disguised gorgon had emptied one quiver and almost finished the second. A dozen arrows jutted out of the massive jungle troll’s head, and several more decorated the armored minotaur.

Cindra lashed out at the bovine monster. Her greatsword crashed against its enormous shield with a boom, but the minotaur held its ground.

Kestria and Sathru darted around the larger combatants’ legs, jabbing their spears at any soft targets as another pair of bugbears growled and chased them. A few feet away, Kuterug’s mangled body lay in a pool of blood.

Gabriel forced the growing dread from his mind and focused on Jessandra. Her hair was soaked with sweat, and blood flowed freely from her eyes and nose, but she was in the middle of another spellcast.

She held a brilliant-white wand pointed toward Brynja and an inch-wide Magic Stone in her free hand.

Activating Magesight, Gabriel worked to decipher the glyphs that spiraled about her extended arm. Even as he did, he watched in awe as the bloody valkyrie caught another earthshaking blow from the troll’s heavy club.

Her looted black shield flashed with power, but cracks spread across its battered surface despite the Reinforcement magic.

“Now!” Brynja shouted, and Gwen lunged past her to leap at the towering green monster’s crotch.

Yavo let out an earsplitting bellow as the wolf drake latched her claws into his exposed phallus.

Gwen snaked her head beneath his loincloth and bit down. Her savage claws swiped through the spongy flesh over and over. Thick gouts of blood sprayed everywhere, coating the wolf drake.

The troll wailed and dropped its club to grab for the armored animal. He caught Gwen with one meaty fist and squeezed. She squealed in pain, but Brynja rushed in at that same moment and slashed through his wrist in response.

The wolf drake twisted and dropped the moment his grip loosened. She scampered away, favoring her rear left leg.

Yavo roared again and bent low to reclaim his club. The troll’s legendary regeneration was already closing its wounds.

Gabriel finally deciphered the encrypted glyphs and shifted his full attention to Jessandra. The combination formed the same Haste effect he used, and it was already anchored to all of her surviving allies.

The spell circle lacked only two glyphs to be complete, so he rushed the formation of a targeted counter. Still unsteady from the Necromantic attack he had barely survived, he struggled to catch up.

He pulled at his pool without restraint and forced the mana through his arcane conduit as quick as possible. The mithril sword soaked up and amplified the power, then passed it on to the glowing spell construct.

Jessandra screamed something, but he ignored her, thankful for any delay in her casting. His head throbbed from the hits he had taken and the strain of rapid spellwork, but he kept focused and finished his magic just as the summoner flicked her wand toward the melee.

Gabriel released his counterspell and sucked down a deep breath. He didn’t bother to watch the results—instead, he dove into another spell.

The clash and crash of battle grew louder. Cindra howled, and Gwen trilled, but he had eyes only for the Silver-ranked summoner.

He held part of his focus to ready a counter for her next spell while he prepared yet another Aetheric Lance.

Hair sweat-matted and blood covering her face, Jessandra looked a far cry from her previous beauty. The brunette tossed the crumbling Magic Stone aside, then pulled another spell token from her satchel. Her haunted brown eyes locked on Gabriel, and she snapped the jade wafer.

A hazy green glow surrounded her, stretched out, then rebounded and wrapped her in a tight ethereal body sleeve. She winced as the defensive spell anchored to her. A second later, she already had her bloody, four-fingered hand in another pouch.

‘Look out!’ Sthuza shouted.

Gabriel didn’t question his Prime. Pausing his spell, he ducked to his right and dropped into a quick roll. Something whooshed past him, and he hopped back to his feet then spun toward the new threat.

Thomas Harlequin growled and arrested his missed swing. He whipped his longsword back around at Gabriel’s neck.

Concern for Reyna filled Gabriel—where is she?—but he blocked it out and parried the heavy blow. He grunted from the strain then countered three more rapid strikes before Thomas glared at him.

“Who the hells are you?” the older man gasped. His pupils were huge, and he waited for two breaths before launching another flurry of blows.

Panting, Gabriel split his focus between deflecting the man’s swift sword strikes and forming the last glyphs for his spell. The strain slowed his progress, but he finished the spell circle then leapt away from the armored swordsman.

Gabriel released the spell and readied himself to counter Thomas’ next attack. The purple-pink missile cut through the air toward Jessandra, but it exploded a foot from the bloodied summoner.

“Don’t touch her!” Thomas screamed, and the large man threw himself at Gabriel.

He ducked low, dodged to the left, and lashed out, cutting the brute’s hamstring.

Thomas howled in pain and spun around. His round shield arced in from the side and clipped Gabriel’s head.

Vision blurring, he stumbled but caught himself with his free hand.

A second later, Thomas wrapped thick arms around his waist and drove him to the ground. His sword caught on something, and the fall twisted it from his hand.

They crashed down, Thomas on top. He rained mail-fisted blows to Gabriel’s face. Each blow dizzied him, his nose exploded in a bloody mess, and he struggled to defend himself.

Thomas roared and cursed with each heavy punch, but he began to tire. His fists fell slower, and Gabriel’s vision steadied.

The pain faded quicker than Gabriel expected, and he squirmed about, grappling Thomas’ arm. Throwing his weight into it, he twisted, then slipped around.

The man’s free hand smashed against his chin, but Gabriel ignored it and continued to wrestle Reyna’s tormentor until the black-haired man was face down in the dirt.

Thomas bucked beneath him, but Gabriel locked the man’s arm out then jerked it far past breaking.

“This is for Reyna!”

Bone crunched, and the Dwarven Steel adventurer screamed as Gabriel kept going. The elbow shattered and bent backward. A rigid lump jutted up, and blood rapidly soaked his armored sleeve.

When the arm went slack, Gabriel’s grip loosened. He sucked down a desperate breath, but the wounded man bucked again and threw him off.

Gabriel rolled with the movement and clambered back to his feet. He rushed back in and tackled Thomas before he could stand.

They wrestled and clawed at each other, but the blood-soaked, useless arm hindered Thomas, and at last, Gabriel punched the man in the throat.

A sickening crunch preceded a wet gasp as the man who’d hurt Reyna so badly struggled to draw breath.

“And that’s… for Raeya.”

Exhausted, Gabriel rolled off the wheezing adventurer. His nose ached, and all he could smell was blood. He recovered his sword, teetered, but rose and looked for Jessandra.

The summoner looked as bad as he felt, but she had a wand raised, and a nearly complete spell circle glowed around her outstretched arm.

Her attention was on Brynja and Sthuza, who concentrated on their fight with the massive jungle troll.

No time to cast!

Even as he started toward Jessandra, another glyph solidified, and he focused solely on reaching her in time.

She shouted a command, but her aim remained steady on the pair of unaware monster girls.

Already sluggish, the world around Gabriel slowed to a stop, and he blurred toward the spiteful caster. Praying that his arcane conduit would breach her shield spells, he brought it down in a vicious, two-handed diagonal slash.

A glowing dome blazed into visibility when his mithril blade struck the hexagonal barrier. His sword caused an earsplitting screech, and the summoner jerked to face him.

“How are yo—”

Hasted, he reset and lashed out again. The sword rebounded, so he punched out in rage.

A flicker of purple-black rippled through the shield, and Jessandra grunted when his fist smashed into her cheek.

She stumbled back, dropped her wand, and dug inside her green-and-white robe.

Her shield still glowed around her, and Gabriel stared at his fist for a breath. He didn’t know why a punch had worked better than an enchanted sword, but he discarded any doubts and threw himself at the panicked summoner.

He kicked at her then groaned when his foot struck the hazy barrier. Pain flared up his leg, causing him to stumble.

Why the hells does a punch work but a kick doesn’t?

She pulled her hand free and hurled something at him.

Despite his Haste spell, the small golden ball rushed at him, and it was all he could do to cross his forearms in front of his face.

A shadowy half bubble flashed around the dark bracers he had taken from Dougraine, and the magical grenade she had thrown ricocheted off it.

The glowing marble exploded, and Jessandra let out a startled yelp. Fragments of hardened Aether shot outward.

The translucent buckler in front of Gabriel deflected most of them back at the summoner. Hundreds of jagged shards impacted her barrier spell, finally shattering it.

Jessandra’s cry morphed into a pained whimper as the energy flechettes shredded her exposed skin. She tried to shield her face, but the remorseless fragments left her beautiful visage a mangled, bloody ruin.

Gabriel winced but otherwise ignored the burning cuts along his legs and upper arms. He turned to where Sthuza and Brynja had squared off against the jungle troll.

Yavo wobbled on tree trunk legs. Copious rivers of dark-green blood poured from his gigantic form. But still, his trollish regeneration continued to repair his battered body. Even as Gabriel watched, the unarmored, blood-soaked valkyrie thrust her now broken spear into the monster’s groin.

More blood sprayed out, a sure sign she had struck something vital. Yavo groaned, his rumbling voice almost pitiful.

Movement on the giant’s back drew Gabriel’s attention, and his breath caught at the sight of Sthuza climbing up Yavo’s broad back. She used her silver daggers as climbing axes until she reached his neck.

Brynja dashed between those huge legs, dropped her shield, and whipped her shortened spear across the back of the troll’s hamstring.

Collapsing to his knee, Yavo swatted an enormous hand at Sthuza, but the agile gorgon slipped around his grip.

She wrapped her slender legs around his thick neck and drove both daggers into his temples.

Yavo roared in pain and tried to swipe at her again as she withdrew the silver blades, but they flashed with the telltale glow of magic, and she slammed them home again.

Before his huge hand reached Sthuza, she uncurled her legs and kicked away from the enormous troll. The enchantment she had triggered pulsed within Yavo’s head, then exploded.

Chunks of troll brains and jagged shards of skull rained down, making the already gory battlefield that much more horrific.

The still disguised gorgon rose from where she had landed. She breathed heavily and sheathed her blades after wiping the sticky mess away.

“You are an outstanding warrior,” Brynja said, breathless. The valkyrie knelt a few feet away, propping herself up with her broken spear.

“Thank you for… occupying that cretin. He was clumsy but far too dangerous to risk a blow from,” Sthuza replied. “I pray our fearless companion Gwenaelle survived. Her timely aid was invaluable.”

Still struggling to comprehend the sight of the two women besting the monstrous troll, Gabriel finally turned away, eager to check on his other bonded.


Chapter Twenty-Eight










Reyna was even bloodier than the valkyrie if that was possible. The werebadger straddled the prone form of Thomas.

Over and over again, she slammed her fists down on his chest. Between sobs, she would lean back and swipe her claws through his already shredded face.

Gabriel brushed her bond then recoiled at the pure agony and rage. There was no sense or reason within. All he could feel was a bottomless hate and hurt.

A growing crowd had formed during the battle, and Gabriel studied them for a brief second. Several members of the Watch attempted to maintain some semblance of order, but the more curious citizens and several adventurers ignored them, shoving their way through the crowd or up onto the gatehouse walls.

Illanaya stood near the gate, conversing with a hooded figure who looked suspiciously like Sir Darren. The powerfully built man must have noticed Gabriel’s attention and turned to face him.

Sir Darren’s hard blue eyes stared into Gabriel for a long moment. He gave a decisive nod and returned his attention to the visibly frustrated Guild Rep.

Gabriel ignored them and looked for Cindra and his Minions. He gasped when he spotted the motionless hellhound lying beside the huge, armored minotaur.

Even as he looked about for any other threats, he staggered toward Cindra. Halfway there, he remembered to check his Interface.

Cindra:

BP: 232/250

HP: 240/250

Reyna:

BP: 90/145

HP: 115/165

Looks like Cindra’s just out of breath, but Reyna took a beating.

Gwenaelle popped her head up from the other side of the very dead minotaur. She flashed a wide, fang-filled grin his way. Blood and bits of meat dripped from them, and she leapt to her feet.

“Hey, be careful,” Gabriel warned as the wolf drake trotted toward him. She favored her rear left leg but wagged her armored tail.

“Thanks for helping with that stuck-up bitch,” he said, reaching down to stroke her head scales. “Did you help Cindra too?”

Gwen bobbed her head, then turned toward Reyna and trilled morosely.

“Yeah, I don’t know either,” he muttered.

Cindra groaned and sat up. “Packmaster?”

Gabriel relaxed when the hellhound tore her helmet off and flashed him her usual toothy smile.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he said as he squatted at her side. “Don’t rush yourself. That minotaur hit you pretty hard.”

Frowning, Cindra nodded. “Sorry, Packmaster. You got hurt because Cindra didn’t protect you.”

“No. I underestimated Jessandra’s summons, even after the warning. That’s my fault,” he said, ruffling her sweaty mane. “Catch your breath before you get up. I’m going to check on Reyna.”

The gray-skinned monster girl looked to the screaming lycan, still beating on Thomas. “Losing Pack is painful. Packmaster killed Spider Bitch, but vengeance couldn’t bring Mother back.”

Patting her head, Gabriel nodded. His whole body ached, and his internal leylines burned from the mana he had forced into rushed spells. He took a deep breath then grumbled at how congested his nose felt.

Reyna screamed again, louder, and the growing crowd of onlookers flinched back.

Gabriel sighed, then staggered over to stand beside her. He ignored the spike of pain in his thigh, trusting his regeneration to heal it and all of his other injuries. His full attention was on his third bonded.

Blood flowed from numerous cuts and gashes all over the petite lycan, but Reyna ignored everything as she beat the obviously dead man’s corpse.

Gabriel grunted as he dropped to a knee. He reached out and grasped her fists between strikes. The werebadger turned to glare at him, and torchlight seemed to glimmer in the dark gems of his bracers.

She snarled even as heavy tears poured from her amber eyes. “Prick’s dead.”

“Yeah. Pretty sure I crushed his throat with that last punch,” Gabriel said.

Reyna sniffled. “He was still squirming when I finally got to him.”

“Yeah. Likely drowning in his own blood.”

“Good,” Reyna muttered. She hiccuped once then shrank as she returned to her human form.

Gabriel pulled the bloody woman closer then wrapped her in a gentle embrace.

She pressed herself tight against him. Her small fists pounded his back as she wept, and he was thankful for the enchanted brigandine.

“Raeya!” the werebadger cried. The raw agony and despair in that single word tore a bigger hole in Gabriel’s chest than the arachne’s spear had.

“I-it’s not f-fair,” Reyna sobbed. Her voice was muffled against his chest, but the unbearable pain in her soul washed across their bond unfiltered.

Gabriel had no words for the heartbroken woman, so he just held her tight. Despite all the power Merideva had given him, there was nothing he could do.

“He died too fast. My sister suffered for months before she managed to take her own life. Why does this self-absorbed rapist get off so light?” Reyna whispered. She grew quiet, seemingly out of breath. Taking several shuddering breaths, she clung to Gabriel with a grip worthy of Cindra.

He held her just as tight. Tremors rocked her tiny body, and he bit his lip to keep from voicing his fury at how badly his bonded had suffered.

Still suffered.

‘I can’t do anything about her sister, but maybe we can at least help her get over this fucker. He deserves to suffer even more than Alberik.’

‘Her near-obsession with the baron’s soul is… worrisome. Are you confident this is the best course, Master?’ Sthuza sent. Even that slight contact revealed a world of torment, anguish, and an icy rage radiating from her bond.

‘Confident? No, but we can decide what to do with him later, assuming we’re not too late. Could you still set up one of those S-Crystals fast enough to capture his soul?’

The disguised gorgon blinked, and he saw her hidden head-snakes turn to each other curiously.

After a lengthy pause, she replied, ‘I believe so, Master. I will have to act swiftly to trap his soul before it is claimed by his god.’

Still shuddering against him, Reyna muttered inaudibly, her face pressed tight against his chest.

Gabriel reached up and brushed the top of her blood-matted head. He dug an S-Crystal from his belt and held it out to Sthuza as he met her gaze.

‘Do it.’

Nodding her head sharply, she accepted the crystal and rushed to the gory mess that had been a Dwarven Steel-ranked adventurer.

The crowd shifted and chattered amongst themselves. Several adventurers speculated on the outcome of the battle or debated someone’s performance. Gabriel ignored everyone but his bonded. People gasped when Sthuza activated the S-Crystal, so he held tighter to Reyna.

One hand resting on her head, he stroked her sticky hair and cooed softly. “Forget about them, Reyna. Stay here with me,” he whispered.

Cindra stepped over to him. She flipped her sword around one-handed and stabbed it into the dirt, then wrapped both him and Reyna in a crushing embrace.

Reyna went rigid, but Cindra lowered her head and whispered, “Cindra lost her sisters, but Packmaster gave me new ones. You don’t have to forget old Pack to live with new Pack.”

Sandwiched between them, it was all Reyna could do to nod. She sniffled and rubbed her face against his brigandine, smearing the dead man’s blood across them both.

Gabriel met Cindra’s bright-eyed stare then indicated Sthuza with his head. She flashed a fang-filled smile and released the pair before reclaiming her greatsword.

Watching the imposing hellhound move to stand watch near Sthuza as she drew bloody sigils around the man’s tattered head, Gabriel continued to rub Reyna’s back.

A few observing adventurers tried to encroach on them, likely drawn by Sthuza’s unusual spellcraft. Cindra drove them back with low, threatening growls.

Minutes passed with everyone focused on the Silver-ranked adventurer invoking an S-Crystal on the dead man. Despite their curiosity, they kept their voices low until one person refused to back down at Cindra’s warning growl.

When the menacing sound shifted from a warning of danger to a promise of death, Gabriel turned to spot the intruder. Illanaya had pushed through the crowd of pale-faced onlookers and was headed straight for him.

Sighing, he adjusted Reyna to one side, never relinquishing his grip on her.

She hiccuped, and one of her small hands pulled away from him to wipe angrily at her face. Despite her partial recovery, his bonded stayed pressed tight against him. Red-eyed, Reyna glared at the immaculate elven woman.

Illanaya looked to Gabriel. “Is your companion doing what I think she is?” she asked, almost whispering.

Chuckling, he nodded once. “Probably.”

Gabriel felt Reyna stiffen at his side when she turned and saw the S-Crystal in Sthuza’s hand.

The sight seemed to shock her from her pain and rage. She looked up at him and opened her mouth to speak, but he squeezed her tighter against him, and she snapped it shut. Those bloodshot amber eyes stared up at him, unblinking.

A swirl of emotions assailed him from across their bond, but he kept his attention on the elven woman who stared at Sthuza.

‘How much longer, Sthuza?’

‘I am almost finished, Master. Please keep her away for a few more minutes.’

Gabriel gave a dark chuckle. ‘Yeah, I doubt there’s a law specifically against it since such an S-Crystal can’t exist, but tampering with souls is a big no-no.’

The Guild Rep started toward Sthuza, but Cindra stepped between them before Gabriel could say anything. Glancing up to the hellhound’s face, Illanaya retreated a few paces.

She looked over to where Sthuza worked and gave a long-suffering sigh. “Hmm. Your ritual there is going to be a serious headache for me, isn’t it? There are too many witnesses. I’d ask you to stop, but I rather doubt you would listen. And after I went through the trouble of finding who you wanted.”

Gabriel stared at the elf. She had the effortless beauty that was expected of her species, but her green-eyed gaze was weary. He flashed her a soft, apologetic smile.

“Ho-” he started before Gwenaelle slunk between them and brushed up against him.

The wolf drake almost knocked him and Reyna over, then stepped back and hacked several times before spitting a bloody mass to the ground.

Gabriel frowned at the disgusting mess. Illanaya gagged.

“Is… is that a… finger?” he muttered.

The wolf drake raked a clawed paw through the grisly gunk until a manicured digit slipped free of the worst of the gore. She pushed the severed finger toward him, and a simple mithril ring glinted in the sparse torchlight.

“Looks like she got you a present,” Reyna teased. Gwen bobbed her head and trilled, then wandered over to a hunk of green troll meat she must have ripped off the brute earlier.

“Wolfie brought two presents,” Cindra said, and the blood-splattered hellhound pointed to an elaborate jade wafer half-buried in the fleshy vomit. “The ugly bitch’s magic shield.”

Gabriel squatted to check, and Reyna went with his movement, apparently unwilling to release him just yet. He picked up the slick token and brushed it dry against the dirt.

Once he had most of the gore off, he studied the elaborate glyphs etched into the brittle disk. He didn’t recognize all of them, but he identified enough to confirm it was another shield spell.

‘Jade isn’t the most powerful material for spell tokens, but it’s pretty damn high quality. Good for protection and even some healing spells. At the Academy, I only got to use the cheapest ones: imbued clay or copper. I can feel the mana stored in these; they’re pretty potent. Once we get settled in, we should sell some loot to buy some specialized ones. They could come in handy.’

‘That is an excellent idea, Master. And I have no doubt Lady Merideva would be more than eager to help you begin crafting your own.’

‘Hmm, good point. If Meri conjures blank tokens, I could customize the spells for our needs.’

Gabriel slipped the magical item into a slot in his swordbelt and stood. “Gwen really helped us out by snagging this. If Jessandra had gotten any more defenses up, I’m not sure how we’d have won.”

“Wolfie came back to protect Packmaster. Maybe you should claim her like the crunchy chew toys?”

Reyna snorted, but he felt her small head nod against him.

‘That’s… not a bad idea.’

‘I agree, Master. She has proven herself resourceful and loyal. And I believe she is young for a wolf drake.’

‘Oh, so she’s got some growing to do?’ He looked to the armored monster and smiled.

Gwen growled, tearing off another strip of green flesh, and she trilled as she chewed her snack.

Gabriel stared at the suspiciously shaped hunk of troll, then glanced to the huge corpse’s bloody crotch and back again.

“Cindra thinks Wolfie will get along great with green chew toy,” the hellhound said.

Shuddering, Gabriel averted his gaze from the wolf drake and turned to Brynja. “Thanks for protecting them. I was terrified when Jessandra summoned that jungle troll. Without you occupying that brute, we would have lost.”

The valkyrie was achingly beautiful, even in simple peasant’s garb and soaked in blood and sweat. She bowed low, her crippled wings flapping limply behind her.

“While I appreciate your gratitude, my lord, it is I who must thank you. Without you and your companions, I would never have acquired the chance to see that foul wench punished.”

Reyna snorted, likely at the valkyrie’s odd speech, and despite his exhaustion, Gabriel chuckled. He squeezed the werebadger tighter against him and smiled at Brynja. “I’m glad we were able to arrange that.”

“Is she doing what it looks like she’s doing?” someone asked, and Gabriel glanced over to see a robed man pointing at Sthuza.

“Don’t be ridiculous; that’s impossible. I don’t know why she’s wasting her time with the ritual, and I don’t care,” Illanaya grumbled. “The action is all over, so clear out.”

The adventurer frowned at the Guild Rep, but she tilted her head toward him and glared. After a moment, the mage grunted and turned away.

“Why is Snakes doing what she’s doing?” Reyna whispered from his side. Her small hands clutched his brigandine like her life depended on holding him.

Her words reminded Gabriel that he and Sthuza had kept that brief discussion secret, and he hugged Reyna tighter. “She’s going to try and capture that asshole’s soul because of what he did to you and your sister. Just like the baron.”

Brynja’s silver-blue eyes widened, but she swallowed whatever question she wanted to ask.

When the bloody hellhound staggered over to them, she quickly wrapped all three of them into a tight hug.

“Gah, let me go, Boobs,” Reyna grumbled. “Between you and Birdbrain, there are way too many breasts pressed against me.

Cindra wiggled against Gabriel then grinned. “Cindra thinks Packmaster likes lots of breasts pressed against him.”

Gabriel laughed and turned his head to kiss the gray-skinned beauty. Her face was clean, no doubt because of her helmet, and he allowed himself to simply enjoy the moment.

Cindra moaned into his mouth before he pulled back to catch his breath. “Packmaster not mad that Cindra couldn’t protect Pack?”

“Not in the slightest. You all did a great job, and we won. Some rotten scum got punished, and we gain a new ally.”

‘Master, I was unable to steal his soul.’

Gabriel went rigid and clamped down on his thoughts before he let any anger or disappointment at the idea of the bastard escaping punishment leak out. ‘Why not?’

‘I do not know. This is not something I have much experience with, but if I had to guess, I would say his soul was… absent.’

‘Would a Divine Favor bring him back that fast? Adventurers are always trying to earn them.’

‘Perhaps, Master. I have no experience with Favors, but do they not usually restore a person to their body? As I understand it, resurrection without the original body is more time-consuming.’

‘Yeah, think you’re right. Well, thanks for trying.’ He paused then, but movement among the dead and wounded drew his attention.

‘Actually, let’s loot these assholes,’ he said.

A brief spike of surprise leaked from Sthuza’s bond. ‘That… is a good point, Master. The summoner alone had numerous magical items. She deployed many of her S-Crystals and used several spell tokens, but we should still get a nice haul.’

“Cindra, you need to let me go,” he said aloud. “We’re going to see what we can loot from Jessandra and the others.”

The hellhound licked the length of his face, nodded, and let go. She turned and rushed over to where the minotaur lay.

“C-can I see what that fucker had?” Reyna asked in a hesitant whisper.

“Go wild with it. Take anything you want. He owes you more than anyone could pay.”

“Should I stay and assist you or join your second over there?” Brynja asked, looking to where the disguised gorgon knelt.

“Stick with me, though, for the record, Sthuza’s my Prime,” he replied as Reyna slipped away.

The valkyrie nodded, but she glanced about furtively.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

Brynja jerked and instinctively shook her head. “No, my lord!”

“Relax, Brynja. You can just call me Gabriel. And are you sure? Oh… would you like to search for your gear? I assume you had a bit more to your name before they betrayed you,” he said, grinning.

Her face lit up, and her white wings flapped feebly. “That is indeed my desire, Lord Gabriel. These foulest deceivers stole mine armor, spear, and the shield my mother gifted unto me before I left home.” Her eyes grew distant as she spoke, and Gabriel got the feeling she was quite homesick.

“We’ll help you get it back if we can,” he said.

‘Not that I can blame her after what happened.’

‘Indeed, Master. With the loss of her wings, she will want her old equipment all the more. It may take some time to convince her to bond you, but recovering her belongings would be an excellent next step.’

Gabriel thought back to what Sthuza had said about Brynja before. ‘Do you really think I can restore her wings after what was done to her?’

‘I do. Mistress Iylara managed some most impressive feats of healing. Hopefully, you can heal her as easily as you did Miss Reyna. If not, well, valkyries live for over a century. Once she is a Dungeon Bound, she will be able to wait as long as needed for you to heal her.’

◆◆◆

Gabriel made his way to Jessandra and loomed over her. The unconscious summoner’s face was a bloody mess. Dozens of tiny fragments of hardened Aether had rebounded when he blocked her last attack. Those jagged shards had peppered her face, shredding her previously flawless skin.

The dried blood crusted about her eyes, nose, and ears hinted at just how far she had pushed herself. That damage was symptomatic of the extreme mana depletion she endured while maintaining so many summons at once.

It also reminded Gabriel of how messy his own face was, and he reached up to brush drying blood from his still painful nose. An unpleasant tingling told him the injury was healing, so he pushed the discomfort aside.

Mana 26%

Used a lot more than I’d planned. If Meri hadn’t boosted my talent so much, I’d have suffered worse mana depletion than Jessandra did.

The summoner’s right hand looked terrible. Blood continued to leak from where Gwen had ripped off a finger and left two others attached by little more than skin.

While the injuries would be crippling for a commoner, Gabriel knew she could afford the intensive work needed to restore her missing digit.

She doesn’t look like the type to accept an enchanted prosthetic.

A Guild healer knelt beside the young woman, busy treating the worst of her wounds. When the ashen-haired man opened an ornate pouch on Jessandra’s hip, Gabriel grabbed his shoulder.

“Hold on,” he said after the healer pulled a silver vial from the summoner’s pouch.

“I’m just a healer. If you want to give a statement or press a claim, you need to speak with Illanaya,” the slender man said.

Gabriel looked over to where Brynja stood, glaring down at the woman who had maimed her. He grinned and turned back to the healer. “Do you have any of those really shitty healing potions? The sort that even peasants can afford?”

The smaller man’s gray eyes widened, and he stared up in concern. “Uh, y-yes. I do, but Miss Maddis likely has enough high-tier potions for me to treat her and her companions. Well, assuming any of them still draw breath.”

“Use the cheap ones. The kind that will leave her with a lovely collection of scars to remind her of today,” Gabriel said. “You can have Illanaya put it on my tag.”

The healer shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, but Gabriel cut him off.

“Do it,” he growled as he glared down at the other man.

“Listen to him, Pyetr,” Illanaya called from across the blood-soaked battlefield. The weary elf walked over to join them and shot Gabriel a hard stare. “You do realize that her father will almost certainly use his wealth and position to prevent a death sentence, yes?”

Gabriel flashed a wicked grin. “Yeah, that’s why I want her to have something to remember us by.”

Brynja let out a soft gasp, and her crippled wings flapped noisily.

The Guild Rep’s green eyes narrowed, and she stared intensely at him for several seconds. “You really aren’t concerned in the slightest? Jessandra is a spiteful bitch. She’ll hunt you down the moment she recovers.”

Reyna snickered from where she stood near Thomas’ body.

He met the elf’s sharp gaze and nodded. “She’s welcome to come run us down in Lostbarrow,” he said. “In fact, tell her to stop by the baroness and ask for Gabriel Grimm. I’m sure she’ll receive a warm welcome.”

Sthuza giggled, and even Reyna chortled sadly, which caused Illanaya to glower.

Her green eyes narrowed as she studied Gabriel’s face. “And what precisely does that… never mind. I don’t want to know, do I?”

“Nah, you really don’t,” Reyna replied. “If that stuck-up bitch wants another go, she can try breaking into this big-dicked fucker’s home.”

“While you’re here,” Gabriel began. “Might as well let you know. We’re going to pick them over before you round them up. They robbed Brynja of all of her worldly possessions, so it seems only right to return the favor.”

The elf’s frown deepened, and she opened her mouth then, paused and exhaled slowly. “Fine. Though, I hope you do not take offense when I say I have no desire to see you in Stillcrest again for a century or two.”

Gabriel grinned and nodded. “Have you had their rooms in the Guildhall emptied yet? Or should I collect their tags to unlock them?”

Adventurer tags were unique to their owner and almost impossible to fake. Tied to Soulstones looted from the dungeons, the Guild held a monopoly on their creation. They served as identification and keys for a wide range of Guild services. Though against the rules, it was not unheard of for adventurers to claim another’s tag as a trophy or memento.

Like how Dresk and Derek stole my Copper plate.

Illanaya’s green eyes widened, then she covered her face with one hand and rubbed at it. “I did not have time to begin evicting them. I… I think I’ll just call it a day and take off early. Please be gone by tomorrow,” she said. Apparently done, she turned and strode away, shaking her head.

“Seriously?” Reyna asked. “We’re actually going to break into their rooms and rob them?”

Gabriel laughed. “No,” he said, and the lycan’s excited look fell.

“We’re going to loot them, Reyna. There’s a difference.”

Snot-faced and red-eyed, the bloody werebadger broke out cackling at his serious expression.

“Lord Gabriel,” Brynja called. “I fear these ne’er-do-wells do not have any of my belonging among their possessions.” The valkyrie stalked over to join them, her beautiful face set in a deep frown.

“Help me collect their Guild tags,” he said. To demonstrate, he squatted at Jessandra’s side and ripped her Silver tag free from a polished necklace.

“You can’t steal a—”

Gabriel glared at the healer and slowly rolled the shiny tag along his knuckles.

Eyes tracking the dexterous movement, the man blanched and swallowed. “Uh, I’m going to focus on healing this woman.”

Reyna joined Gabriel and knelt beside the bloody summoner. “Fucking skank’s going to be pissed when she sees her new look. Those wounds are gonna make for some ugly ass scars. Still, she’s getting off light after what she did to Birdbrain.”

The lycan began rooting through Jessandra’s robe and numerous pouches. She pulled out several gilded potion vials, a gold room key, an elven-crafted dagger, and four more spell tokens. Two of them were for Shield, but he didn’t recognize the others.

After emptying the formerly beautiful woman’s belt pouches, Reyna pulled off Jessandra’s ornate, high-heeled boots and shook them.

A slender jeweled dagger, an ornate gold-embossed parchment, and a pair of S-Crystals dropped to the dirt. “Score!” the lycan shouted as she snatched up the last treasures.

While she did, Gabriel took the rod Jessandra had used against him. He opened his mind and shared his discovery with his Prime.

‘That was a highly lethal spell. Does it have any power remaining, Master?’ Sthuza sent. ‘If not, we could attempt to charge it with some of the Magic Stones we acquired from the arachne. Yesera’s alone might be enough.’

Gabriel pushed the slightest trickle of his mana into the ornate orichalcum and gold rod. It soaked the power up almost as readily as the arcane conduit Sthuza had given him. After a few seconds, he finished attuning with it and confirmed it was almost dry.

‘We’ll have to recharge it. Could be useful against Estrial if we can get it working.’

‘Indeed, Master. We can deal with that later. Either of us should be able to handle it with ease.’

Gabriel looked about for his other companions as Reyna got up and walked over to Thomas’ body. Cindra was stripping every belonging from the dead men and monsters off to his right. Kestria and Sathru assisted the towering hellhound.

I can feel Kuterug still. It’ll be interesting to see how long before I can resummon her.

Sthuza must have corralled Illanaya before she could escape and was talking to the beautiful elf in a relatively peaceful manner. One of her head-snakes turned and caught him looking. It smiled and undulated happily, then brushed against Sthuza’s cheek. She turned and smiled when she spotted him.

‘I am arranging a few more things with Illanaya. It will not take long, and then we can retire to our rooms.’

‘Sounds good,’ he replied before walking over to Brynja.

The valkyrie had been busy. She had taken the tags from all of Jessandra’s men, except for Thomas. Apparently, Reyna had already claimed that one.

Brynja held out her collection to him when he approached, and he accepted them with a smile.

“Thanks,” he said. He looked the tags over once then slipped them into the leather pouch at his belt.

I need to get a dimensional pouch or two as well. Maybe one of those compartmentalized ones.

“Did you see anything worth taking on any of them?” he asked the valkyrie who stood rigidly before him.

“No, my lord.”

Gabriel sighed. “Okay. Let’s gather everyone up and then head back to the Guildhall. I don’t know about you, but I could really use some sleep.” He started over to where Cindra had joined Reyna.

“A good night’s rest does sound most appealing, Lord Gabriel,” Brynja replied, walking in lockstep with him.

“Grouchy Panties wants to join Pack in bed tonight?” the bloody hellhound asked, leaning in close to her smaller companion.

Reyna blushed and opened her mouth to reply, then noticed Gabriel approaching and snapped it shut again before scowling at the taller woman.

“Ooo! Packmaster,” Cindra yipped. She dropped the lumpy bundle of pilfered armor she had wrapped in what looked like the jungle troll’s loincloth. Before it hit the ground, she leapt at Gabriel and wrapped him in a spine-popping hug.

“Come on, Boobs,” Reyna said. “You’re gonna kill him like that one day if you aren’t careful.”

“Cindra would never hurt Packmaster!”

Gabriel coughed and rubbed her back until she relaxed and let him stand on his own again. “You ladies about ready?” he asked.

His bonded both nodded, and the two kobolds walked up, dragging a pair of poleaxes behind them.

“We are ready, War Chief,” Kestria said.

“Where did you find those?” he asked, eyeing the ornate and clearly enchanted weapons.

Near twins, the long-handled axes were almost comically large against the small kobolds. Each bore a razor-sharp crescent blade on one side with a four-pronged hammerhead for puncturing armor on the reverse side. A thick spike jutted out the top, allowing the weapon to function as a spear if needed.

“Two of the greenskins bore them against your bonded. The tribe took them from behind and claimed their weapons. The mighty wolf stripped their armor,” Kestria explained. She struggled even more than Sathru since she also carried Yesera’s spear.

Cindra nodded. Reyna just looked at him and shrugged.

“Eh, works for me,” he said. “Let’s go grab Sthuza and get back to the Guildhall.”

After Cindra released him, Gwen trotted over to them and trilled.

“So, you gonna keep her?” Reyna asked. She beckoned the wolf drake closer then scratched the side of her bloody muzzle.

Gabriel locked gazes with the bright-eyed quadruped, who flashed a smile much like the kobolds. “Sure. If she wants to join us, I’m more than happy to make her a Minion. It’s not hard, and I can still claim one more.”

The wolf drake barked happily, and Cindra beamed at him. To his surprise, Reyna looked almost as happy as Gwen.

“Ah, that will be excellent, Gabriel,” Sthuza said. The disguised gorgon stood a few feet away, Illanaya right beside her.

The elf’s frown deepened, and he wondered if the Guild Rep would gain stress lines despite her elven blood. She glanced to each of them and then back to Sthuza.

“I will bring the portable Soulstone over in the morning. After my diviner checks in with the whereabouts of Est—of your friend,” she said before she turned and left.

“Soulstone?” Gabriel asked.

“Yes, Master. After that demonstration, you will draw far too much attention as a Bronze-ranked adventurer. You defeated a Dwarven Steel-ranked fighter and a Silver mage who should probably be Gold-ranked. The solution, for the Guild and us, is to upgrade your tag.”

Sthuza hooked an arm through his, and they started toward the Guildhall. “I asked Illanaya to arrange a tag for Brynja at the same time. She is also going to investigate Estrial as well. But that will likely take until tomorrow morning. For now, how about a bath and perhaps a second dinner?”

“This means that I shall truly become a full member of the Adventurer’s Guild?” Brynja asked.

“Yes,” Sthuza said. “It was your original goal, after all. And while I have complete confidence that you will choose to stay on with Master. It is only right that we set you up properly, regardless of your final decision.”

Brynja bowed low. “Thank you.”

“Cindra’s not sure what being an adventurer really means,” the hellhound muttered. “Have we done a lot of adventurer stuff since we left Lady Glowy’s?”

Reyna laughed. “Oh yeah. Basically, adventurers are dicks with fancy licenses to kill shit and loot ‘em. That’s exactly what we’ve been doing.”

Cindra beamed and pulled the petite lycan into a crushing embrace. “Thanks, Packsister.”

Reyna mumbled something, but Gabriel couldn’t understand, given how her face was pressed into the taller woman’s bust.

While his Prime scolded the hellhound, he shot Brynja an amused grin and continued toward the imposing Guildhall.

I love this life.


Chapter Twenty-Nine










When they entered the Guildhall, everyone turned to stare.

Feeling self-conscious but unwilling to back down at this point, Gabriel beelined across the main hall and over to the receptionist near the baths.

A few of the other adventurers present began muttering about what had happened outside. More than one caught his eye and nodded.

‘Looks like Jessandra wasn’t very popular,’ he sent to his Prime.

‘Indeed. Given her power and wealth, no doubt they played nice to avoid trouble. I saw many people do the same during my forays outside of the dungeon.’

When he noticed several adventurers staring at Gwen and the pair of gore-drenched kobolds, he realized none of his party had cleaned up after the battle.

‘Yes, Master. It slipped my mind as well,’ Sthuza sent.

Gabriel chuckled and paused to weave his cleaning spell. He took his time and traced each glyph with one hand while his other rested on the hilt of his conduit. Once the spell was ready, he sealed it and released the magic.

A swirl of bubbles surrounded his entire party. Gwen growled, but Reyna shushed her. When the glowing suds vanished, they all looked clean like only magic could achieve.

If anything, more eyes were watching them now, and Gabriel belatedly realized that most mages would not have bothered to clean their summons.

‘Any point in sending them back now?’ he asked.

‘Doubtful, Master. At this point, you might as well keep them out until we retire upstairs. When these adventurers see you casually maintaining your summons while we bathe and eat, they should know better than to cause us any further trouble.’

Brynja glanced toward the large staircase up to the private rooms, and Gabriel assumed she wanted to find her stolen equipment.

‘Sthuza, how long until the bath’s ready?’

‘It should not take long, Master. I arranged for a private rental with Illanaya. Still, I imagine it will take ten or more minutes. Why?’

“I’ve got all of those adventurers’ tags and keys,” he said. “How about we go plunder their rooms and drop anything useful off in ours before we hit the bath?”

Reyna threw her fists up and did a little dance. “Fuck yeah!”

“That is an excellent suggestion, Master. Hopefully, we can find Brynja’s ancestral arms and armor in one of their rooms. My guess would be Jessandra’s,” Sthuza said.

“Yeah, I bet she still has it. Given how rich she is, there’s no reason for her to rush selling it,” Gabriel added.

The valkyrie’s blond eyebrows climbed, and her stunning face lit up. “Do you mean it?”

Cindra bobbed her head decisively. “Of course. Packmaster keeps his promises and takes great care of Pack.”

Reyna pulled out a thin metal rectangle from her spoils bag. “Here’s the bitch’s key. We should hit her room first.”

With everyone in agreement, Gabriel led the women up the stairs and back toward the rooms set aside for adventurers.

Finding Jessandra’s room took only a moment, and he unlocked the door then pushed it open. A horrid stench washed over him, and he paused to look around before entering.

The summoner had booked a room almost identical to the one Sthuza arranged for them. But where Gabriel and his bonded left theirs looking like the impersonal room it was, Jessandra had filled hers with numerous personal belongings.

Garish paintings of the woman lined the walls—all in various stages of dress or undress. Sheer silk curtains hung about the disheveled bed, and her clothes littered the floor.

Sthuza gasped and covered her face. Her head-snakes hissed and recoiled away from the room. “What is that stench?”

“That bitch must’ve had a monster orgy in here and didn’t clean up after herself,” Reyna said. The werebadger scowled, but she stepped into the room. She headed straight for the table on the far side.

“Cindra doesn’t like it. Smells foul… like bad food and dark mating.” The hellhound moved to Gabriel’s side and sniffed at his hair. “Much prefer Packmaster’s scent.”

“This is not at all what I expected based on my time with the foul villainess,” Brynja added. “She insisted on the camp always being clean.”

“I’m guessing she’s a hypocrite in addition to everything else,” Gabriel said. He wove the glyphs for his cleaning spell then anchored it to the disgusting room before releasing it.

The potent magic washed across the large suite in a wave. Brynja gasped in amazement while Reyna cursed and muttered.

“You coulda cast that before I walked into this cum-stained gnomish oven. As bad it is smelled, skank was probably bathing in that troll’s jizz.” Reyna shuddered, but she didn’t let disgust pause her search.

The others copied the lycan and started digging through the piles of now clean clothes, bedding, and far too many empty naquala vials.

‘I do not want to know what she was doing in here.’

‘Neither do I, Master. The contents of most of these vials were… some sort of stamina boosting elixir.’

Gabriel let Reyna and Sthuza lead the search and instead focused on any books.

Would be nice to find her spellbook. With how much wealth we’ve already seen on display, I can’t even imagine what glyphs and spells she might have acquired.

Moments later, Gabriel grinned and lifted a massive drakeskin tome. The book was three times thicker than Kelith’s, and the blue leather was gilded with mithril. Silvery letters proudly marked it as Jessandra’s personal spellbook.

Gabriel activated Magesight and took a moment to study the enchanted book. He spotted the telltale web of arcane filaments that fueled a series of potent enchantments.

“All this expensive shit, and you want to steal a book?” Reyna asked.

Jerked from his study of the harshly glowing runes, Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head before looking to his bonded. “This is probably the most expensive item in here.”

Reyna snorted and stared at him, but then Sthuza spoke up.

“Master is quite correct. Mages hoard their spell studies with a fervor rivaled only by the most paranoid dragons. I imagine Jessandra would trade everything you’ve collected and then some for that tome.”

The werebadger snorted again and shook her head but returned her attention to a pile of discarded clothes.

Gabriel watched for a moment as she dug through the pile, tossing aside each item until something caught her eye.

Reyna stuffed three silken garments into a bulging sack before turning to glare up at him. “What are you looking at, fuckstick? If smelling all that stank-ass sex got you horny, check with Boobs. I ain’t interested in polishing your sword right now.”

“Ooo, Packmaster wants to mate? Cindra can be quick.”

Sthuza sighed, and Gabriel chuckled.

Across the room, Bryna turned to stare at him, her face red. “Do we need to leave the room… or ca-should we stay and witness?”

“There’s not going to be any mating right now,” Gabriel said. He turned to face the now frowning hellhound. “We already agreed on waiting until bedtime, right?”

Cindra flashed her terrifyingly effective puppy dog eyes for a brief moment, but she relented and nodded after he spoke.

Gabriel turned and glanced at each of the women. “Anything left to loot, or are you ladies ready to leave this pigsty? We still need to check the others before we head to the baths?”

Sthuza and Cindra looked eager to leave while Reyna continued to dig through more of Jessandra’s clothes.

“Yeah, there’s not much left worth taking,” the lycan said. Despite her words, Reyna grabbed another outfit and stuffed it in her sack.

He turned to check on Brynja. Kneeling on the plush rug, back to him, she must have missed his question. She stared into a large, bronze-decorated trunk with total focus.

“Oh sweet, you found your shit?” Reyna asked. She stomped over to the valkyrie’s side and slapped her on the shoulder.

Brynja jerked at the contact and turned to face them. “Ah… yes.” She pointed toward the box. “It appears that all of my belongings were stored in this enchanted trunk.”

Reyna stepped closer and looked inside. “Damn, you weren’t kidding about your armor. Is it actually mithril? That breastplate’s got to be worth ten thousand gold or more.”

Brynja nodded, her lush blond hair bouncing about her shoulders. “Indeed. This suit belonged to my ancestors going back almost a millennium.”

Reyna whistled. “Nice. Makes sense you’d want it back.”

“Yes,” Brynja said before she rose gracefully and turned to face Gabriel head-on. The beautiful valkyrie stood to her full height then dipped low in a deep bow. “Thank you, Master Gabriel, for allowing me both the chance to avenge myself upon she who betrayed me and for recovering my heirlooms.”

“Relax,” Reyna said with a snicker. “I told ya he’d help you.”

“I’m glad we were able to work it out,” Gabriel said. “Do you want to take the whole chest for now? It would make a decent way to store it until after bathing. Cindra could help you carry it.”

“Cindra is happy to help Birdsister.”

Brynja stood and flashed a slight smile but shook her head. “I appreciate your offer, my lord, but it is unnecessary. I have another means of storage. Though… I could use some assistance in reequipping my armor. It has been a while since I had to work with it in this state. Those foul brutes stripped it away improperly.”

Reyna grinned and smacked the taller woman’s back again. “I’ll help, but ya need to explain what you want done.”

“Cindra will help too,” the hellhound declared. She stepped over and lifted a truly spectacular vanguard plate cuirass from the bronze trunk.

The mithril breastplate looked thick enough to stop a ballista bolt. Gabriel activated Magesight to study the incredibly protective armor.

Subtle eldritch runes blazed like the sun beneath his augmented sight, and he could not help but be impressed.

He glanced down to see the trunk also glowed. “Should we take the chest anyway? I didn’t realize it had a dimensional enchantment.”

“It would be a little large to carry, Master, but we could at least move it to our quarters here and decide later. Perhaps after we recover the crystal, we could pick it up and take it back with us.”

“Works for me,” he said. “Now how do…”

Brynja’s impressive breasts jutted proudly between the open flaps of a black silk arming doublet. Cindra held the massively thick breastplate in one hand as Reyna laced a gleaming silver greave to the valkyrie’s black spider-silk arming pants.

“There’s a shit-ton of these damn cords. Why the hells is your armor so complicated?”

“I assure you, it is most simple. Each part is essential to anchoring the suit properly.” Brynja paused and glanced down when the lycan shifted to the second shin plate. “Though, I admit it can be a bit much having to reattach each piece separately.”

“Why does Birdsister want to wear so much armor if you can use magic to block strong swings like earlier with the big green one?” Cindra asked. She held the contoured breastplate casually, her eyes focused on Reyna’s hands.

“Ah, well, technically, I do not cast magic. I am a physical adept with a personal talent that enables me to use Reinforcement on anything I touch. Instead of only strengthening or hardening my own body with mana, I can extend that protection outward somewhat. But while it can be rather powerful, it is more taxing, and I must be aware of the attack to activate it. It is useless if I am tricked or taken by surprise, such as happened with that wicked Jessandra.

“My armor protects against lesser attacks and those I am unable to anticipate. This allows me to focus my energy on blocking only those that would cause serious injury.”

Cindra bobbed her head and looked up to beam at Brynja. “That makes sense, but… Cindra would stay in the nude if I could shield myself like that.”

“Course ya would, you damn streaker,” Reyna muttered. She rose to her feet and pulled Brynja’s doublet closed. “Now stop fooling around and help me get this stupidly hot bitch into her gear.”

“I thought Cindra was the hot one,” Brynja said. “Am I misunderstanding your language?”

Reyna snickered, then glared when Cindra spoke.

“Ignore Grouchy Panties, she complains a lot, but she really thinks you’re pretty.”

“Shut yer damn mouth, you… gah, whatever. Just help me get these stupid straps attached.”

Gabriel and Sthuza shared a quiet chuckle as the lycan glared at Cindra. The hellhound showed no remorse, her grin only widening, but she sat the cuirass aside and lent a hand.

‘Brynja’s armor is even more impressive than I expected, Master. She will make an excellent frontline guardian and personal champion.’

Gabriel chuckled. ‘For a year. We’ll have to see if you’re right about her choosing to bond with me.’

‘Of course, Master.’

With Cindra’s surprisingly deft assistance and Brynja’s calm instructions, it didn’t take long for the three women to attach all of the separate pieces of armor. The valkyrie stood proudly in the center of Jessandra’s ransacked room, looking like an angelic warrior ready for battle. A slender ironwood mace with a mithril head hung from her waist.

“I thought you wielded a spear,” Gabriel said.

The blonde smiled and drew the ornate weapon with one hand. “I do. This is another heirloom.” She adjusted her grip, and the wooden haft extended fourfold. At the same time, the flanged mithril head shifted, the metal flowing into a sleek spearhead.

She spun the eight-foot spear around in an impressive demonstration before returning it the compact mace. “While I prefer to fight with it in a larger form, this is much easier to carry.”

“Yeah, that’s really convenient,” Gabriel said.

She nodded, then turned her attention to something Reyna said.

‘It would be nice if Cindra’s sword was that easy to carry.’

‘Yes, Master. My hope is to commission a scabbard that could merge with the enchantment on her armor. Being able to carry her sword even while in canine form would benefit her greatly.’

Brynja lowered a massive, ornate helmet over her head. With the visor down, all he could see were her sharp silver-blue eyes behind the crystal eyeslit. She flipped the visor up with a muted click and smiled.

“Again, you have my most sincere gratitude for restoring my belongings. I swear that I shall serve you with complete loyalty for the entire year, as agreed upon.”

“Master was all too happy to assist you,” Sthuza said. She shot a knowing glance to Gabriel, who shook his head.

“I’m glad we were able to get your gear back.” He turned to the rest of the group and continued, “So, ready to hit up the bathhouse now?”

“Yay bath!” Cindra yipped. Sthuza scolded the hellhound when she bounced on her feet and caused the floor to shift beneath them.

“Yeah, let’s go ahead and see what it’s like. I’ve heard plenty about the place but never got to visit a proper one before,” Reyna said, her voice growing quieter near the end.

“It will be nice to relax after the unpleasantness with Jessandra,” Sthuza added as they headed back out and downstairs. Many eyes tracked the armored valkyrie as they made their way toward the rear of the Guildhall.

Minutes later, they stood before a receptionist behind a simple blackstone counter. While they had dropped off the trunk and clothes, Reyna insisted on keeping several items to look through, so she and Cindra both carried well-made leather packs.

“Y-you are the one who rented out the baths for the next hour?” a tall, slender young man asked. His eyes darted from person to person, and he failed to suppress a wince, crossing his legs when he glanced to Gwenaelle.

Sthuza flashed a courteous smile and nodded. “Yes, I trust there will be no interruptions during our allotted time.”

The man’s tanned face paled, and he shook his head. “Of course not. It’s c-common practice for parties to rent them. The anti-scrying enchantments are well-maintained, and the staff has just finished cleaning the entire suite.” He paused for a moment when Gwen opened her mouth wide enough to swallow his head as she yawned. “Ah, I-I hope you enjoy your stay.”

Despite the sadness saturating their bond, Reyna snickered. “Relax, kid. Long as you don’t start enslaving people, you’re safe from us.”

He nodded. “Of course. Ah…” He paused and sighed in relief when an older dwarven woman walked over to join him. Gesturing to the muscular redhead, he said, “Ynna here will escort you to the bathes. I-I’m Bran. If you need anything, you can let me or Ynna know via the message gem near the doors.”

“Thanks, Bran,” Gabriel said as Cindra grabbed his arm.


Chapter Thirty










Ynna led them toward the changing room in silence. Cindra held tight to Gabriel, dragging him forward in her eagerness. Gwen and the two kobolds followed along right behind them.

‘I’m a little surprised Cindra’s so excited to see the baths,’ he sent to Sthuza.

Walking on his other side, the gorgon blushed. ‘I may have mentioned the one in Lostbarrow to her, Master. She found the idea of a hot bath quite desirable. As I understand it, her Pack used the sulfur springs down on the eighth floor.’

“It’s one thing to bring him into the bath,” Reyna said, her amber eyes locked on the towering hellhound. “But you three better not start going at it like a bunch of horny succubi.”

Cindra frowned and turned to the petite lycan. “Don’t worry, Cindra has had baths before. Ci-I understand proper bathing eta-etiq… decorum.”

Seeing something in the taller woman’s gaze, Reyna sighed. “Yeah, course you do.” She shook her head, and her thick blond stripe flailed back and forth. “Just try not to make a mess in the water. I don’t wanna stew in your love juices.”

The dwarven woman sped up her pace.

Cindra reached out and grabbed Reyna, pulling the werebadger in under her free arm. “Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties, Packmaster’s magic cleans everything.”

Reyna grumbled but didn’t resist being dragged along.

“Here is your room,” Ynna said. “The door locks from the inside, so feel free to leave your gear in the lockers. The bathing area is through the far doors.” The dwarf glanced at Cindra and Reyna, then darted back the way they came.

They entered a large changing room with a wall of cedar lockers and benches. Double doors centered in the opposite wall led to the actual baths.

“This facility has been updated since the last time I passed through here,” Sthuza said.

She strode over to a locker and pulled several white towels from within. Once she set them out, she began to strip off her white-and-green armor. “Illanaya booked the room for our exclusive use. We have a full hour, so let us all enjoy a relaxing soak.”

Cindra released Gabriel and rushed over to imitate her. She was halfway out of her leathers before the gorgon unfastened her belt.

Brynja moved to another locker. “This setup is most unlike what we have back home, but I must admit to a strong desire for a bath. I… I did not trust Sir Darren’s offers.”

The valkyrie closed her eyes and bowed her head. A flurry of well-woven magic strong enough Gabriel could sense it surrounded her. The thick vanguard plate harness she wore shrank away, leaving her wearing a silken arming doublet and skintight trousers.

Instead of the heavy, full-faced helm which had concealed Brynja’s face a second before, an elegant, winged diadem of pure mithril held her golden hair back. Stylized greaves remained strapped to her shins, and the bracers still protected her forearms, with the left one looking especially large.

A thick braided necklace of gleaming mithril hung around her neck, with a light-blue gem centered within.

“Damn, that’s convenient,” Reyna said.

Sthuza nodded. “I suspected your armor had such an enchantment. It must greatly ease dressing and undressing.”

“Cindra likes that enchantment,” the already nude hellhound said.

“Quick as you can strip down, ya don’t need it,” Reyna replied with a snicker.

Brynja nodded. “Yes, I would have been greatly inconvenienced while traveling alone if I had to attach and detach each plate multiple times a day.”

Sthuza looked over and smiled. Then she lowered her disguise, and the valkyrie’s silver-blue eyes widened.

Brynja’s flawless face paled, and she swallowed visibly, “Ah, so you were not… exaggerating when you described our companions earlier.”

“Told ya,” Reyna replied. “She’s the real deal.”

Gwen trilled, and the kobolds laughed as they stripped off their oversized armor.

Brynja nodded and drew a deep breath, color returning to her cheeks. “My apologies for staring, Lady Sthuza,” she said.

“There is no need to apologize, and certainly no need for titles,” Sthuza said. She slid her armor down her shoulders, and Gabriel paused his own disrobing to watch. Beneath the white-and-green leather, she wore the slick black bra and impossibly tight shorts he had seen her in before.

‘It is quite flattering that you still wish to watch me, given both Cindra and Brynja are here, Master.’ There was a heated undercurrent to Sthuza’s mind-voice, and her emerald eyes flashed with hunger.

Her head-snakes split their attention between him and the valkyrie. Along with his Prime’s arousal, he felt a hint of envy from her as the valkyrie undressed.

Seated on a bench, Brynja removed her polished greaves and set them carefully within her locker. Then she unclasped her mithril bracers and placed them on top of the polished shinguards. Without any hesitation, she unfastened her doublet and stripped bare.

Finally, all four women were nude, and Gabriel took a moment to appreciate the beauty of each of his companions. Tall and athletic, Brynja appeared utterly unconcerned about his gaze.

‘You’re my Prime. Of course I’m interested in you. Not to say that I’m disinterested in them also,’ he sent back.

He untied his brigandine and slipped out of it. It took only another moment to strip himself, and he piled his clothes in a locker.

“Yay, Packmaster’s naked,” Cindra cried.

The hellhound rushed over and wrapped Gabriel in a massive hug. Her skin was hot against his, and she spun around happily, hugging him tight to her chest. He laughed and let her dance about until she was satisfied.

Reyna waved to Brynja. “Come on, let’s go get in the bath before the sex-crazed fuckers ruin it,” she muttered.

“Ah, yes, of course. I too would prefer to bathe without… without sexual fluids,” Brynja said. Moving with an effortless grace that made Reyna look almost clumsy, she followed the lycan through the far door.

“We do not mind, War Chief,” Kestria said. Both kobolds stood beside the wolf drake, unarmored. Their slender bodies were covered with scales, and they bore only the slightest hint of nudity.

“Ooo, we should go now,” Cindra declared. She started across the room without releasing Gabriel.

He looked over Cindra’s shoulder and spotted Sthuza. The gorgon rolled her eyes but moved to join them. “Okay, Cindra, but let me down. I’ll walk beside you.”

Cindra blushed and released him.

When they stepped into the steamy room, Gabriel paused. The walls and floor were tiled in white with a large blue mosaic across the opposite wall.

Several simple stations for rinsing lined the left side, but after how clean his magic had gotten them all earlier, there was little point in stopping there.

Brynja stood hip-deep in the largest of three pools. Her wings splashed back and forth, drawing his attention to her shapely rear.

Beside her, Reyna was the first to spot him, and he felt his face flush as the lycan stared at his crotch. She bumped the valkyrie’s arm and muttered something. Brynja turned and joined her in staring.

‘It is only fair, Master, is it not? You have seen them both naked as well.’

Gabriel chuckled. ‘That’s a good point. I’m just not used to being looked at like that. Well, other than by Cindra.’

‘Yes, my sister bonded is rather direct. Though, it is interesting how blatant those two are being at the moment.’

“Come on, Packmaster, let’s get in the water!” Cindra cried. She sprinted toward the same pool as the other women, even as Sthuza called out.

“No, you foolish furbrain,” Sthuza hissed.

The hellhound ignored her and leapt into the air. A wave of hot water surged up when she landed in the deepest end of the large pool, much of it splashing out across the tile floor. It staggered Brynja but knocked the unsuspecting lycan under.

Gwen raced right after her, but the wolf drake slipped beneath the surface with the barest ripple.

Reyna stood up and spat out a mouthful of water. “Damn it, Boobs,” she grumbled.

The thick swatch of white-blond hair was plastered over her shaved head and clung to her face. She brushed it back roughly and glared.

Standing in the middle of the pool, Cindra ducked her head, though her smile looked a little too happy. She shrugged, causing her massive breasts to jiggle and catch Gabriel’s eye.

I did well to avoid arousal this long. Time to get in before I’m at full mast.

He turned to Sthuza and offered his hand. She flashed a radiant smile and took it, then he led her across the wet tile to the steaming bath.

Though he had never visited the Guild bathhouse in Lostbarrow, he knew they used permanent enchantments to maintain the temperature. So he was unsurprised to find the water hot but not scalding. He descended the stairs and claimed one of the submerged seats nearby.

Sthuza hissed in delight as she followed him in. Her head-snakes echoed her with a surprisingly soothing chorus.

Instead of taking the smooth seat beside him, she glided farther into the pool.

“Snakey want to swim too?” Cindra asked. She strode through the water toward them, and Gabriel struggled to keep his eyes off her chest.

‘I can assure you, Master, she does not mind in the slightest if you stare. Nor do I for that matter, and I feel confident the same applies to Miss Reyna, though she might verbally disagree.’

‘Doesn’t mean I need to stare constantly. You’re all beautiful, but I don’t want to obsess.’

Sthuza glanced back to grin at him, then dove forward. She slipped under the water with barely a ripple. He felt a flicker of mischievousness from his Prime’s bond a second before she kicked her legs up and exposed her slit to him.

Gabriel’s eyes widened, and he heard someone snicker.

“Gah, I knew this would happen,” Reyna muttered.

“What would happen?” Brynja asked. Her tone drew his attention, and Gabriel blinked at the intense gaze she directed his way.

“Snakes went and got him all riled up,” Reyna said. “Now Boobs will have to join in, and before you know it, crazy orgy.”

“A-an orgy?” Brynja whispered. The valkyrie swallowed hard, then glanced around at each of them, her lips parted. Slowly, her face beet red, she turned back to stare at Gabriel. Or rather, at his submerged crotch.

This water’s crystal clear. And I bet she has excellent eyesight.

He shifted about in his seat but saw no way to conceal his hardening member.

Kestria and Sathru descended the short staircase, the shallow end of the large pool chest high for the slender kobolds. They chattered in a soft, sibilant language, but their eyes focused on Gabriel.

Sthuza resurfaced and turned to face him. Water cascaded down her body and drew his attention to her pert breasts. Head-snakes lolled about slowly, and he got the impression they were enjoying the hot water as much as she was. Maybe more.

Cindra splashed over to his side and beamed down at him. “Packmaster enjoying view? Maybe it’s time to mate?” she asked. Her blue eyes glowed brightly as she stared at his manhood.

He captured her hand and pulled her down to sit beside him. Her smile faltered a bit, but she complied. With him still holding her hand, she pressed herself against his side.

“No mating in the bath, silly pup,” Gabriel said. “Besides, I’m pretty sure it will be more fun later, in a bed.”

Cindra stared at him for a few seconds, then leaned in and smashed her lips against his. The kiss was forceful and swift. When she pulled away moments later, licking her lips, disappointment and longing flashed through her expressive eyes.

The hellhound shook her head, water spraying from her thick hair, and she was back to her usual, excited self. “Okay, Packmaster. Then Cindra will soak for now. The water feels good.”

Gabriel relaxed and let the hot water soothe his weary body. While the regeneration he had gained from Reyna healed his injuries and even helped with the fatigue, he still felt exhausted after the battle. He had spent more mana than he’d intended, and his enhanced healing seemed to have less effect on that weariness.

Sthuza and Cindra took turns keeping him company as the other frolicked in the deeper end of the pool.

He was a little surprised to find the gorgon as eager to swim and play as Cindra, but the sincere pleasure which radiated from her bond helped soothe his frayed nerves.

The undisguised gorgon swam laps around the huge bath. When Sthuza caught him watching her, she winked and shifted into a graceful backstroke that gave him a better view.

Beside him, Cindra idly caressed him with one hand. She gave a startled yip when Gwen swam closer and splashed her. The hellhound dropped everything and chased after the trilling wolf drake.

Sthuza finished another lap, then stopped and settled in to take Cindra’s vacated seat. “Those two are quite lively, are they not, Master?”

Gabriel chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, it’ll be interesting to see how Gwen gets along with Meri and the others.”

His Prime leaned over and began massaging his back. Her deceptively strong fingers kneaded tense muscles while several head-snakes caressed his neck and face, playing gently with his hair. Eyes closing, he slipped into deeper relaxation.

Gabriel had started to doze off when he overheard part of the others’ conversation.

“I intend no offense, Cindra, but your fighting style is simply atrocious. Ferocious, yet horribly wasteful,” Brynja said. Reyna laughed until the valkyrie turned to her. “You are more skilled, though equally reckless.”

“Wait until you see them eat,” Sthuza quipped.

Gabriel laughed as his two furry bonded pouted.

“Cindra’s not used to fighting on two feet,” the hellhound muttered, splashing the hot water about with one clawed hand.

Brynja blinked at the taller woman, and Sthuza left Gabriel’s side to approach the valkyrie.

“Cindra is a seruuberc hellhound. A natural shapeshifter. Before bonding with Master, I imagine she spent most of her life in her other form. One you shall see once we leave town.”

“Ah, I see. Am I the only member of this group unable to shapeshift?”

“Packmaster only has one form, but he’s still young, so Cindra thinks he’ll get way bigger.”

Reyna snickered. “If he gets much bigger than he is now, his dick would rip ya in half.”

Six sets of eyes locked onto Gabriel’s crotch at the lycan’s words, and he felt his face flush. Gwen let out a hacking trill that sounded far too much like laughter.

“Anyway,” he said, determined to change the subject. “Perhaps you could help Cindra improve her swordplay?”

Blushing, Brynja lifted her gaze to meet his and nodded. “It would be a privilege to do so. Teaching and helping others advance is essential to one’s own growth.”

“Birdsister will train Cindra to kill Packmaster’s enemies?” the hellhound asked in a surprisingly serious tone.

“Of course,” Brynja replied, and the taller woman yipped then wrapped the valkyrie in a crushing hug.

Gabriel bit his lip and did his best not to stare at the pair as their glistening breasts smushed together.

“Uh,” Reyna called out, then paused for a moment. “Do you think…”

“I would be honored to help you refine your skills as well,” Brynja said with a serious expression.

Reyna flashed an embarrassed grin and scratched at the coarse black hair on the side of her head. “Thanks. I figure it’ll be important given how danger-prone this fuckstick is.”

Cindra growled but relented after Gabriel chuckled at Reyna’s comment.

‘It might be a good idea to have Brynja train me as well.’

‘Agreed, Master. While I would prefer it if you stay out of melee. Combat tends to be very fluid, and it would be best if you are capable of handling whatever circumstances arise.’

Brynja and Reyna shifted further along the pool, chatting amicably as the wolf drake paddled past them, being chased by Kestria and Sathru.

After leisurely floating for several minutes, her flawless nude body on full display, Sthuza sighed and stood. ‘We should prepare to leave, Master. Our allotted time is almost up.’

‘Thanks for the reminder.’

Cindra sat beside Gabriel, rubbing Gwen’s belly. He reached up to brush some of her light-gray hair back from her face. She leaned against his hand, so he spent another moment gently stroking her face.

“It’s time to finish up and get dressed,” he said.

Kestria bobbed her head, and the pair of kobolds headed for the stairs.

The hellhound pouted but nodded, and he turned to where Brynja and Reyna sat across the pool, chatting. They both rose and headed his way.

Gabriel allowed himself a moment to enjoy their athletic forms. The valkyrie met his gaze with a casual ease that he would have expected from Sthuza or maybe Reyna. In a strange reversal of expectations, the lycan looked anywhere but at him, her face growing quite red.

‘Kind of odd that Brynja’s not bothered at being seen, but Reyna looks like she can barely handle it.’

‘Brynja did mention having hot springs back home, Master. Perhaps her culture embraces public bathing. As for Miss Reyna, I suspect she is embarrassed by her figure compared to that of Cindra and Brynja.’

‘Or yours.’

Gabriel felt a flicker of insecurity from Sthuza, and he turned to spot the gorgon approaching.

‘I love you just the way you are, my Prime,’ he sent.

Sthuza stumbled, and her cheeks darkened, but she flashed him an honest smile. ‘Thank you… Gabriel.’

Hearing his name through her mind-voice sent a slight shiver down his spine. He turned his attention back to the pair of closer women.

Reyna climbed the stairs, Brynja a few steps behind her. Not wanting to be the last one, Gabriel stood, which caused Cindra to rise as well.

The hellhound’s attention was entirely on him, and when she turned toward the stairs, she smacked Reyna full in the face with her heavy breasts.

Stumbling from the unexpected blow, the werebadger almost tumbled down the stairs. “Damn it, Boobs, watch where you’re swinging your fucking tits. You could kill a bitch with those,” Reyna said after regaining her balance.

Her amber eyes darted between Cindra’s enormous gray breasts and Brynja’s more reasonably sized but equally pert and enthralling pair. “Hells, yours are unbelievable too.”

The valkyrie glanced down at her bust while Cindra cupped her own chest and fondled herself.

A harsh hissing drew Gabriel’s attention to his Prime. The gorgon stood glaring at the taller women, her eyes and head-snakes focused on the pair’s busts. He brushed her bond and felt her undisguised envy.

Reyna turned to Sthuza. “They’re both fucking ridiculously top-heavy, aren’t they?” she muttered before turning back to the pair in question. “You two should have some kind of tit fight for breast supremacy. Figure out whose are his favorite.”

The hellhound looked to Gabriel but did not stop fondling her breasts. “Does Packmaster want to watch Cindra and Birdsister compete?”

Gabriel had been in the middle of a stunned gulp, and he choked at her sincere expression and outrageous question.

Reyna cackled with dark glee. “Oh yeah, Fucker’d love to watch you two smack each other senseless with your damn watermelon tits.”

Cindra’s face lit up at Reyna’s words, but Brynja looked pensive, her eyes focused on Cindra’s breasts as she cupped her own.

‘Oh gods, she’s seriously considering it.’

‘I believe they both are, Master. Perhaps you would like to watch?

Tongue-tied, Gabriel coughed and waved his hands in an attempt to dissuade the tall beauties.

Cindra stepped closer to the valkyrie but noticed him and paused. She turned to face him and opened her mouth, but Sthuza reached them and intervened.

“This is not the time for playing around,” the gorgon declared. “We have only a few minutes more before the bath will reopen to the public. Let us dry off and dress. Then we can have a nice dinner.”

“Ooo! Can we have more ale?” Cindra asked. She stopped fondling herself and leapt from the pool, causing her breasts to bounce hypnotically.

Gabriel closed his eyes and laughed. “Sure we can. Just don’t drink so much you get sick.”

“Yeah, fat chance of that,” Reyna muttered. “Bet she’d just let out a flaming burp or something if she has too much.”

Cindra turned back to the lycan and lifted her out of the bath. That riled the werebadger up, but Gabriel tuned them both out as he made his way to the dressing room.

‘Thank you for arranging this, Sthuza. I was a little worried about a mixed bath like this given Reyna’s… history and how new Brynja is to our group, but I think it went well. It was great to see everyone relax a bit after that battle.’

‘Agreed, Master.’


Chapter Thirty-One










It only took them minutes to dry off and dress, even Cindra cooperating in her desire for a second dinner.

They settled around one of the largest tables in the dining room, Reyna and Cindra stuffing their packs beneath the table. Gabriel did his best to ignore the many stares aimed his way.

‘Hard to tell how many are jealous and how many are terrified.’

‘They do not matter, regardless, Master. Fools, wastrels, and cowards. I am confident we will have no further problems here after the battle with Jessandra.’

A dwarven tavern maid walked over and stopped near Sthuza. “Welcome. What can I get for you all tonight?”

Gabriel glanced over and blinked at the woman’s impressive bust, then focused on her face. She flashed a hesitant smile, but her copper eyes met his without flinching.

She’s shorter than Reyna but almost as endowed as Cindra.

Reyna glared at the dwarf’s tightly stretched blouse and muttered under her breath, but Sthuza took over and placed a sizable order for them.

While his Prime dealt with the dwarven waitress, Gabriel sent mental commands to his Minions.

The kobolds flashed huge smiles and bobbed their heads. They stepped back and vanished in an instant.

Seconds later, someone cursed, and the pair came rushing back with a simple wooden bench. They placed it at the end of the large table he had claimed.

He caught Gwenaelle’s attention and gestured with his head toward the pair of small lizardmen. The wolf drake smiled even wider than the kobolds then slid under the bench. She trilled once and tucked her tail under the table.

“Seems like she listens to you pretty well,” Reyna said.

Gabriel frowned. “You’re right.”

“Course I am.”

“No, I mean, is that normal?” he asked.

Reyna stared down at the wolf drake. “Hmm, that’s a good question. She’s either a lot smarter than I thought, or… there’s something about you.”

“Lady Merideva substantially boosted his Charisma,” Sthuza said. “Among… other things.”

The lycan blinked rapidly, and her cheeks flushed. “Oh, right, that… that makes sense.” She turned to stare after the dwarven woman who had just left. “How long is she gonna take? I’m starving.”

Seated across from Gabriel and right next to the werebadger, Cindra wrapped a muscular arm around the petite woman. “Cindra is hungry too. Snakey ordered lots of stew. Remember how tasty that is?”

“Uh, Cindra, not everyone can make stew as delicious as Mrs. Spaulding,” Gabriel said.

The hellhound turned her expressive eyes on him and frowned. “It won’t be good?”

“It will be adequate, furbrain,” Sthuza said. “Master, we should go through what loot we gathered.”

Gabriel nodded. “If you have that Magic Stone, I’ll see about recharging the rod. I’m pretty sure that Necromantic spell would have killed me if not for… you know.”

Sthuza’s eyes flared, and she nodded. Her hidden head-snakes stared at him with a frightening intensity.

“Yeah, that was some scary shit. I almost pissed myself when she cast that,” Reyna said.

Cindra nodded, her bright eyes wide.

“I am most pleased that you were able to resist that despicable wench’s foul magic,” Brynja said. She locked her silver-blue eyes on him. “But, are you certain that it is wise to use it yourself?”

Gabriel chuckled. “No, I’m not sure. That said, we’re up against a very experienced sorceress and a skilled dwarven warrior. If we can handle them without it, I’ll refrain from using it.”

“I agree. That spell could serve as a useful trick up your sleeve if needed,” Sthuza added.

“Is it all right to recharge it where people can see?” Reyna asked. The lycan glanced around the room at the myriad adventurers in the room.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Gabriel said. “Plenty of people saw Jessandra use it, and we didn’t hide the fact we looted it.”

“Yes, and adventurers are some of the most frequent users of Magic Stones. They will be quite familiar with the process. Besides,” Sthuza continued with a wicked smile, “after our performance against her party, I rather doubt there is anyone in town willing to trouble us.”

A few minutes later, the dwarven barmaid returned with a tray laden with drinks and steaming bowls of stew. She quickly delivered their food then withdrew. Gabriel claimed a mug but left the rest sitting where it was.

“Least I don’t have to fight her off like that bitch back at the Queen,” Reyna muttered before taking a loud drink of ale. She snagged one of the bowls and slipped it beneath the kobolds’ bench. Gwen gave a happy trill then started slurping.

“Grouchy Panties got in a fight after we left?” Cindra asked. She reached over and grabbed two large bowls of stew. Several people stared as she tipped one steaming bowl up and drained it in what looked like a single gulp.

Reyna chuckled and shook her head. “Nah. But that serving girl wanted a ride on your boytoy here.”

Cindra’s glowing blue eyes widened. She turned to Gabriel. “Will Packmaster add her to Pack?”

In mid-sip, Gabriel choked and struggled to swallow, which caused Reyna to laugh. “No. I think the Pack is large enough already,” he said, wiping his mouth.

The hellhound stuck her lips out and flashed those huge sad eyes at him.

Damn, but she’s good at that.

Head-snakes hissed, and Sthuza glared at Cindra. “Do not try and guilt Master into inviting every female we meet.”

“Aww. Cindra sorry.”

Brynja leaned in close to Reyna and whispered something that made the lycan grin. She shook her head and replied just as quietly.

“Anyway, Master,” Sthuza said. She slipped a hand into her satchel and pulled out a large Magic Stone. “Here is the stone we took from Yesera. She was quite powerful for an arachne. It is the richest one I have collected in many years.”

“Thanks.” He took the proffered stone and studied it. The off-white orb was larger than any he had ever seen. He held the chicken-egg-sized stone and drew the orichalcum and gold rod from where he had slipped it through his belt.

Everyone at the table, save for Sthuza, watched him closely. He blocked them out and turned his attention to the powerful magical item.

It took a moment to strengthen the connection Gabriel had with it. Once fully attuned again, he pressed the Magic Stone to a flat indentation on the shaft. The raw mana stored within the stone flooded into the well-crafted enchantment.

The power flowed without any effort on his part, and soon the stone ran dry and crumbled to dust. He shook his hand then brushed some of the powder from the rod.

“Was that enough to charge it, Master? If not, we have the stones from the other arachne as well. Theirs are far weaker but still reasonably dense.”

Gabriel did not reply at first. He focused on the enchanted rod for several seconds. It took a moment to confirm, but he felt confident there was enough power to activate the spell etched into the rod.

“Yeah. It’s not quite full, but it can’t hold enough mana to cast the spell twice anyway. At least, I don’t think so.”

“That’s all it takes to recharge those things?” Reyna asked almost angrily.

Gabriel shook his head and extracted his mind from the magic item. “More or less, yes. I’ve heard of more complex ones. Mostly those that can cast more than one spell.”

The werebadger looked away, her eyes unfocused, but she nodded slowly. “Okay, thanks,” she muttered. A spike of anguished regret leaked from her bond.

‘Any idea what that’s about?’ Gabriel asked his Prime.

‘No, Master. I will check with her later. Perhaps she hired a mage who misled her about the nature of enchanted items? Or tried to.’

Reyna shook herself, then took a long sip of her ale and let out a thunderous burp. “Now that you’ve got that horrifying thing charged up, should we talk about the rest of the loot we got?”

“Is it proper to be so pleased with ‘looting’?” Brynja asked.

The werebadger snickered. “Course it is. Those putrid ass-flappers started shit, and we put ‘em down hard.” Her voice hardened, and she spat, “to the victor goes the spoils.”

“The only spoils Cindra wants is Packmaster’s seed.”

Reyna snorted and shook her head, but she lifted her mug for another drink instead of replying.

Sthuza sighed and set her own drink back on the table. “Yes, I am sure. But Miss Reyna has a valid point. We should discuss what we acquired and consider how to best use it.”

“Ah, I confess my focus was primarily on locating my purloined arms and armor, and so I did not find anything compelling to plunder,” Brynja said.

“That’s fine,” Gabriel said with an easy smile. “I’m sure Sthuza and Reyna found anything worth taking.”

“You can bet your sweet ass we did. I grabbed a fortune off that rich bitch.”

Sthuza chuckled. “Yes, and I collected a few items from the others which might prove useful to us.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t have taken everything?” Reyna asked.

The disguised gorgon gave her a patient smile. “I assure you, money shall never be an issue for us. All of the equipment Master, Cindra, and I have was custom-crafted. Once we… complete our current quest and properly establish our home, we will be able to acquire any supplies or gear desired.”

Reyna stared at his Prime for a long moment before nodding. “If you’re sure. After the last few years, it’ll be nice not having to worry about food and shelter daily. Hells, I bet those daggers I snatched off her are worth more than I’ve earned in my entire life.”

Sthuza held out one hand. “If you will pass them over for a moment, I can give you a rough estimate of their worth.”

“Really? Some kind of dungeon bullshit like that huge-dicked fucker gets up to?” Reyna gestured at Gabriel with her mug before lifting it to her lips.

Sthuza scowled at the petite lycan then sighed. “No, I acquired a rather interesting enchanted tool many cen—long ago.”

Pulling her hand from a pouch at her waist, she held up a blue crystal lens surrounded by runed steel. A delicate inlay of mithril traced complex runes, but they appeared broken. As if the framed lens belonged to a larger device.

“That lets you see what something’s worth?” Reyna asked.

“Not exactly, but it does typically reveal the nature of any enchantments present. That should allow for a far superior estimate compared to one based on the strength of the magic alone.” Sthuza turned to face Gabriel. “Right, Master?”

“Definitely.” He checked the crystal lens with Magesight and blinked. What he had thought was a simple band of runes was actually an elaborate weave formed from many smaller, intricate runes. “That has an impressive enchantment.”

Sthuza grinned. “Yes, I took it from a powerful warrior’s helmet after a particularly intense battle.”

“Okay then,” Reyna replied. “Wanna check these out? They might be good for the kobolds. Since one of ‘em already has that arachnid bitch’s spear, the other two could have these.” The werebadger pulled the pair of ornate daggers from her belt.

“The tribe will accept any gifts from War Chief’s mistress,” Kestria said.

Reyna scowled at the shadowstalker, her nose crinkling as she stared death at the kobold’s guileless smile.

Sthuza accepted the weapons and set them on the table before her. “While I inspect these, perhaps we can discuss what else we acquired?”

“Wolfie gave Packmaster a fancy ring and those spell disks,” Cindra said, and the wolf drake let out a pleased trill. Cindra dug into her belt and withdrew a gleaming mithril ring. “Cindra took pretty bitch’s other ring. It makes me tingle.”

Gabriel stared at the stylized dragon clasping a mixed-cut black arcanite. With Magesight, he quickly confirmed the ring was Jessandra’s arcane conduit. “Nice find, Cindra,” he said, causing the busty hellhound to beam.

“Cindra thought it might shift to fit Packmaster.”

“Ah, that is a good idea,” Sthuza said. She held the runed lens up to her left eye, but her attention was on the mithril band resting on Cindra’s palm. “If you can comfortably attune the ring, Master, it would make an excellent backup in case you lose your sword.”

There was enough of a variance in the process of attuning with an arcane conduit that a caster could never know ahead of time how compatible they would find it. A poor attunement made any spells cast through the conduit less efficient.

Gabriel gnawed at his lip for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, I suppose so. Might take me a little while to get used to having two. If I get careless, I might start channeling mana through the wrong one.”

“What would happen if you did?” Reyna asked, her amber eyes wide. “Would you blow everyone up or rip out our souls?”

Sthuza giggled. “No, Miss Reyna. While it could be quite disadvantageous if Master was to make that mistake in combat, it is not dangerous in and of itself.” The disguised gorgon paused and licked her lower lip. “Well… unless he foolishly attempted to merge the two together. That would be quite catastrophic.”

Reyna turned a serious face toward Gabriel. “Don’t do that.”

“Relax, I might be a little reckless, but I’m not stupid. Much of my time at the Academy was spent with the instructors drilling in the many ways to screw up a spell. I’ve got no interest in experiencing any of them.”

The lycan continued to stare at him for several seconds, the mood growing awkward before she exhaled and nodded. “Good. I don’t want to find out how bad it feels to get soul flensed or any crazy wizard shit like that.”

Gabriel accepted the mithril ring from Cindra.

After double-checking it for any hostile enchantments, he started to slip it onto his right ring finger. “Actually… I can cast two spells at once. Could I… use a different conduit for each?”

“Hey, that doesn’t sound safe at all,” Reyna muttered.

“Hmm, that might work, Master. Though, I suggest you refrain from that until we return home.”

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. Still, I’ve got a feeling it’ll work.” He slipped the ring onto his left hand and tensed up for a split second when the mithril band shifted to fit his finger.

“Ooo!” Cindra yipped. “What about the ring Wolfie gave Packmaster?”

“Oh, right,” he said, thinking back to when Gwen spat up the summoner’s other ring—still attached to her finger. Shaking the gory memory from his mind, he dug the ring out of his belt pouch. He held it up and let the lamplight glint off the polished cloudsteel ring.

Unlike Jessandra’s arcane conduit, this was a simple but elegant white band. The only details were barely visible runes etched into the surface.

Gabriel studied them for several seconds until Sthuza reached over and brushed his arm. “Please, allow me, Master.”

“Sure.” He gave her the ring and watched as she rolled it about on her palm.

After a moment, Sthuza nodded. “An interesting and powerful enchantment.”

“Great,” Reyna muttered. “But what the fuck all does it do?”

Sthuza smirked. “It has a rather impressive Levitation effect. It appears to be adjustable, so perhaps it could allow…”

“Allow what?” Reyna growled.

“My apologies,” Sthuza said. “My mind turned to something unrelated. But I expect that Master will make excellent use of it.”

‘What’s wrong, Sthuza?’

‘Nothing is wrong, Master. I felt it would be inappropriate to finish my statement. Once you bond Brynja and heal her wings, perhaps you could use the ring to fly alongside her.’

Gabriel blinked at her suggestion. During his years at the Academy, he had experienced magical flight more than once. Despite that, he had never considered the spells a worthwhile investment.

‘With the mana increase Meri gave me, I should study flying later. Actually, there’s a lot of spells I have the power to handle now.’

‘Yes, though I do hope you will be careful.’

“Hey, none of that mind-footsy,” Reyna grumbled.

“Sorry, my dear bonded,” Gabriel teased, which caused the blond lycan to blush and glare.

“Anyway,” Sthuza said. “Have you already identified the spells on those tokens you looted?”

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. There were two quality shield spells and one for scrying. I’m not sure how useful the latter will be, but I can definitely use the protective ones.”

“Please do,” Sthuza said.

“You have to be a mage to use those tokens, right?” Reyna asked. She took a long, loud drink of ale.

“Pretty much,” Gabriel said. He waved their waitress over for another round then continued, “I’ve heard of untrained people managing to trigger a spell token, but it always turns out poorly. The power needed for the spell is stored within the token, so you only need to feed a hint of mana to attune and trigger it. Too much though, and you can easily disrupt the spell within.”

“Yes,” Brynja agreed. “Only those who are trained and properly respectful of the risks should attempt to use magic.”

“You don’t gotta tell me twice,” Reyna said. “This one guy I knew almost died when some fucking amateur tried to show off for a girl.”

“Did foolish man win a mate?” Cindra asked. Her bright eyes were wide, and she stared at the petite lycan.

Reyna chuckled, then finished off her mug and accepted a replacement. “Nah, the scrawny prick turned himself into a blood balloon and exploded. Flaming shards of bones tore through a bunch of people nearby, killing ‘em. John lived through it, but only cause he’s a lycan.” She laughed again. “He swore his fur never grew back right after that.”

Sthuza nodded, her lips turning up in a smile. “Yes, seeing the consequences of poor casting can have quite the effect on one’s desire to play with magic.”

“Taught me not to fucking try that shit,” Reyna replied with a slight shudder.

“Kestria has seen tribemates fall to overreaching magic. Back in old hunting grounds,” the shadowstalker kobold said.

Beside her, Sathru bobbed her head. “It can be very messy.” After flashing their too-wide smiles, the pair refocused on their stew.

“Did we find any potions?” Gabriel asked.

“You mean the fancy shit we kept that Guild chump from using on her? Yeah, I grabbed several. They’ve got labels with an alchemist’s seal on them.”

“Cindra liked Snakey’s potion. It made me feel good.”

‘Do I even want to know what you gave her?’

Sthuza’s concealed head-snakes writhed with laughter. ‘I believe she is referring to the Fortitude potion I gave her before the attack on the baron. It can produce a… pleasant warmth within.’

“Anyway,” Gabriel said, “let’s see what you found.”

Reyna pulled a potion satchel from the pack by her feet. She shoved her bowl aside and unpacked the small metal and naquala vials. “Most of them are pretty obvious. Like those four are all healing potions.” She pointed to four vials filled with a rich purple liquid. “I’m not so sure about these seven, though.”

Gabriel focused on the ones she separated, then turned to face Sthuza, who looked back at him. “Those are mana potions. Nice find.”

“Very nice, Miss Reyna. If their vibrancy is any indication of their quality, several of those must be quite potent.”

The lycan blushed and glanced down, but Gabriel caught a glimpse of a happy smile tugging at her lips. “Thank you, Reyna. These might make all the difference soon.”

“Should you start chugging them now, or…” Reyna asked.

Gabriel shook his head. “No, most advice I heard was to take one, and only one, before bed. The potions work by boosting your ability to absorb Aether and convert it to mana.”
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“Yes, Master. And with so many of them, perhaps we should all consume one,” Sthuza said.

“Even Cindra?”

“Yes, even you, silly pup,” Gabriel said. “You use mana to shapeshift at least, and all three of you were already low yesterday. We’ll each drink one before bed.”

“This is truly a fortuitous bounty, my lord,” Brynja said.

Reyna snickered and waved down the nearest waitress. “Relax, Birdbrain, have another drink.”

A moment later, Cindra slurped loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. The gray-skinned beauty blushed, then wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her armor.

Sthuza sighed. “You simply must learn better table manners.”

The tall hellhound ducked her head low, but her blue-on-black eyes glanced to Gabriel, and she grinned.

Chuckling, he patted Sthuza’s thigh then captured her hand. “Relax, my love. I don’t mind. And she doesn’t look out of place as an adventurer.”

The disguised gorgon huffed but nodded. Several head-snakes stared at him and bobbed their tiny heads. “A fair point,” Sthuza said.

Cindra burped loudly. “Can we get more food?”

Gabriel turned to see Sthuza roll her eyes. Looking back to the hellhound, he smiled. “Sure, I don’t see—”

A rush of terror from his bond with Merideva cut him off. His bonded called his name, and Gabriel felt hands shake his shoulders, but his mind was already hurtling back toward the dungeon.

To Merideva.


Chapter Thirty-Two










“She’s using the Domain Crystal again,” Merideva cried.

Gabriel focused on the Dungeon Core and reached out for her. It took him a moment to locate her, but as soon as he did, he wrapped his mental avatar around the shivering Core.

“It’s okay, Meri. I’m here,” he soothed.

“She feels stronger now,” Meri said. “I didn’t realize it at first.”

Gabriel focused on wrapping his Dungeon Core in multiple layers, shielding her from whatever new attack Estrial was attempting.

“Thank you for coming back,” Merideva whispered.

“Of course, Meri,” he replied while mentally stroking her polished surface. “I’m your DM. We’re getting close. Hopefully, the Guild Rep here will set us on Estrial’s trail soon.”

He felt the Core settle somewhat at his words, so he stretched his presence out, seeking the sorceress’ newest probing.

Before, Estrial’s presence had been random and blunt, groping and lashing out with all the focus of a drunk toddler. Now he felt a cool, collected mind which worked methodically to peel away the defenses he had just erected.

“Feels a lot calmer than before. I… I’m not sure how long I can block her out.”

Merideva shivered. “B-but you’ll stay here with me, right?”

“Of course, Meri. You’re my Dungeon Core. I’m not about to abandon you. I doubt she can keep this up any longer than last time.”

Methodical, relentless magic ate away at the outer layer Gabriel had woven. He concentrated on raising more defenses even as the attack shattered that one.

He had already discovered he could erect shields without actual spellcasting, so he focused on creating multiples. Wherever they were, the rules were different, and he overlapped the barriers without paying any thought to the standard rules of magic.

This isn’t quite in the real world, probably not even in the Mortal Realm. Could this be the Astral?

Another attack struck his defenses, and Gabriel’s entire existence shuddered. Several shields shattered, and he rushed to replace them.

Merideva let out a sad whimper, and he focused part of his mind on comforting the terrified Core. With his assurances, she calmed almost instantly, but he was too busy maintaining the defenses to chat with her.

The attacks paused, and for a second, Gabriel thought Estrial had given up again. Then the intruder lashed out with a massive strike that washed over his shields.

Instead of dissolving a single layer or trying to punch a hole through them, the new attack solidified and began to compress all the shields at once.

Fear filled Gabriel’s mind as he considered how much more competent and focused this assault was. While the presence felt more like he had expected to find when Estrial first attacked, it was too different from the previous attempts. He couldn’t help but wonder if the sorceress had already sold the crystal.

If she did, we’ll have to find out who the buyer was before we kill her.

“Gabriel? Are you still there?” Merideva asked.

He sighed and shifted a sliver more of his presence to comforting the Core. “Yes, Meri. I’m still here. Having a little more trouble defending this time,” he admitted.

“D-do you think you can protect me?”

“Of course! There’s no way I’m letting Estrial, or anyone else, steal you away. Just relax. I’m sure it’ll be over soon.”

Gabriel smiled when the Dungeon Core snuggled closer to his mental avatar, then he redoubled his efforts.

The pressure bearing down on his shields continued to escalate, and several of the defensive enchantments crumpled.

Merideva let out a cry, but he remained calm and considered his options.

This isn’t normal magic. The rules are different here, so maybe I’ve been going at this the wrong way. All I have to do is get them to stop. Can I retaliate?

Gabriel had not tried striking back so far, but if someone could attack Merideva through the Domain Crystal, perhaps he could lash out through it as well.

First, he strengthened the barriers, then he tried to form an Aetheric Lance and hurled it toward the threatening presence.

His attack shattered against the sheer power pressing down on them.

Another layer of his defenses crumbled, but Gabriel grinned.

Instead of replacing the destroyed barrier with another shell or dome, Gabriel concentrated all of his mental might on creating hundreds of sharpened spikes. He embedded them through his shields, with the sharpened points directed outward like some deranged magical hedgehog.

“What’s happening?” Merideva asked. She must have sensed the change in his defenses, so he flooded her with as much confidence as he could.

“I’ve got a plan.”

If the Core replied, Gabriel didn’t notice as another layer of the defensive shielding cracked and fell away.

This time though, instead of the hostile presence immediately crushing down on the next barrier, he felt it slam onto the spikes then recoil.

A massive weight lifted from Gabriel’s shoulders when the intruder retreated. He could still sense the hostile intent, but it had pulled back and continued to grow more distant.

“Di-did you drive her off?”

He waited a minute longer, then sighed in relief. “Yeah, I think it’s over.”

I’m not sure that was Estrial. This attack felt so much more… focused.

“Thank you, Gabriel!” Merideva shouted. The Dungeon Core wiggled and pressed closer to him.

“Anytime, Meri,” he replied. He held the excited orb tight for several minutes to ensure she was safe. Once he felt confident the threat had passed, he shifted his mind back toward his physical body.

“D-do you have to leave?” Merideva asked.

Gabriel swallowed at the disappointment in her mind-voice but nodded. “I’m afraid so. But it won’t be much longer. We’ll finish up soon and rush back to you.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

◆◆◆

When Gabriel’s consciousness returned to his body, he felt several hands on him.

He squeezed his eyes then snapped them open. “What’s going on?” he muttered.

Powerful arms tightened around his chest, and Gabriel felt a wonderful softness press against his face.

“Yay, Packmaster is back!” Cindra shouted. “He always comes back when Cindra holds him.”

Reyna snickered. “Yeah, no shit. Every time he goes vacant-eyed, you try and smother him with your huge tits. Of course he’s gonna come back while you’re molesting him.”

Gabriel opened his eyes to find himself pressed tight against the hellhound’s barely contained breasts. She loosened her grip, and he glanced about.

They were still seated in the Guildhall tavern, though Cindra had switched chairs. He now sat in her lap.

‘Is Lady Merideva safe?’

Gabriel swallowed and nodded. ‘Yeah, for now. But I’m worried Estrial may have sold the crystal.’

‘What?’ Sthuza almost shouted in his head.

‘The attack was different. The presence felt cold and calculated. Each time before, she seemed disoriented. Half crazy,’ Gabriel sent.

He paused for a moment. ‘If there are more attacks like this last one, I… I’m not sure how much longer I can defend her.’

The disguised gorgon frowned. ‘Hopefully, Illanaya can find something for us to go on. If Estrial has sold the crystal, we will have to ask her who bought it.’

“Hey, you already back to mind-footsie?” Reyna grumbled.

“I apologize for distracting him,” Sthuza said. She flashed a radiant smile that caused the lycan to mutter under her breath.

Gabriel looked at the table and noticed more empty bowls had piled up in front of everyone but him and Sthuza. “Did everyone have enough?” he asked.

“Yep! Snakey let Cindra order more. Once we finished, I came over to hold Packmaster. You shouldn’t leave Cindra behind.”

He laughed and hugged the powerful monster girl tight. “If I didn’t, then I’d never get to come back to surprise cuddles with you, would I?”

Cindra stared at him intently. Her eyes widened a second before she pulled him tight again and tried to squeeze the life from him.

Reyna laughed as Sthuza struggled to peel Cindra off of him.

“Is this how your… companions behave normally?” Brynja asked.

“Yeah, but don’t worry,” Reyna said. “You’ll get used to it soon enough.”

Brynja said something more, but Cindra smashed her lips against Gabriel’s, and his mind went blank.

A flood of spicy cinnamon overwhelmed his tastebuds, and he kissed her back instinctively. His hands traced along her armored form, and the hellhound wiggled beneath him.

Gabriel lost himself in Cindra’s eager embrace until he heard an annoyed hissing.

An entire chorus of hissing.

I think we’ve annoyed Sthuza, just a touch. Or… maybe she’s just jealous?

He pulled back from the energetic hellhound and opened his eyes. Cindra’s gray cheeks were flushed dark, and her enormous tongue lolled. Her blue eyes glowed brighter when they snapped open, and he was sorely tempted to kiss her again.

Sthuza cleared her throat, and the hellhound ducked her head. It didn’t wipe away her pleased smile, though.

“If that is how you two are going to act, perhaps we should retire for the night?” Sthuza suggested. Beneath her disguise, her head-snakes all watched him carefully.

Gabriel shook his head and rose from Cindra’s lap. “Not yet. I’d like to talk with Brynja a bit first.”

His Prime frowned but nodded. “A fair point. It is important to get to know each other.”

Reyna muttered and chugged her ale.

Vacating Gabriel’s chair, Cindra circled the table and sat beside the werebadger again. She threw an arm around Reyna’s shoulders and grabbed another mug. “Don’t be jealous, Grouchy Panties. Birdsister has to wait until last. Packmaster won’t skip your turn.”

Reyna choked on her drink then looked up to glare at Cindra. Before she could say anything, the hellhound laughed and pulled her in tighter.

Brynja watched the pair intently until they settled down and returned to their drinks.

She turned back to Gabriel and bowed her head. “As I said before, Lord Gabriel, I am most grateful for your taking me into your care. Seeing that wicked woman brought low was truly satisfying.”

Gabriel smiled and took Sthuza’s hand in his. “I’m glad we were able to help. Though, it was Sthuza here who suggested we rescue you.”

The gorgon’s head-snakes writhed behind her illusionary disguise. One stared back at Gabriel with open adulation while several others undulated side to side. Sthuza shook her head and slid her chair closer to his.

Sthuza smiled at the valkyrie, who bowed even lower to her. “Please, Brynja Vadisdóttir. While we cannot rectify all such injustices, I am greatly pleased we were able to aid you.”

“It is most unfortunate how much treachery and wickedness infests the wider world,” Brynja said. “That talented deceiver, Jessandra, was not the first such deceptive party to trick me during my journey.”

Spikes of rage filled Gabriel from multiple bonds, and he sat up straighter.

“You got any other fuckers we need to skin?” Reyna asked, her voice dripping with lethal eagerness.

“Thank you for your righteous and noble concern, fair battle sister, but I was able to resolve the previous half-dozen attempts.”

“Half-dozen?” Reyna parroted.

“Yes, the first was a northman with fair hair and an easy smile but a most ill-intentioned mind. He was almost as large as Lord Gabriel, though his armor stank of ale, onions, and musk. I was initially most grateful for his offer of shelter during a storm.”

Brynja went on to describe several more obviously ill-intentioned men who had tried to deceive or assault her.

After the fourth one, Gabriel pulled his Prime against him. ‘Sthuza…’ he drawled.

The gorgon leaned against him and sighed. ‘Yes, Master. I suspect that our new companion may be slightly gullible.’

‘How can anyone nearly get abducted six times?’

“How long have you been traveling alone?” Sthuza asked.

Brynja’s steely gaze softened, and she seemed to think back longingly. “I left upon my quest almost one month ago.”

Gabriel blinked, and Sthuza’s hand tightened around his.

“Pig-fucking demons! How the hells did you get into that much trouble in one month? I expected you to say it’d been years.”

The valkyrie’s pale face reddened, and she hunched her wings forward protectively. “I-is that an unusual number of such encounters in this area?”

Sthuza remained calm, but her head-snakes rocked with hissing laughter.

“Cindra doesn’t know. This is only my second time out of the dungeon,” the hellhound said.

Gabriel chuckled as Sthuza glared at his oblivious bonded. “That is one of those things to keep secret, Cindra.”

“Oops,” Cindra said with a smile.

“But ya know, Birdbrain, most people don’t get into shit like that so often,” Reyna said. “Well… other than this murder hobo. We’ve probably killed over a hundred people since I joined up a couple days back. Most of ‘em were when we attacked the ba—uh, attacked some bandits.”

Several people gasped, and Gabriel realized more than a few people had been eavesdropping.

‘It will not matter in the long run, Master. After we recover the Domain Crystal, Lady Merideva can provide us with new identities if needed. No one will be able to track us down.’

‘Good point. Not sure how I feel about having killed so many of those people, though.’

Sthuza leaned closer, and some of her hidden head-snakes brushed against his face and hair. Their gentle touches were soothing, and he exhaled slowly.

‘We have not harmed the innocent, Master. That is what most civilizations agree on as wrong, yes?’

‘True. And they did bring it on themselves. Still, it’s hard to believe how much my life has changed over the past few weeks.’

‘Perhaps after finishing up here, we should head back to our room and explore some of the more enjoyable changes?’ Sthuza teased.

‘Sounds good, my Prime.’

The gorgon practically purred and scooted her chair closer.

“Hey, you two should get a room if you’re gonna be like that,” Reyna grumbled.

Gabriel glanced at Sthuza and grinned.

Cindra stood in a rush. “Does that mean it’s time to mate?” she asked eagerly.

“Sit back down,” Gabriel said with a chuckle. “We were going to talk with Brynja for a little while, remember?”

Cindra flashed him a devastating pout but returned to her seat before his willpower failed. Reyna beckoned her closer then whispered something that made the hellhound laugh.

‘Not sure how to feel about those two getting along so well,’ he sent to Sthuza.

‘There is nothing to worry about, Master. Even though they have so many differences, they share many similarities. It is good that Miss Reyna is finding her place among us. I had some concern she would not be able to move beyond her past.’

Gabriel thought over what he had learned of the lycan’s painful history and nodded. ‘She’s spending a lot of time in the S-Crystal with the baron. Do you think she’ll be okay?’

‘Hopefully. She has lived with her anguish and demons for months. Her suicidal attempt at revenge against the baron led to you helping her attain far more vengeance than she likely dared dream of. I believe the next few months will be important, but once she settles into her new life as your bonded, she should recover.’

Gabriel nodded and let his mind wander. He studied how his bonded each reacted to the details of Brynja’s story.

The valkyrie hailed from the Dragonspine Mountains. When she explained that her mother was both the Aerie’s Seer and Wind Mistress, he had been surprised at how excited Sthuza became.

Brynja kept her tale to the useful details, adding only a few personal insights. Gabriel let her talk without interruption, but his bonded asked enough questions to keep the story going until the dinner crowd had thinned.

At one point, Sthuza broached the subject of Brynja signing on more permanently with them. Gabriel started to intervene, but his Prime assured him her only goal was to feel out the valkyrie’s desires. That talk soon turned to a vague overview of bonding and a brief explanation of valkyrie marriage.

“It was one thing for me to accept a year of service as a guard to end my enslavement. But I could never embrace a permanent position unless Lord Gabriel first bests me in a duel,” Brynja said.

“Given the fucker can handle her,” Reyna grinned and pointed to Cindra, “I bet he could pin your ass to the bed and pound ya senseless. That count as an acceptable format for a duel?”

Cindra spoke up and drew both Reyna and Brynja into a heated debate. Blushing, Gabriel tuned them out and shifted his focus to Sthuza.

‘Brynja’s not wrong about the similarity. And if she views bonding as marriage, I think that makes her deciding to stay on a lot less likely.’

‘I must disagree, Master. First of all, given your courage in battle, impressive physique, and rapidly growing power, many females of such a warrior-centric culture would consider you a highly desirable mate. Secondly, I believe you underestimate the importance of flight to a valkyrie and how heavily that loss weighs on Brynja.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. I will inspect her wings more closely, but I fear Jessandra did a thorough job ruining them. Not even the greatest surgeons or the strongest magic would be able to restore the highly sensitive, magical nature of her wings since they have already been healed.’

‘If it’s that bad, how can you be so sure I could heal her if we bond?’

‘Worst case, you upgrade her as you did Kestria. It would no doubt be far too expensive at the moment, but such an option is sure to resolve the issue in the long run. But given the nature of a Dungeon Master’s power, I am confident you could heal her with ease… once you bond.’

‘I hope you’re right, but even if you are, it won’t be any time soon. Given how well Brynja fought unarmored, I don’t see any way I could best her in a fair fight. Even with magic.’

‘We shall see, Master.’

Gabriel snorted, then turned his attention back to the others.

Throughout the night, the well-endowed barmaid kept them supplied with all the ale and wine they could drink. Gabriel nursed a rich gnomish brew. Brynja tried to pace herself, but Reyna challenged her and Cindra to a drinking contest.

Once Reyna insisted she had to drink like an adventurer if she wanted to be one, the blonde took her words at face value and began pounding back ale at the same rate as Cindra and the lycan.

‘That’s a lot of booze.’

‘Yes, Master. And no doubt she will regret it in the morning. Unless I am much mistaken, young Brynja has none of the innate tolerance of your furry bonded.’

As the drinks flowed, Reyna started into bawdy, offkey drinking songs. Cindra joined in, and Gabriel settled back with his Prime as the others grew louder.

When Brynja started to sing, all the adventurers still in the room paused to stare as the winged woman sang with a rich melodic voice. It took much cajoling by his furry bonded, but the valkyrie continued to entertain them for an hour or more.

Sthuza never pulled back from where she sat pressed against Gabriel, though her head-snakes grew emboldened as she downed far more wine than he expected. Thankfully, the alcohol did not seem to affect her illusory disguise. Cindra shot the pair the occasional longing stare, but Reyna would soon reclaim her attention with a silly comment or a new song.

When Gabriel caught himself yawning, he stood and stretched. “Okay, I think that’s enough for tonight. We’ve had a long day, and we’ll be back on Estrial’s trail in the morning.”

Sthuza nodded and rose gracefully beside him, slipping an arm through his. When she beckoned Cindra, the hellhound leapt to her feet and rushed around the table.

Gabriel grunted when she wrapped her arms around him. “I need to check on Gwen and send the kobolds home before you drag me upstairs. They’ve been quiet for a while now,” he said.

Cindra released him and rushed over to grab the kobolds. Kestria and Sathru had gotten drunk and passed out a while back, their heads resting on Gwen’s furry belly. The hellhound grabbed them both and woke the wolf drake in the process.

Gwen let out a trilling yawn and stretched more like a cat than a wolf. She wiggled and shook her armored form, then trotted over to sit before him.

“Hey, girl.” Gabriel squatted down and scratched beneath her muzzle. “You really helped us out earlier. Want to join us long-term? It’d be permanent, but I can promise lots of belly rubs and plenty of food,” he said. Cindra looked somewhat jealous when he talked of belly rubs, and he couldn’t help but chuckle.

The wolf drake yipped happily, and Gabriel stood. “Okay then. Follow us upstairs, and I’ll take care of you.”

One of the Guild guards looked askance at the thought of Gabriel leading the sizable animal further inside, but no one approached him about it.

“Have a good night, Brynja,” he said. “And you too, Reyna. Let me know if you need anything.”

A look he didn’t understand passed over the lycan’s face, but she nodded and flashed a smirk. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t let Boobs break you too much. If that elf delivers, we’ll need to rush after your ex.”

Brynja staggered to her feet, swaying. She stared at Gabriel with glassy eyes and opened her mouth to speak, but Reyna caught her hand and dragged her off.

“Don’t bother him now. Bet ya two silver he can’t walk right tomorrow,” the shorter woman said with a snicker. Despite drinking what seemed like half her bodyweight in booze, the lycan looked barely buzzed.

Gabriel led the others upstairs. Inside their well-appointed room, he sat cross-legged and waved Gwenaelle closer. “Okay, just relax, Gwen. I’m going to make you a Minion so you can always join us. Kestria tells me the place they stay is simple but nice. We’ll try and upgrade it later.”

The kobolds knelt before him, and the shaman nodded. “War Chief provides a great home for the tribe. Will Gwen join tribe?”

Gabriel gazed into the wolf drake’s eyes. Gwen nodded, and he turned back to Kestria. “Looks like she’s game. Now, let’s begin.”

Opening his Interface, he focused on connecting with Gwen. It took longer than it had to claim the kobolds, but a couple of minutes later, he felt that same sensation of something filling a void within his soul. The corner of his display flashed, and he had five Minions.

Gwenaelle

Tier I Minion

Species: Wolf Drake

Sex: Female

Age: 12

Soul Essence: 628

Upgrades: —

Threat Rating: C

After he looked her over via the Interface, he closed it, and the wolf drake purred. She rubbed her scale-armored head against his knee and looked up at him with large eyes.

“Yay! Wolfie is Pack now,” Cindra yipped. She squatted down and picked the four hundred pound quadruped up and spun her around like a child.

“Please do not make a mess in here,” Sthuza said.

“Okay, I think that’s enough for tonight,” Gabriel said. “Time to send the Minions home.” He reached out and focused on returning all three of them.

The kobolds before him vanished. Cindra stopped twirling around and said, “Aww. Wolfie will come back safely next time?”

“Yes, she will,” Sthuza assured her. “Even if she is slain, like Kuterug, she will eventually recover and be summonable again.”

Cindra smiled and nodded. Her happy expression shifted, and her blue eyes flared brighter. She turned to shoot a heated, hungry gaze at Gabriel.

Before he could speak, the hellhound rushed at him and grabbed his head. She pressed tight against him and captured his lips in a passionate kiss. Her tongue forced its way into his mouth as her hands traced down his back.

Gabriel gave into her embrace, enjoying her spicy taste and intoxicating scent.


Chapter Thirty-Three










Eventually, Cindra released her grip, and Gabriel wobbled back. Catching his breath, he looked to his Prime.

Sthuza sighed, then nodded. “Very well, I can wait until later, Master. Clearly, the hound is in heat. I will go check on your other bonded and Brynja while you satisfy her itch.”

Cindra frowned at the gorgon and reached out to grab her before the smaller woman could step away.

“Unhand me, Furball!” Sthuza cried as she was dragged into a spine-cracking hug.

“Why does Snakey want to leave? Cin-I want to make you happy, too. Remember the dream Packmaster gave us?” Cindra said while his Prime tried to wiggle free of her viselike grip.

Gabriel blushed at her words, his mind immediately returning to the intense fantasy he had dreamed up after they defeated Kelith.

Still can’t believe I inadvertently forced them to watch that. It was pretty hot, though.

‘Yes, of course. Inadvertently, Master.’

He winced, but Sthuza’s mind-voice was filled with laughter, even as the slender beauty writhed and squirmed to escape Cindra’s embrace. Finally, she ceased struggling, and the hellhound returned her to her feet.

“You do have a point, Cindra. And Master is clearly quite interested,” Sthuza said, her gaze dropping to Gabriel’s pants.

“Ooo! Packmaster is really excited.” Cindra stared at his tented trousers for several seconds and licked her lips before she inhaled deeply and turned back to the gorgon. “And Snakey is eager, too!”

“I most cert—” Sthuza cut off in a strangled yelp when Cindra cupped her clothed sex.

Gabriel froze, watching as the beaming hellhound drew his Prime in for a passionate, wet kiss.

Sthuza stood rigid for a moment, but when Cindra released her crotch and wrapped both arms around her, she dropped her disguise, lowered her own hands to the hellhound’s full ass, and squeezed.

Gods damn, that is hot.

Gabriel wasn’t sure if he kept the thought to himself, but his bonded ignored him as their kiss deepened. Several head-snakes rubbed against Cindra’s flushed face while others turned to study him.

Still unsure of the exact relationship between Sthuza and her head-snakes, he flashed them a smile before focusing his attention on the intense action between the two stunning women.

Seeing them like this for real makes that silly fantasy look dull. And they’re still fully clothed.

Sthuza returned the kiss with a surprising intensity. After several seconds, as Cindra’s hands stroked up and down the gorgon’s slender back, she leapt up and wrapped her legs around the hellhound’s muscular waist. Several head-snakes curled in close, caressing his furry bonded’s gray face.

Cindra’s hands slid down to cup the gorgon’s firm butt. Tail wagging, she held Sthuza tight and ground against her.

Gabriel almost forgot how to breathe as their kiss dragged on, growing increasingly passionate. After a few minutes, Sthuza did her best to pull back from the hellhound. It took her three tries before Cindra finally yielded. When she did, they were both panting and flushed.

“Is… is that all Snakey wants to share with Cindra?” the tall beastkin asked. She shrank down a bit, even as her labored breathing caused her tightly bound chest to rise and fall.

Sthuza coughed twice, her green blush darkening, before she replied, “No, but I am worried about Master’s health if we go too quickly.”

Gabriel all but wilted beneath the wide-eyed stare Cindra turned his way, but before he could try to reply, her gray lips split into a fang-baring grin. “Ooo! Maybe we should make Packmaster comfortable before continuing?”

All of Sthuza’s head-snakes nodded eagerly, and Gabriel swallowed hard at the raw lust in her reptilian eyes.

“I… uh, don’t suppose I have any say in this, do I?” he said with a chuckle.

“No, Master.”

“Packmaster has to satisfy all his mates! It’s a rule!”

Gabriel shook his head but stepped toward the bed. “Well, far be it from me to break the rules,” he said.

“Yay!” Cindra barked before leaping at him.

Sthuza was only a half step behind her, and the pair of monster girls knocked him backward onto the bed. The ornate ironwood frame creaked and groaned, but they all ignored it. Four strong hands groped his body, stripping his damaged gambeson and shirt in seconds.

Cindra leaned down and kissed him with feral aggression while Sthuza rubbed her face and head-snakes against his bare chest.

He tried to pay both women equal attention but found it increasingly hard to think as intense waves of love and lust flooded across their bonds. More and more passion filled him until he was unsure which emotions were whose.

Cindra’s thick blue tongue probed his mouth, her cinnamon flavor suffusing him. Hands continued to touch him, seemingly everywhere at once, even as his own caressed both women’s clothed curves.

The cool, teasing touches against his chest withdrew. “Yes, I suppose we are still wearing too much, are we not?”

Cindra broke their kiss and bobbed her head vigorously. “Packmaster wants to see us naked?” she asked. Her huge, black-and-blue eyes stared into his.

“Heh, definitely, silly pup,” he replied.

She barked happily and wiggled as she started to peel off her skintight armor.

“I had thought a slow, sensual reveal might be in order, but… baby steps, I suppose,” Sthuza said with a sigh.

Despite her words, she rushed to catch up. Seconds later, she and Cindra stood side by side in only their tight, black underwear.

Dark bruises marred Cindra’s gray skin, and Gabriel focused on them only to have Sthuza interrupt him before he could speak.

‘She is fine, Master. Her injuries are light, and she will only feel bad if you mention them. They will heal soon enough.’

Some of the bruises looked incredibly painful, but the hellhound showed no sign of discomfort, and he figured Sthuza must be right.

“Thanks again for the bra, Snakey,” Cindra said as she stripped off her last layer of clothing. Her massive breasts bounced, and their proud blue nipples glowed softly.

Sthuza removed her panties and bra with a touch more elegance but only a second or two slower. She held up the tight, black fabric on one finger and waved it before her. “Which of us would you prefer to start with, Master?”

Gabriel swallowed again and grinned up at the stunning pair. “I don’t even know where to begin. A month nonstop in bed with you two wouldn’t be enough.”

Cindra’s joyful face brightened further, but Sthuza blushed and glanced away for a moment before she returned her gaze to his. Some of her head-snakes mirrored her, while others stared hungrily.

Her brief hesitation made Gabriel recall the distaste she had expressed early on for Cindra and furry beastkin in general.

Being as careful as he could in his current state, he eased himself into her mind for a peek. To his surprise, he found almost more lust and arousal than he felt from Cindra.

I definitely have more to learn about her.

Gabriel pushed away his concerns and beckoned his bonded to rejoin him. “I think it’s best if I start with both of you.”

The pair beamed and rushed to the bed. Cindra demonstrated restraint and climbed up on his right while Sthuza took his left. They pressed against him, their soft skin hot and cool.

He turned his head to Sthuza and captured her dark-green lips with his own. Head-snakes brushed his cheeks and hair. Her hands ran along his chest and back, tracing the now flawless skin where he had been impaled.

‘I was devastated when we saw you like that, Master. Pinned to the ground with Yesera looming over you.’

‘Shh, I’m fine now. We’re all safe, and soon we’ll have that crystal for Meri.’

Sthuza sighed, and he nibbled at her bottom lip. A head-snake responded by licking the edge of his ear, which sent a shiver down his spine.

“Packmaster liked that, Snakey! Do it again,” Cindra said before she leaned in to lick his other ear. Her tongue was enormous compared to the tiny flicking serpent’s and almost hot enough to burn, but it had a similar effect on him, and he let out a moan.

Pride and amusement skipped across both bonds, and Sthuza pulled back, breaking the kiss. The two monster girls shared a knowing glance, and the gorgon nodded.

Cindra’s face brightened, and a firm hand slipped into his pants.

The intense heat suffused his manhood as the hellhound gripped him firmly. His hips arched at her touch, but Cindra withdrew a second later, leaving a teasing warmth behind.

“Packmaster is very ready,” she said with a huge grin.

“Heh, yeah, I am. But maybe I should make sure you two are nice and ready now?” Gabriel replied. His eyes dropped to the pair’s exposed slits. Both glistened with wetness, and Cindra’s glowed brighter than he remembered.

“That could be… interesting, Master,” Sthuza said before her voice shifted to a sultry purr. “Or, perhaps we should get each other ready?”

Gabriel’s rock-hard manhood twitched and strained against his too-tight trousers, and it was all he could do not to drool.

‘Does the thought of us pleasuring each other truly arouse you so, Master?’

‘Yeah, I guess it does. But you don’t need to do that for me, Sthuza. I don’t want you doing anything you don’t want to. It won’t change how I feel about either of you.’

Sthuza’s emerald eyes flashed, and her lips quirked to one side, but the surge of love and gratitude that exploded from their bond revealed her true thoughts.

“Cindra is ready enough now! Packmaster can mount Cindra while I make Snakey ready,” the hellhound declared. Her furry ears flopped as she nodded decisively.

She scooted back a foot, then dropped down to her hands and knees, tail curling up out of the way. Pointing her full, tight ass toward Gabriel, she patted the bed in front of her. “Snakey come lie here.”

Sthuza snorted, causing him to look her way, but she studiously avoided his eyes. Several head-snakes turned to Gabriel and nodded, gesturing toward Cindra.

The gorgon leaned back, the move placing her lovely breasts front and center, then twisted and slid across the bed and under Cindra.

“Now it’s Packmaster’s turn. Hurry up. Please? Cindra needs you,” the hellhound said while Sthuza adjusted her position.

His Prime settled down, sitting with her back against the leather headboard. She reached out with one hand and gently cupped Cindra’s gray cheek. “Master will see to your needs soon. I think he is waiting to watch you service your Packsister first,” she crooned.

Gabriel rose to his knees and crawled into position behind Cindra. Despite the erotic view of her perfect ass, his eyes were locked on Sthuza as she stared back at him.

She held his gaze without blinking until she let out a sharp, surprised moan. She shifted and squirmed against the headboard. Her hands quickly tangled in Cindra’s thick, unruly hair, but the entire time, Sthuza stared into his eyes with a lustful expression.

Her breath caught twice before she managed to speak. “She has a very impressive tongue, Master!” she said, her voice hitching up as Cindra ravaged her.

Gabriel smirked. ‘Not sure if I should be aroused or worried Cindra’s going to take my place. Bet she can do some crazy things with that tongue.’

‘Aroused only, Master! No one can replace you,’ Sthuza replied. Even her mind-voice was strained and uneven. She twisted away, but that seemed to annoy Cindra, who reached up and grabbed the gorgon’s slender hips.

“Oh… my… Oh, Massster, she isss mossst impressssive! Even Nagirrek wasss never thisss good.”

A brief glimpse of Sthuza entwined with a beautiful white-and-black furred feline beastkin flashed through his mind before Cindra made a slurping noise, and the gorgon screamed.

Damn, I’ve got to improve if I want to pull my own weight. Can’t let Cindra do all the work.

Determined to show his bonded hellhound some pleasure of her own, Gabriel pulled his pants off and adjusted his position behind the gray-skinned beastkin.

Cindra was fully committed to her oral assault. She shifted about and wiggled her thick butt toward him in what he figured was a subconscious act. Intentional or not, the move sent her seductive scent his way.

When he placed his hands on her full hips, she froze. Though from the way Sthuza continued to moan, he didn’t think she stilled her tongue.

Bracing against her with one hand, he gripped his erection and rubbed the swollen head against her wet folds. The slickness felt wonderful, so he took a few moments to graze his tip along her entry, luxuriating in the tantalizing contact.

Cindra twitched beneath him and growled against Sthuza. She lifted her hips and pushed back, trying to capture his manhood.

He teased her a few more times, drawing an almost desperate whimper from her. Movement caught his eye, and he looked to Sthuza.

Her head-snakes writhed wildly, but her gaze focused on him. She licked her lips, glanced down to Cindra, and nodded. “She hasss more than earned sssome… ah, pleasssure asss well, Massster.”

Gabriel smiled at his Prime-bonded and held her hooded gaze as he pushed forward. The hellhound was every bit as hot and tight as their first time, and he bit his lip to avoid moaning.

Cindra showed no such inhibition, and she whined loudly. Her voice was dampened somewhat since she didn’t pull her mouth from Sthuza.

The gorgon threw her head back and hissed. Her head-snakes joined her in a cacophonous symphony as her slender body shook.

He pushed deeper into Cindra’s molten core. Her silken insides gripped his shaft, almost overwhelming his senses. When Gabriel bottomed out, hips pressed against her tight ass, her tail brushing his abs, he released his grip on her waist and, leaning forward, ran his hands up her sides.

He stayed hilted within Cindra, letting them both adjust to the feeling, and brushed her thick mane of hair to one side. She whimpered softly and tried to rock her hips against him but froze up when he pressed his lips to the back of her neck.

Cindra shivered, and he grinned before kissing up and down her powerful neck. She flexed and started to turn toward him, but Sthuza’s slender hands grabbed her head, pinning her mouth in place.

He glanced up to his Prime. ‘Not finished with her yet?’

Sthuza shot him a feral grin and winked.

‘She is rather talented, Master. And it is only fair that she shares some of the pleasure you give her.’

Gabriel chuckled but turned his attention back to the muscular beauty beneath him. His chest pressed against Cindra’s firm back as he ran his hands along her arms and sides. Her silky fur only added to her beauty. He let most of his weight rest on his bonded, but he knew she would hardly notice.

When Cindra whined again and rocked her hips, he responded by pulling back halfway then sliding in again. She settled down and returned to pleasuring Sthuza as he established a slow but steady pace.

Her hot inner walls gripped him tight, and he luxuriated in the sensation.

Gabriel continued to kiss and nibble at her neck as he maintained that slow, almost torturous pace. Soon, the stimulation grew too much to bear, and he straightened his back, returning his hands to her waist.

Sthuza’s head-snakes hissed and undulated slowly while she writhed and cooed. Her head lolled to one side against the padded headboard, but she kept her fingers entwined in Cindra’s thick mane.

The slightest caress of his bonds showed that Sthuza was thoroughly enjoying the hellhound’s attention.

Grinning, he focused on the connection to Cindra. Her mental presence was a flood of passion and excitement. He dove a little deeper to ensure she was truly enjoying herself.

The more Gabriel searched, the more arousal he sensed. To the hellhound’s mind, only two things mattered. Pleasuring her Packsister and mating with him. A faint fog of lust spread through her thoughts, shielding him from some of their intensity, and he withdrew from her mind.

Evidently, he’d been focused on their bonds longer than he thought. A thin sheen of sweat coated his body, and the need to cum almost overwhelmed him. He struggled to keep pounding Cindra even as he resisted the urge to finish.

‘She does not care how long you last, Ma-Master,’ Sthuza sent. Her mind-voice was fractured and stilted, but she opened one eye to meet his gaze. ‘And besides… I am not sure how much more I can receive from her. Please… it has been long enough.’

The gorgon’s beautiful face was flushed a deep green. Several tiny serpents stared at him and nodded in agreement.

‘I will. Just wanted to enjoy it a little more myself.’

Sthuza opened her mouth as though to reply, then moaned when Cindra brushed her nose against the gorgon’s exposed nub. Cindra continued to lavish her silken entrance with absolute focus, even as Gabriel picked up his own pace.

His hips slapped loudly against Cindra’s firm ass, and she whined against Sthuza. The pleasurable friction and heat made him groan, and he felt his limit fast approaching. He sped up, slamming his hips against Cindra.

Seconds later, his member pulsed within her. A growl escaped Gabriel, and he bit his lip then pushed through his release. Pounding Cindra relentlessly, he filled her with his seed.

The feel of him spraying her insides drove the hellhound to her own climax, and she bucked beneath him.

Sthuza was the first to relax, and she slumped onto her side when Cindra pulled her head back.

Gabriel pumped his hips a few more times before slowing and trying to catch his breath. Cindra wiggled back against him for a bit, then turned to gaze up at him.

Most of her face was slick with Sthuza’s wetness, and she licked her lips hungrily as she stared at him with glazed eyes. Her pupils were huge, but the blue glow was brighter than usual.

Her lips slowly spread into a wide grin. “Packmaster loves Cindra.”

He leaned closer and whispered, “Yes, I do.”

She twisted further and stretched toward him. When her lips were barely an inch from his, Gabriel closed the distance and drew her into a gentle, loving kiss.

He could taste Sthuza, crisp and subtle, but the hellhound’s spicy kiss seemed to fill him with a rush of energy and flavor. His lips tingled oddly, and he pressed in against her, his manhood already twitching and swelling back to hardness within her tight passage.

Cindra let out a long, low moan. “Packmaster wants to go again? Mother was so wrong about mating.” Her words slurred, and it sounded as though all of the alcohol she had consumed had finally caught up with her.

‘I know I’ve recovered quickly before, but what the hells is up with this. I’m already fully erect again. It feels like I could go all night.’

Incoherent whispers of thought slipped across his bond with Sthuza, but he couldn’t understand her jumbled mind. She was still recovering from the intense tonguing Cindra had inflicted on her.

“Cindra would like to mate with Packmaster more, but Snakey should go next,” the hellhound said before moving and causing his erection to pop free of her tight entrance.

Sthuza uttered something, but again he couldn’t make sense of her words. After Cindra slid off to the side, the gorgon lay insensate before him, totally nude. Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, making her perky breasts sway with each breath.

“Aren’t you going to mount her?” Cindra asked. She rose to her knees and pressed up against his side. One powerful, gray-skinned hand grasped his rigid member and stroked his slick length. “Cindra got her extra ready for Packmaster,” she whispered in his ear.

Her hot breath made Gabriel shiver, and he instinctively leaned closer to the beautiful gorgon. Eyes drinking in her every detail, he reached out to her across their bond.

‘Do you want to stop or keep going, my Prime?’ Gabriel focused on ensuring she knew he would be happy either way. That he wanted only the truth.

Sthuza smiled up at him, but there was a faint fear hiding behind her brilliant eyes. “I want more.”

When Gabriel opened his mouth to ask about what he sensed, she blushed and looked away. He took another careful peek at her bond and found only embarrassment and desire, so he closed his mind, pushed the concern aside, and kissed her.

I’ll ask her later. No reason we can’t enjoy ourselves a little more before bed.


Chapter Thirty-Four










A sharp pain tore Gabriel from his sleep. At first, he worried that Merideva was under attack again, so he reached out toward his bonded Core and soon confirmed she was safe.

Merideva didn’t notice when he checked in on her, so he withdrew his presence and tried to locate the source of the pain.

Opening his eyes, Gabriel studied both of his bonded. Cindra lay on his left. Her furry arms were warm against his skin, and she let out cute little snores from time to time.

On his other side, Sthuza slept deeply. A few of her head-snakes breathed in and out with faint hissing, but none of them stirred.

He started to dive inward and inspect his tattered soul when he remembered he had another bonded.

Reyna!

The instant he brushed against his bond with the werebadger, an oppressive wave of anguish threatened to drown him. He flinched in the bed, causing Cindra to shift about.

Once better prepared, Gabriel reached out toward Reyna again. The agony and anger were still suffocating, but he pushed on and worked to get a feel for her situation.

He got brief glimpses, mental impressions, of her striking someone over and over again. A man screamed and begged, and faint flashes of savage joy flickered about. But beneath the violence, Gabriel sensed a jagged pain tearing into his bonded.

A female voice cried out in tortured desperation. Gabriel struggled to understand the screams and whimpers until he caught a few words.

“Please, Reyna! Save me!”

Realization thundered in Gabriel’s mind, and he worked to slide himself out from between his bonded.

Cindra mumbled and reached for him but missed and grabbed Sthuza’s bare shoulder. The hellhound pulled the gorgon close just as he got out of the way.

Before last night, I’d have been hesitant to leave them to snuggle like that.

Gabriel tiptoed over to where his bonded had discarded his clothes before their wild play. Pulling on his silk trousers, he grabbed the spare keycard Sthuza had set on the dresser. He moved to the door and slipped out into the hall.

There was only a single faint light at the far end of the hallway, but Gabriel let his Darkvision adjust and headed downstairs.

It took him less than a minute to reach the room Reyna and Brynja shared.

We could have offered to clear out one of Jessandra’s rooms for her, but they seemed to be getting along fairly well.

Gabriel discarded the thought and double-checked Reyna’s bond. It took less than a second to confirm the lycan was still tormented, and he slipped the metal card into the slot. The lock disengaged with a gentle tone, and he entered without another sound.

Compared to the hall or his room, this one was far too bright. Soft light radiated from a polished oil lamp, sitting on a table next to the bed.

He carefully closed the door and gave the room a quick once over.

Brynja occupied the entire bed. The valkyrie lay on her side, with her white wings monopolizing the rest of the bed behind her. She had tossed aside the simple quilt, but she had a gray sheet tangled about her body.

Gabriel glanced to the only chair in the room and sighed.

Reyna sat on her feet, curled up in the high-backed leather chair. Dressed in only a pair of shorts and a white shirt that ended at her midriff, she shivered. The movement called his attention to the Bronze tag, which dangled from her left hand.

Her right clutched an S-Crystal.

Did she stick her consciousness inside again? It could be dangerous to wake her.

Gabriel stepped over to the petite woman. Diving into the S-Crystal was a simple matter. He knelt beside the anguished lycan and touched the glowing gemstone.

He blinked against a brilliant flash and found himself back in the pocket dimension. The transition felt smoother than the first time, and he looked around to get his bearings.

Unlike the shadowy void from before, this time, Gabriel stood in a massive stone chamber. Far above him, small blue shards of crystal danced around, providing strobing light. In the distance, he saw smooth stone walls and many shifting shadows strewn about the uneven floor.

Strange noises echoed oddly in the room, and it took him a moment to separate them enough to understand. He wished he hadn’t the instant they became discernible.

Dozens of people screamed, moaned, or whimpered. The shifting shadows were bodies.

What Gabriel had mistaken for mere debris were the peeled skins of the weeping, pleading people. Blood oozed from the discarded flesh, coating the ground in a sticky mess.

Choking back the desire to vomit, Gabriel looked past the gore and recognized Baron Alberik. He shook himself and looked to a different form.

The skinless person wailed up at him with a tongue-less mouth. He recoiled in horror when he recognized the discarded skin of Kelith, which was still attached to the wretched creature’s feet.

A throat-shredding scream erupted from the far side of the chamber, and Gabriel headed toward the sound.

He picked up speed, dodging the multiple versions of Alberik and Kelith as he ran.

What has she been doing?

A hulking form that looked far too similar to Yavo towered over several writhing figures. Gabriel averted his gaze when it crouched down to grab a new victim.

I do not want to see that.

The far wall came into view, and Gabriel froze in his tracks. Dozens of cute women with short blond-and-black hair filled several rows of stone bleachers.

Each woman looked like an eerie doppelganger of Reyna, though most of them lacked the shaved head she had. They all stared down into a pit.

They look like Reyna… except softer. Gentler.

He stepped closer and peered down into the pit. The real Reyna stood there screaming at a partially flayed Baron Alberik.

“You killed my sister!” She punctuated her words with a hard kick to the disheveled noble’s face.

His nose shattered, and blood sprayed out in a wide arc. The crowd of Raeyas murmured, and Reyna growled.

She kicked him again, flipping the unresisting man over, then leapt onto his stomach.

Alberik lay there, whimpering, as Reyna rained down punch after punch on the man’s ruined face.

Though it looked like rage ruled her, Gabriel reached out through their bond and shivered at the overwhelming pain.

‘Why couldn’t it have been me?’ she cried between blows. ‘Tom was mad at me! Why did he hurt Raeya?’

Gabriel felt her suffering rise as she beat the Soulbound man, so he jumped down into the pit.

Falling thirty feet or more, he landed next to his bonded with almost no impact.

“Why couldn’t Snakes capture his rotten soul? It’s not fair Tom got off with such a quick death!” Reyna punched Alberik again, her small fist shattering his cheekbone.

She howled wordlessly and ripped the baron’s ear off. The mangled man moaned, and she shoved the tattered flesh into his mouth.

Unable to let this continue, Gabriel rushed over and wrapped his arms around her from behind.

Reyna jerked and leaned away, but he held tight. She twisted about and looked over her shoulder. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

“I wanted to see you,” Gabriel said.

She sniffled and looked away. “You we-weren’t supposed to be here. To see this.”

“I don’t care about this asshole, Reyna. And I’m pretty sure I’ve seen worse lately. “Though, I think I’ll stay away from that troll,” he said with a soft chuckle.

Reyna ducked her head but nodded. “Y-yeah, I-I’m not proud of that.”

He pulled her up from her seat on the baron, and the slender lycan wrapped her arms around his waist.

“I’m not proud of any of this,” Reyna whispered. “I thought it would help, but it only… it only makes it hurt worse.”

Her words gave way to loud sobs, and Gabriel held her tight. Standing there, he stroked her back and waited.

The multitude of Alberiks and Keliths continued to moan and whimper. Their voices aggravated him and only made Reyna sob harder.

Gabriel understood the principles of the S-Crystal and had some minor experience through his Minions. He concentrated and imagined cleaning the entire dimensional pocket.

The tortured wails and whimpers faded in an instant. Gabriel blinked when the lighting shifted. Instead of the painful strobing flashes, all of the glowing shards merged into a single large crystal that shined down like a miniature sun.

The ground was smooth and clean, all of the mangled bodies gone.

Looking to the other side, he found the wall of Raeyas staring at him with sad smiling faces.

The closest Alberik, the one he had found Reyna torturing, was gone as well. In his place was a black replica of the S-Crystal.

◆◆◆

A few minutes later, Gabriel’s perspective shifted back to the dimly lit room. His arms were around Reyna’s shivering form, and he pulled her tight against his chest.

The lycan followed him without resistance, and he picked her up then sat in the leather chair. He held her, stroking her firm back as she sobbed and whimpered.

Gabriel continued to hold her even after she cried herself out.

He sighed and considered what to say.

“Reyna, I don’t know where our bond will lead. Right now, it isn’t as deep as the one I share with Sthuza, but—”

Reyna sagged against him. “Yeah, I know. It’s hard to compete against her and Boobs.”

Gabriel shook his head. “No. It’s not a competition. I care about you. Strongly. And I want you to be part of our… our Pack.”

“But you don’t love me… like you do them.”

“We haven’t had much time to get to know each other yet. Sthuza pressured you into bonding to save my life. Which I’m immensely grateful for, by the way. But I think we might have spent a bit more time together before bonding if I hadn’t been dying.”

“And it’s been so much longer with them?”

Gabriel chuckled. “Granted, it’s been little more than a week with Cindra and Sthuza, but the three of us went through a lot before we ever left the dungeon.

“Sthuza was my first bonded. When we met, I thought she would petrify me, but she invited me into her life and helped me survive those first few days. Without her and Cindra, I would have died when Kelith came to steal Meri. I don’t know if anyone told you, but the fight was close. Too close.”

“Snakes said you killed the brat and ripped his soul out.”

Gabriel shook his head, his thoughts turning back to the finale of that intense fight. “There was more to it. In our last exchange, she… she died.”

Reyna flinched in his lap, her arms tightening around him. “What?”

“That prick must have assumed his partner’s spell would finish me. Instead of targeting me, h-he killed Sthuza right in front of me.”

“But… how is she still alive? A Divine Favor?”

“No. Meri helped me with a ritual to save her. That’s why I shredded Kelith’s soul—to fuel the magic. And while I was performing that, or maybe afterward, we connected on a different level. Now, it feels like I’ve been bonded to Sthuza for so much longer.”

“And Boobs?” Reyna whispered.

Gabriel chuckled as his thoughts turned to the energetic hellhound. “Yeah, I love her too. But then, Cindra’s too sweet and passionate to resist. You have to love her.”

Reyna sniffled and rubbed her face against his chest. “Yeah, even if she does keep trying to smother me with those damn sweater puppies.”

“She does seem to enjoy that, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, and with Brynja, you’ve got two overendowed beauties on your hands now,” Reyna muttered.

Chuckling at her sullen tone, he gave Reyna a light squeeze. “How do you and Sthuza get along?”

She shrugged but didn’t loosen her grip. “Snakes isn’t bad. I mean, she treats a crude bitch like me a lot better than I deserve.”

Gabriel sighed. He could feel the werebadger’s self-loathing radiate through their bond, but he still didn’t know how to alleviate her pain. “I appreciate you. You’re important to me. Sthuza cares about you too.”

Reyna wiped her face against his bare chest. Her tears were hot on his skin, but he refrained from reacting. She sniffled then rocked her hips.

Her movement ground her sex against Gabriel’s crotch, and he bit his lip at the erotic motion.

Without releasing his grip on her, he sought out Reyna’s bond and let his mind flow across it. Her thoughts and feelings were a swirling vortex of loneliness, regret, and fear. He sensed a hint of sincere arousal closely tied to a memory of him killing Thomas. But the predominant thought in her head was a perverse desperation.

Gabriel ducked down and kissed the top of her head.

She froze for a second, then rubbed herself against his growing erection. “I bet Brynja wouldn’t notice if we keep our voices down,” she whispered.

“Reyna…”

The lycan kissed his chest and rocked her hips more aggressively. “Please.”

Gabriel bit his lip as she wiggled against him. Better positioned, she moaned each time she slid back.

“Reyna, between the fight yesterday and what happened in the crystal, you’ve been through way too much—”

“Gods! Just fuck me,” she growled. “Or was all that talk bullshit? Just didn’t want to hurt my feelings?”

Without trying, Gabriel sensed her roiling emotions across their bond. Sighing, he reached up and cupped the back of her head, preventing her from pulling away.

The petite werebadger glared up at him, and he felt her prickly, protective shield rising.

Gabriel growled and caught her thick stripe of blond hair in his hand. Reyna’s eyes widened a split second before he tilted her head back and kissed her.

Her lips were soft, and her taste spiked his arousal. Her mouth opened to his probing tongue, and he accepted her invitation.

Reyna growled into his mouth, but her arms tightened around him, and she ground herself against his rigid manhood.

Pulling harder at her hair, he dove further into the bond which connected them. Her lust rose to incredible peaks, but self-loathing and fear filled the valleys.

Visions of Gabriel dominating her completely flowed from her mind. Reyna recalled how he had pinned her to the wall in the baron’s dungeon, and a wave of arousal surged across to him.

But even as she longed for him to take her, a flicker of darkness rose. The painful memory of what had befallen her sister fueled another spike of self-loathing that warred with her lust.

After a long, pleasurable moment, Gabriel broke the kiss, and they both took several deep breaths.

Her amber eyes peeked open, and he fought back the urge to frown at the fear that glittered within those beautiful orbs.

Hand still tangled in her thick hair, he forced her head to one side and trailed feather-soft kisses across her cheek and down her neck. “I’m not opposed to making love with you, Reyna. And I’m okay with your… preferences,” he whispered.

She swallowed audibly and ground harder against him. “So, we can—”

“But only if you can promise me that you’re not doing this because you’re scared. That you won’t hate yourself in the morning.”

Reyna froze. Her dilated eyes turned downward, and he sighed.

“I care for you, strongly. This is all very new to me, and a part of me is very aroused by the idea of pinning you down and doing everything you’re imagining,” Gabriel said, still listening in to her thoughts. “But I’m worried about you. You’ve not been sleeping well, have you?”

Reyna sighed, but her shoulders slackened, and she laid her head down on his shoulder. “N-no. My dreams are filled with nightmares of what happened to Raeya. Of what would have happened to me if you hadn’t barged into that disgusting pig’s dungeon.”

Releasing his tight grip, Gabriel teased his fingers through her blond locks and held her close. “If Cindra was here, she’d suggest that Pack should sleep together.”

Reyna snarled. “The fuck was with all that promise shit then? Didn’t you just shut me down?”

He chuckled. “I was thinking more along the lines of actual sleep.”

She tilted her head toward the narrow bed where Brynja lay sprawled out. “Birdbrain over there takes up the whole damn thing. Those huge wings of hers.”

Gabriel glanced at the valkyrie and had to agree. The athletic beauty lay on the far side, facing away from them. Her wings covered the rest of the bed. They twitched slightly, from time to time, and he wondered if Sthuza was right about healing them.

“Bed in the other room is huge,” he said. “I bet there’s room for all five of us, truthfully.”

Reyna didn’t reply right away. She squirmed about a few times, though he felt it was more about comfort than seduction. Her breathing softened, and Gabriel let his eyes close.

Minutes passed before she lifted her head. “I-I think I’d like that.”

“Okay, then you’ll need to get up.”

Reyna clucked her tongue. “You don’t want to carry me back to your room?”

He snorted then stood, causing the petite woman to gasp and latch onto him. “You need anything from in here?”

“Nah, I don’t own much beyond my swords and that breastplate. Hells, Snakes gave me these clothes too.”

After adjusting her position, Gabriel barely noticed the five-foot-tall lycan’s weight. With her arms wrapped around his neck and his left hand cupping her round butt, he walked to the door.

Exiting the room, they snuck down the hall and up a flight of stairs. He fumbled with the gold keycard to unlock the room he shared with his other bonded.

Reyna leapt down when he turned to close the door. She landed with a sigh and tiptoed over to the massive bed where he had left Cindra and Sthuza.

The werebadger sniffed the air. “Wow, you really worked them over, didn’t you?”

Gabriel felt his cheeks heat, but he grinned at her teasing expression. “It… got a little wilder than I expected.”

Reyna nodded, then seemed to turn sheepish. “So… where do I sleep?” she asked in a faint whisper.

“Between Cindra and me,” he replied without hesitation.

Don’t want to push Sthuza too fast. Plus, she is my Prime.

“And don’t worry, Cindra’s not going to do anything too crazy. Probably.”

Reyna’s lips quirked to the side. “That’s real comforting,” she said, though she climbed onto the bed.

It took Gabriel only seconds to form his normal cleaning spell, even without his arcane conduit, and he scoured any dirt from his bare feet. He crossed the room and joined his bonded on the spacious bed.

Cindra rolled out of his way with the slightest pressure, and he slid into place beside Sthuza.

The gorgon’s deceptively powerful arms immediately latched onto his, and she rubbed her face against his chest. A few of her head-snakes spread out and wrapped possessively about his neck and head.

A single small serpent cracked open bleary eyes. It glanced to Reyna and then him. Once it caught his attention, the head-snake nodded twice before lying down on his shoulder.

On her knees, Reyna stared down at him, one eyebrow arched.

Gabriel smiled and beckoned her closer with his free hand. “It’s fine. We’re just going to sleep. Maybe you can rest better with us all together.”

She took a few slow breaths, nodded, and crawled over. The moment she got into position, her head resting on his other shoulder, Cindra rolled back toward her.

The massive hellhound, naked as she always preferred, wrapped herself around the tiny lycan. She curled her thick gray tail over Reyna’s hip. “Packsister is safe,” she murmured. Seconds later, it was obvious she was deep asleep.

Gabriel kissed his Prime’s forehead, then turned and did the same with Reyna.

She sighed and wiggled for a moment until she was satisfied. Eyes closed, she sighed again, and the tormented sea of emotions across her bond eased. Her breathing slowed to a steady, relaxed pace a moment later.

“Goodnight, my bonded,” he whispered and yawned.

With you all at my side, Estrial doesn’t stand a chance.


Chapter Thirty-Five










Gabriel woke slowly. He felt refreshed and peaceful, having slept better, with no strange dreams or creepy messages from the Swarm.

The soft bodies of his bonded pressed against him. Reyna had draped herself along his left side, and Cindra held his arm tight against her almost hot skin. On his other side, Sthuza absorbed his body heat, providing a comfortable balance.

I could get used to waking up like this.

Quiet movement caught his attention. Blinking away sleep, he turned toward the disturbance and cracked one eye open.

Sthuza lay next to him, in the same place she had been when he fell asleep. But instead of the look of peaceful slumber he had expected, her beautiful face was twisted in pain. He stared wide-eyed as her head-snakes twitched erratically.

Even as Gabriel watched, her dark-green lips parted to reveal clenched teeth. She gave a soft sob, and her head-snakes began to thrash about, their movements almost violent. None of the tiny serpents looked awake, and the clenched face and tears leaking from her closed eyes caused his breath to catch.

Panic shocked Gabriel fully conscious. He grabbed Sthuza’s bare shoulder, shaking it to wake the beautiful monster girl. Staring in mounting horror, he grew rougher, drawing a curse from Reyna and a startled yip from Cindra.

“Sthuza, wake up,” Gabriel said.

Still, his Prime twisted and turned in terror without waking. Head-snakes whipped about without any order. Her face drew tighter as whatever nightmare tormented her grew worse.

“Packmaster? What’s wrong?” Cindra mumbled sleepily.

Swallowing hard, Gabriel ignored her. His entire focus was on waking the slumbering gorgon. He knelt on the bed then straddled Sthuza when her twitching increased.

“Sthuza! Wake up!” he practically shouted, his face inches from her ear.

She didn’t respond, though the eyes of one snake snapped open. It froze, and tiny emerald eyes stared up at him. Despite its predatory appearance, Gabriel saw the abject terror in that reptilian gaze.

“What the fuck? How is she still asleep?” Reyna grumbled.

“Why won’t Snakey wake?” Cindra asked, fighting back a yawn. She rose to join him beside Sthuza.

While the hellhound helped restrain Sthuza’s increasingly frantic squirming, he tried to reach out to his Prime through their bond.

Sthuza’s powerful mind repulsed his first attempt, but a sharp hiss drew his attention to the sole head-snake staring up at him.

“C-can you help me?” Gabriel whispered.

The tiny serpent held his gaze for several seconds then nodded. Sthuza bucked beneath him, and Cindra crawled over, pinning her.

Gabriel waited impatiently for the head-snake to do something. Without warning, their bond pulled at him, and he flinched in surprise. He screamed and shot toward the tiny emerald eyes of the serpent dominating his attention. It seemed to swell and soon loomed over him.

His eyes snapped shut just before he would strike it, but there was no impact. He blinked and found himself surrounded by a white emptiness. Twisting his head back and forth, it took him a couple seconds to recognize the vast Astral Realm.

This is where I dragged Sthuza and Cindra during the battle with Kelith, right?

Gabriel shook the question aside and focused again on his Prime. The moment he did, a glowing green cord appeared before him.

The bright, ethereal cord was several times thicker than what he had seen before. Instinctively, he knew it led to Sthuza, so he started forward. He walked alongside the glowing link. Shifting to a jog and then a run, he kept racing ahead.

Fear and panic flooded across his bond with Sthuza. Nothing made sense, but he could almost taste her terror.

His fast run turned into an impossible rush as the barren landscape and unsettling gray fog raced by ever faster. A split second after he noticed and questioned the unnatural speed, he stumbled.

Legs tangling, Gabriel fell. He hit the blank, firm ground face-first, eyes snapping closed.

That… didn’t hurt.

Opening his eyes, he found himself standing straight, feet firmly on the bleak ground beneath.

He took a hesitant step, then another. After the third, he broke out into another sprint.

I can investigate this place later. Have to find Sthuza. Her head-snake wouldn’t have encouraged this otherwise.

Thoughts of the intelligent gorgon filled his mind, and the already blurring landscape shifted and flashed.

Each time he blinked, the swirling clouds of nothingness twisted. Hesitant but desperate, he paused and clenched his eyes shut, then focused his entire mind on Sthuza.

A sudden sense of movement assaulted him. His mind swam, and he stumbled. Eyes snapping open, he froze at the shadowy scene before him.

Sthuza sat carelessly on a pitch-black floor, facing away from him. Her toned arms were wrapped around her slender torso, and she shivered as she rocked back and forth.

She appeared undisguised, and her head-snakes all curled around to shield her face. Her simple white gown was tattered and dirty, looking like she had run through a forest or some of the tunnels he had seen in the dungeon.

Gabriel rushed over to stand in front of her, but she showed no sign of acknowledging his presence. Kneeling in front of the trembling woman, he leaned in close and flinched at her wild, wide-eyed gaze.

Sthuza stared right through him, even once he waved a hand before her emerald eyes. She shifted limply when he poked her. But no matter what he did, the gorgon continued to stare in the same direction.

Gabriel worked to control his breathing, then turned and searched for whatever it was that had captivated her so thoroughly.

This is nothing like what happened with Reyna. Did she get cursed?

He focused on seeing beyond the absolute darkness that surrounded them. At first, he saw nothing but the lack of light.

Gabriel tried to activate Magesight and Darkvision, but neither seemed to work.

Sthuza whimpered, and he grabbed her shoulder. Suddenly, Gabriel could hear what she did. He knew without a doubt that he was listening in on one of the centuries-old gorgon’s memories.

A memory he’d caught the briefest glimpse of before.

His heart froze, and he forgot how to breathe.

Her last memory of Iylara!

A woman’s tortured screams blasted through his head and echoed deep within his mind.

He tried covering his ears, but it did nothing to diminish Iylara’s agonized pleas or the laughter and dark voices that mocked her.

Sthuza whimpered again, and her pain tore through their bond. Centuries of reliving the memory had done nothing to dampen the intensity.

Gabriel stopped trying to protect himself and wracked his brain in search of a way to help her.

Wish I’d studied those mind manipulation spells now. But… would magic even work here? Or is this more like when…

He rushed to erect the same type of shield he used to defend Merideva against Estrial’s intrusions. A radiant barrier manifested. It partially muffled the screams and mocking laughter, and the flow of dark emotions lessened a moment later.

Pulling Sthuza against him, Gabriel was surprised when she wrapped her arms around his chest. Head-snakes hissed and curled around his neck and head, seemingly seeking safe shelter.

‘Gabriel!’ Sthuza cried in his thoughts.

‘Sthuza, you have to wake up. This is a memory.’

‘I-I cannot. Pleassse make it ssstop.’

Gabriel looked down and realized his Prime’s chin rested on his shoulder. She stared off in the same direction as before. The gorgon clung to him, tears pouring from her bloodshot eyes as the memory of Mistress Iylara’s savage fate continued to play out.

When he turned to look again, his stomach tried to claw its way up his throat.

An imposing, fur-covered demon loomed over a slender, cute woman. The brute had spiteful red eyes, a humanoid face with short black fur, and gray horns that curled back to protect his skull.

Cruel wounds covered the woman’s body, and blood dripped from the demon’s claws. The monster sneered and growled something in a language Gabriel didn’t recognize.

Another voice replied, but this one sounded cruel and feminine. “This is all your fault, Sthuza,” the voice screeched. It sounded different from the rest of the memory. Almost fake, like it didn’t belong. “She’s suffering because you weren’t here to protect her.”

Gabriel sought out the source, and an athletic feline beastkin appeared. The black-and-white striped catgirl stood by Iylara’s head.

She pinned the doomed DM’s hands as the huge brute tortured and abused her. Iylara screamed and tried to squirm away, but the tall beastkin just laughed and dug her claws deeper into Iylara’s forearms.

The feline beastkin spoke again, this time clearly part of the original memory. “Why do you fight it, Mistress? Submit, and all of this agony will end. Why suffer so much to protect that stupid gem when we both know how this will turn out? It’s not too late to save yourself.

“And just think of how much your other bonded suffer now. Imagine poor Sthuza, your pathetic Prime, sniveling and wailing impotently as your pain floods across your bonds. Is this what you want? How long will any of them last? Submit now, and you can spare them.”

They must have served the Swarm! It tried to get Iylara, but somehow it failed… or she stopped them. Now it wants me to submit. But why does it want a DM?

Outrage swelled within Gabriel, his own blending with Sthuza’s. A visceral hatred for the furry catgirl, Nagirrek, washed over from her bond. It was a bitter, personal hatred, but he pushed it aside and grabbed Sthuza’s head.

The moment he pinned her face against his chest, the gorgon cried out, but the frantic tension in her toned body slackened, and she sobbed.

A pair of head-snakes released his neck and slithered up along his tear-soaked cheeks. Their tiny forked tongues darted out and brushed his skin. One of them pulled back enough to meet his gaze.

The serpent stared at him with intelligent green eyes. ‘Thisss will make it harder on you, Gabriel. You will take on even more of her sssuffering,’ a voice almost like Sthuza’s whispered.

‘I don’t care.’ He clutched the slender gorgon against his chest and held her as her sobs grew louder.

The serpent’s eyes grew sad, but it nodded slowly and pressed against his cheek.

Iylara and her tormentors filled his vision. They cut and beat the petite, bound woman. Unbearable pain surged into him, all but drowning him in her agony.

For a brief instant, Gabriel realized he was experiencing what Sthuza had gone through on that fateful day. Iylara screamed, and it felt like a knife through his heart—the pain as intimate as if it was his Prime being tortured.

He closed his eyes and tried to block out the details but could not escape the horror as they took their time tormenting Sthuza’s former mistress.

The woman who had brought the gorgon to life over half a millennium ago. Her first love.

Beneath the soul-flaying torment, he felt a thousand memories of the quirky Dungeon Master flood through his mind. A kaleidoscope of experiences streaked by without any semblance of order, reminding him that time moved differently here. He tried to focus on the joyful, proud moments, but they all slipped away and raced toward Iylara’s inevitable, brutal end.

Sthuza sucked in a deep breath, only for the sobbing to renew. Gabriel held her tight and focused on shielding his Prime from the torturous spectacle which now played out in his mind.

Even the pain Yesera had inflicted on him, the feeling of his life fading, paled in comparison to the impossible abuse inflicted on Iylara. To make it even worse, Sthuza’s raw anguish flooded their bond until all he could feel from her was agony and self-loathing.

She blames herself for this as much as Reyna blames herself for Raeya’s fate. What can I do?

The demonic male and the female beastkin used their claws, fangs, glowing magic, and worse to shred the restrained woman. At the same time, a darker presence seemed to hover nearby, watching or perhaps attacking her psychically.

Gabriel felt it was connected to the beastkin somehow, but he couldn’t discern why it felt almost familiar.

At some point, his thoughts grew blessedly cloudy, and he floated through a drugged stupor. The vision dulled in intensity, but even as the monstrous fur-covered demon merged into the shadows, his grunts and guttural words continued to echo in Gabriel’s head.

Iylara continued to wail and sob and scream, but Nagirrek laughed and held her down. She mocked and tortured her former Dungeon Master, even begged and pleaded for her to submit.

While the original catgirl focused on Ilyara, another Nagirrek, the false-sounding addition, seemed to exist only to taunt and insult Sthuza. Her hate-filled words grew increasingly intimate and confirmed that she and Sthuza had once been close. Despite Gabriel’s best efforts, there was nothing he could do to shield her from the fake Nagirrek.

The furry demon and the real catgirl continued to torture Iylara. Eventually, the battered Dungeon Master grew quiet. Gabriel shifted his attention to her and realized she had turned inward, seemingly meditating despite the horrific abuse being piled upon her.

The fake Nagirrek grew louder, and another false voice entered the nightmarish memory. A second Iylara, her voice firm and cold, spoke up.

“You were not here when I most needed you! Instead of guarding me as you should have, you were off playing adventurer and spying on weaklings who posed no threat to us.”

The false Iylara continued to damn Sthuza, laying all of her suffering at the gorgon’s feet. The claims and allegations grew more outlandish, but there was nothing Gabriel could do to block them out.

After what felt like hours, an unimaginable pain shot through his entire being, freezing his body and mind. It ripped through his consciousness and reduced his awareness down to a single timeless agony. The very concept of pleasure or fulfillment was banished and unmade.

His soul wailed in despair, and so did Sthuza. Her head-snake let out pained screams that mirrored the gorgon’s own tortured cry.

After an eternity or two, time resumed, and his lungs drew precious air. A devastating sense of abandonment and loss filled him, and he clutched Sthuza to his chest, all but crushing the slender gorgon. The harsh darkness was gone, leaving them in the blessedly empty white vastness.

Sthuza squeezed Gabriel tighter, and he returned his focus to her. She sniffled, and several head-snakes brushed against his cheeks.

‘Thank you, Master,’ she said, sounding more like herself, if sadder.

‘What was that? How did you get trapped in that memory?’ he asked. The cries and grunts continued to fade away, and he could finally form a coherent thought again.

‘I do not know. Perhaps Miss Reyna’s encounter with Thomas dredged up old memories better left forgotten… Or the horrible way that foul Jessandra betrayed Brynja.’

Sthuza didn’t mention their pre-bedtime activities, but Gabriel figured she must have recalled it too.

That had to be her first time being so intimate with a beastkin since… since her lover betrayed Iylara.

The moment the idea occurred to him, Gabriel knew it was true. Fragments of the memories he had witnessed confirmed it. The striped feline had been Sthuza’s second-in-command and her closest lover after Iylara.

The gorgon sniffled again. ‘I am sorry, Master. It is not right for me to allow my past to distract from our objective. Especially now that we are so close.’

‘Don’t even start on that, my love. And don’t blame yourself. You’re important to me, and if something is hurting you, let me help you bear it. Let us. You have a new family now, and you are loved.’

‘Master,’ she sighed. ‘It was my fault. That horrible spike of pain, the one where it felt like you would never feel pleasure again? That was the moment Iylara severed our bond. Even with the way that foul beast tormented her, she felt it important enough to punish me. To cast me out as unworthy.’

The despair in his Prime’s mind-voice tore across their bond, and he shifted about, pulling her fully into his lap.

Her head-snakes brushed against him, but she sniffled and shook her head. ‘Mistress Iylara’s last act was no attempt at defense but rather served to make my failure clear.’

Gabriel thought back to the exhausting ordeal and tried to recall any emotions or feelings he had picked up from the other Dungeon Master. He ignored the hateful words spate by the false Iylara, who clearly did not belong in the memory.

Wait. The Iylara in all of Sthuza’s tapestries looked very different from the one I saw being tortured. She was more… regal. And taller. How many of her memories about Iylara are true?

He went back again, trying to parse through the dark experience without making himself sick with rage or despair. Buried deep beneath all of the suffering, he felt the slightest flicker of hope.

Hope and trust.

In Sthuza.

Iylara cut her Prime free to spare her the same fate. There must have been more to this than Sthuza remembers.

Gabriel started to tell Sthuza about his discovery, but one of her head-snakes hissed in his face. The same one who had spoken earlier.

Its mouth opened slightly, baring sharp fangs, and he heard that same mind-voice again. ‘She isss not ready to know that truth. Thisss isss not the time, Gabriel. Let her rebury thisss pain for now. Sssettle it onccce Lady Merideva isss sssecure.’

He blinked and leaned back. Sthuza gave no indication that she had heard the sad voice, and Gabriel paused to consider its words.

I… I don’t even know what to think here. Sthuza’s memories are jumbled, and her head-snakes talk to me. Maybe I should listen… just for now? Secure Meri then help Sthuza find the truth.

Sthuza’s breathing grew calmer, and she loosened her death grip. ‘I-I am better now, Master. We should return, so you may rest.’

Gabriel swallowed hard and sighed. The lone head-snake watched him until he gave a slight nod. ‘Yeah. But I think it’s time to get up. Maybe Illanaya will have a clue for us.’

With the last of the nightmare vanished, it took only a single thought to return them both to their bodies. Small, strong hands pinned him to the bed.

Cindra leapt at the gorgon the moment her eyes snapped open. The pair hissed and yipped, but Gabriel turned to a furry Reyna.

“Snakes okay?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yeah,” he croaked, his throat a little raw.

“That’s good. It was kind of freaky when you two started screaming and squirming.”

Gabriel wasn’t sure what to say, but the lycan grinned.

“How long were we like that?” Gabriel asked. He was still unfamiliar with shifting out of the physical, but his body did not feel tired, so he doubted it had been too long.

“It felt like hours, Packmaster!”

Reyna snickered and shifted. “Four or five minutes tops. But you’re stronger than you look. It was a bitch to hold you down.”

“Thanks for helping, Reyna. I’m glad you had my back.”

Reyna blushed and muttered but nodded before heading for the door. “Now, if you three sex addicts will excuse me, I’m going back to my room and get ready to head out.”

“See you at breakfast, Packsister,” Cindra said.

“Yeah, yeah,” Reyna grumped, but she failed to hide her happy grin.


Chapter Thirty-Six










Cindra, Gabriel, and Sthuza made their way down to the dining room once dressed. The Guildhall was less crowded than the night before, with only a dozen patrons. And every adventurer present turned to watch the trio.

Reyna and Brynja greeted them from the same table where they had eaten dinner. He led Cindra and Sthuza over to find that Reyna had ordered for them.

“Figured you’d wanna get out of here quick,” she said. “It’s the same stew as last night, so crap compared to that place in Lostbarrow, but it beats the slop I’m used to.”

“I must agree with you, dearest companion. Though the spices are vastly different from those my own sisters would procure for our meals, this lamb stew is most satisfactory,” Brynja added.

Reyna scrunched her nose up at the valkyrie’s words, but Cindra distracted everyone by upending her bowl and chugging the thick stew.

Brynja tore her gaze from the pair and turned her intense silver-blue eyes to Sthuza. “I confess that you were indeed correct about their eating habits, Lady Sthuza.”

The disguised gorgon grinned but shook her head. “I need no titles or honorifics, shieldmaiden. All I ask is that you show Master the respect he deserves.”

“Yep! Packmaster is in charge, and Alpha B-Snakey doesn’t care about other ranks,” Cindra said after she polished off the last dregs of her bowl.

The same barmaid as before rushed over with another tray of food, and the hellhound grinned.

Wonder how much of a difference that mana potion made last night.

Mana 57%

That’s a nice improvement.

‘Is everything all right, Master?’

‘Yeah, I checked my mana pool; I’m back up over half.’

‘That is excellent news. You must take another before you sleep tonight.’

‘Definitely.’

While his bonded made simple chitchat, Gabriel started in on his own meal. Along with the reheated stew, they had several loaves of rich rye bread, and he let himself relax and eat.

He had just stuffed the last stew-soaked crust into his mouth when Illanaya stepped into the dining room with two burly, armored men. The younger of the two carried a bulky metal contraption with a polished black stone in the center.

Everyone turned to watch the trio as they beelined for Gabriel’s table.

“Ah, it is good to see you are all here together. That will make this quick,” the elf said.

Gabriel frowned and reached for his arcane conduit. Moving faster than him, Cindra rose and let out a warning growl.

Illanaya paused and blinked at the hellhound’s intense presence. “Ah, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she began. “I have the portable Soulstone, as promised. It took some doing to prepare everything, but I believe we are ready.”

“Ready for what?” Reyna asked. The lycan stared hard at the second man, the one with his hands free.

“To update and replace your tags.”

“Cindra is… going to be a… new adventurer?” the hellhound asked.

“Everyone, relax,” Sthuza said. “Miss Illanaya is merely here to update our tags and help register Brynja. They have a slightly different system here in Stillcrest due to the lack of a dungeon, but she agreed to fast-track the process for us.”

“We appreciate the assistance,” Gabriel said.

Illanaya bit back a frown and nodded. “Yes, well… the sooner your party leaves, the quieter my life will be. I hope you don’t take offense, but with the war brewing up north, I have too much work to handle already.”

Reyna laughed. “Don’t worry. Once we catch that knife-eared skank, we’ll be headed back home.”

Illanaya glared at the petite werebadger, who only met her gaze and shrugged. “Yes…” she said before turning back to Sthuza. “Who should I begin with?”

Gabriel pulled his tag and held it out. “I’ll go first.”

She nodded and accepted the Bronze tag. The man burdened with the large metal framed black stone shifted it around for her. Once she slipped the metal plate into a slot, the man presented the opposite side to Gabriel.

Despite his Prime’s calm, Gabriel felt a second’s hesitation. When he used the Soulstone in Lostbarrow, he had felt it connect with Merideva, but he feared it would not work the same now that they were so far apart. Forcing his worry aside, he placed his palm on the device. There was a slight pulse of mana, and the stone flashed.

Illanaya nodded, but the two men both flinched at whatever was displayed on the backside. She drew another tag from a hip pouch and replaced his with it.

The device chirped twice, and she withdrew the now engraved Silver tag.

Gabriel accepted it without a word, his mind trying to keep up with the drastic change. The Guild Rep moved to Cindra, but his focus remained on the shiny plate in his hand. From his bond with Sthuza, he felt a strong surge of pride.

‘Two weeks ago, I expected to spend at least a year at Copper. Hadn’t even dreamed of ever climbing past Iron.’

‘Silver is the highest she can promote anyone to without committee approval. Illanaya and I both felt Silver would serve best for preventing unwanted attention. For her and for us,’ Sthuza replied, her mind-voice sounding absolutely thrilled.

‘Yeah. Definitely. I’m just surprised she advanced me so much. I was thinking Iron or maybe even Dwarven Steel. I never imagined she’d skip me straight past to Silver.’

‘It is far easier for her to write all of this off if she emphasizes that we were a skilled party who needed new tags. I expect the others will get Dwarven Steel. When the Inquisitor is brought in, the story will go over better if Jessandra was bested by multiple Silver and Steel adventurers instead of a party of Bronze newcomers.’

‘Eh. I guess it will make life easier for us if we need to operate in the city later.’

‘Yes, Master. And I must say, it is quite pleasing to see others showing you the respect you deserve.’

Gabriel shook his head and put his new tag away, then checked on his bonded. Just as Sthuza had predicted, Cindra and Reyna both held Dwarven Steel tags. The former teased her sharp canines with that large blue tongue as she shifted the metal plate back and forth.

Reyna glared at hers like the tag had insulted her mother. Her reaction surprised Gabriel so much he felt the need to check her bond.

When he did, he found her thoughts circling back to the hardships she and Raeya faced after their mother’s death. She had tried so desperately to gain admittance to the Guild, but now that she had it, her sister was long gone.

‘I hate that there’s nothing I can do for her.’

‘Miss Reyna? Yes, her tragic experience resonates with me, Master. Unfortunately, I do not know how to help her. Perhaps time will dull the pain? It has helped me leave the past behind, for the most part.’

Illanaya nodded at Brynja then turned back to Sthuza. “I will need her to accompany me to finish her registration, as we discussed earlier. It should only take a few minutes. While we do that, I can show you what my diviner discovered about… the party you were interested in, if you wish. He is still studying them, but they are definitely traveling along the northeast trade road.”

Sthuza smiled at the elf then turned to Gabriel. “If you would allow it, I shall oversee Brynja’s registration and check with the scryer. We should be able to handle it while you eat breakfast.”

‘Once I find out everything she has learned regarding Estrial, we will be ready, Master.’

‘Thanks.’

Illanaya stared at Gabriel, her eyes bright behind the polished crystal lenses of her glasses. “Do you have any intention of returning the tags you claimed yesterday? As I understand it, their rooms were ransacked last night… by persons unknown. At the very least, I need to scan the tags before I can submit the formal charges regarding their treatment of your new companion.”

He nodded and dug out the tags they had looted from Jessandra’s adventurers. “Sure, but I’d like them back after you finish. They’ll make nice trophies.”

Reyna smirked, and Cindra beamed, but Illanaya gave a put-upon sigh.

“Of course you would,” the elf muttered.

“Okay, we’ll finish up here and then meet you two out near the gate,” Gabriel said. “Sound good?”

“I will do my utmost to safeguard your companion, Lord Gabriel,” Brynja said.

He nodded, but Reyna growled, and Sthuza coughed to cover up a soft giggle.

“And thank you for being so helpful, Illanaya,” Gabriel said with a smile at the glasses-wearing elf.

“If you wish to reward me, please don’t get in any more fights before you leave.”

Reyna joined him in laughing as Brynja and Sthuza left with the Guild Rep.

Gabriel waved a hand to flag down the barmaid. “Let’s see if we can get a drink before we leave. It might be a long trip.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel worked himself through a few simple calisthenics while they waited near the gates for Brynja and Sthuza. Reyna had taken it upon herself to keep Cindra from harassing any of the townsfolk that came too near.

He heard the clip-clop of horses and turned toward the sound.

Brynja strode over to stand before him. Three horses trailed behind her, their reins looped about her right gauntlet. Dressed in her mithril vanguard plate minus the helmet, the valkyrie bowed low and spread her crippled wings.

“My lord, Master Grimm, your honorable Prime has rendered all necessary aid unto myself. I am now a full member in good standing with the Adventurer’s Guild.

“Mistress Sthuza has also satisfied my remaining financial obligations at the inn where I had stayed before my betrayal. No further obstacles stand before our setting out on the trail of those who wronged you most heinously.”

Still bent over, her eyes focused on the ground before him, she extended her left arm and presented a Dwarven Steel tag.

Reyna let out a barely audible, rumbling snarl but didn’t say anything. One of the horses snorted angrily.

“Congratulations on joining the Guild,” Gabriel said. “And please, stand up. There’s no need for you to act so formally around me.”

“Would thou prefer it if I relaxed my manner and speech, my lord?” she asked without straightening.

Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose so. Just don’t feel obligated to genuflect to me on every little thing. I’m still getting used to being a Dungeon Master. This is all very new to me.”

Brynja straightened and nodded. Her sharp silver eyes met his, and she visibly relaxed. She flashed a simple but breathtaking smile. “Then that’s what I’ll do,” she said with a different, calmer cadence. “I must admit, it’s much harder to speak formally in the Common tongue.”

A gasping, shuddering noise drew both of their gazes to Reyna. The petite werebadger glared death at the regal valkyrie. “Y-you… You…”

Brynja tilted her head in a manner that reminded Gabriel of Cindra. “Is something wrong, dear battle sister?” she asked with a radiant smile.

Reyna reached out toward the taller woman with trembling hands. She remained in her human form, but a fluffy white foam began to fill her mouth as she continued to produce an inhuman yowling.

Before Gabriel could intervene, Cindra bustled over and threw an arm around each of the women. Reyna turned her snarl on the even taller hellhound, but Cindra showed no concern.

Brynja’s face lit up, her eyes practically glowing, and her wing draped around the muscular beastkin. The closest horse whinnied in protest.

‘Not sure if Cindra did that intentionally, but damn if she didn’t calm everything down.’

‘The furcoat does have a certain charm that is nearly irresistible, does she not, Master?’

Gabriel turned to find the disguised gorgon strolling his way. She led two more horses: one a massive black stallion with an expensive saddle, the other a much smaller but equally well-groomed white mare. Both horses tossed their heads and seemed very unhappy to follow her.

“That horse is huge, but I still don’t think he’s strong enough to deal with the issue we discussed before,” Gabriel said as he studied the beast’s sleek coat and thickly muscled flanks.

Sthuza’s lips quirked to the right, and she stared at him with an inquisitive eye.

“I am unsure if that was a jest or if you truly have no clue about my plan, Master,” she said a moment later.

“Bit of both, I suppose,” he replied. He glanced over to where Cindra still had the other women pinned against her bountiful bosom.

‘I can’t imagine any normal horse could bear her, so…’

Sthuza humphed. “Given the above-average size of your dungeon-crafted body, Master, combined with all of your equipment, I believe this destrier is the best horse to carry you. That odious cur was a foul and disgusting male, but his mount was the finest one in the Guild stables. Illanaya pointed him out to me.”

“Oh, shit, that’s Tom’s horse? Think he named him something like Nocturne,” Reyna said. A dark grin spread across her face. “Yeah, Snakes is right. You should definitely claim that fuck nugget’s mount.”

A surge of excitement seeped across from his bond with the lycan, and Gabriel could only smile.

‘Yes, Master. While this horse is the best choice for you, my primary reasoning is because of what I believe it will do for Miss Reyna. Despite her words, she clearly views you as her Alpha. Seeing you take his prized possessions and make them your own will likely help her move past this.’

‘I thought the whole pack and Alpha bit was just werewolves, not werebadgers,’ Gabriel replied, even as he held out a hand for the large horse to smell. It snuffled at him several times before ducking its head.

Holding his breath, Gabriel placed his hand on the muscular beast’s broad forehead. He stepped to the side, so Nocturne’s huge eye could see him clearly. Within seconds, the stallion’s breathing calmed.

‘Almost all breeds of lycans have an instinctual pack attitude. It does not come from their bestial side but rather from the humanoid one. Those rare lycanthropes descended from more antisocial humanoid species are the exception. Even when their animal kin possess a strong preference for packs, they remain rigidly isolationist.’

Gabriel nodded in response to his Prime’s explanation. He kept almost all of his attention on the horse that likely outweighed Cindra.

‘Not sure how well I’m going to do with this fellow. Haven’t ridden in about a decade. And the ones I rode were smaller.’

‘I am confident you will succeed, Master. We are ready whenever you give the word,’ Sthuza replied.

“Okay, let’s head out then. We’ll see about mounting up once we’re well outside of the walls,” Gabriel said. His bonded all nodded, and Brynja quickly copied the others.

◆◆◆

They led the five horses through the open gate, then headed northeast along the trade road Illanaya said Estrial had taken. After fifteen minutes, Gabriel felt they had put enough distance between themselves and the city to mount up.

“If we’re gonna ride now, why didn’t we ride from the gate?” Reyna asked as she struggled to get her foot into the stirrup of a slender, brown palfrey. “I’d just as soon walk the whole way,” she muttered.

“Because Cindra’s going to shift and run alongside in canine form,” Gabriel replied. He turned to where his tallest bonded stood beside Sthuza.

Cindra and Sthuza both nodded but didn’t look his way. Sthuza helped the muscular hellhound remove her heavy pack and strap it to the saddle of the second-largest horse. The mottled brown-and-white gelding neighed and kept pressing in tighter against Cindra. Away from Sthuza.

“Is something wrong with that one?” Brynja asked after she climbed up onto her black-and-white palfrey. “If we lack enough mounts for everyone, as the most junior member of your band, I should be the one to walk.”

“Nothing isss wrong with him,” Sthuza said. She sounded frustrated, and Gabriel was more than a little surprised by the heated sibilance in her voice. “Cccindra cannot ride a horssse.”

Gabriel frowned as he realized that every time the disguised gorgon spoke, all of the horses shivered. Keeping his hand pressed against the flat of Nocturne’s head, he stepped around to the horse’s side and stroked its thick neck.

“Sthuza, are you okay with riding?” he asked.

His Prime let out a wordless hiss. Most of her head-snakes also hissed, turning their tiny heads to watch him. One that leaned out from her left met his gaze then shook side to side.

“Yes, Master. Some animals are skittish around my kind. Horses are one of those,” she groused. “They will acclimate to me somewhat as we travel, but we do not have time to waste. I will manage.”

“Ya sure it’s not just you being bad with animals?” Reyna snickered.

Her words caused Sthuza to blush, but the slender monster girl just cinched the leather straps tighter then moved to the white horse that had been Jessandra’s.

Before Reyna could further antagonize the gorgon, Gabriel grasped the pommel, put his boot into the stirrup, and hoisted himself onto Nocturne. He almost failed, and the tall horse sidestepped. He held tight, and his dungeon-augmented strength allowed him to muscle the rest of the way up, where he settled into the saddle.

Nocturne huffed and whinnied. Gabriel repositioned the reins even as the horse shuffled about, its large hooves kicking up a small cloud of dust.

By the time he had his mount under control, everyone except for Cindra was settled into their saddles. She secured her scabbarded greatsword to the gelding’s flank, then stepped back and began to shift.

Her armor vanished in a flash, and the horses whinnied. Five equine heads turned toward the shapeshifting hellhound. No doubt trained to tolerate magic, the adventurers’ mounts shied away from the rapidly growing canine.

Within seconds, Cindra stood in her massive hound form. Her blue-and-gray fur looked sleek and healthier than the last time Gabriel had seen her. She shook her head and yawned, displaying gleaming fangs and a massive blue tongue.

Nocturne bucked hard, almost throwing Gabriel. He grasped the pommel and held on with all of his considerable strength.

The other horses reacted similarly to the hellhound’s magical transformation, but each rider managed to tame their mount. Reyna had the worst trouble, but her brown palfrey was also the farthest away, and she recovered before the small horse could throw her.

Sthuza’s beautiful face scrunched up in a displeased scowl, but she held the reins for both her horse and the large gelding who carried Cindra’s gear. Both horses whinnied and shook their heads, but she maintained control throughout their skittish movements.

It almost looks like they’re more afraid of her than Cindra.

“Oh my! You have a most glorious form,” Brynja effused. “Your coat looks incredibly soft and well-groomed.”

“Thanks, Birdsister. Packmaster brushes Cindra’s hair lots, and Snakey brushed my coat out the other night,” Cindra growled. She shook her body, bit by bit, ending with a wild shake of her head. “Cindra is ready to run now, Packmaster.”

“Then, please, lead the way,” Gabriel replied. He turned to face his Prime. “Did Illanaya’s scryer tell you how far out they are? Hopefully, we’re not too far behind them now.”

“Yes, Master. While it may be harsh on the horses, we should push them as hard as we can. I believe we can encounter them today. And after that last intrusion you defended Lady Merideva against, time is definitely not our ally.”

“Yeah, though I’m a little worried about how long it’ll take to get it back to her. Meri said the connection is definitely weakening.”

“Then let’s fucking go. This saddle’s making my ass sore,” Reyna grumbled.

Gabriel sighed. ‘I’ve got a feeling a day of hard riding isn’t going to improve her mood.’
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An hour later, Cindra barked at something and darted off into the sparse woodlands.

Nocturne bucked, trumpeting in response, and Gabriel quickly realized he had forgotten a lot about riding. Only his powerful grip on the pommel kept the horse from throwing him.

Reyna snickered, and a quick glance revealed that even Sthuza had handled her mount’s fright without issue. Ahead of them, Brynja rode with the practiced ease of a mounted knight, without even a hint of trouble.

‘This is embarrassing.’

‘You are riding a powerful stallion, Master. He will learn to respect you,’ Sthuza replied, but her encouragement did little to counter his sour mood. Or the pain in his backside from the rough ride.

I can do this! Wait…

Gabriel brought up his Interface and shifted through until he spotted the Prowess panel. It was every bit as crowded as every other time he checked, so he focused on locating any skills related to riding.

Animal Handling: 13

Riding: 7

Given I’ve got a hundred or so in every magic skill, that’s pretty damn low. Even my Swordsmanship is thirty-eight. What happens if I boost them like I did the magic ones before we attacked the baron?

Unassigned Essence: 214

He expected the skill to increase by three per point of Soul Essence, just like any other skill he had raised from low ranks, but instead, Animal Handling went up by five. He spent another point, and a third, each time raising the skill by the same amount.

It only took seconds to raise both skills over fifty, at which point the increase dropped to three for one, and he stopped.

Animal Handling: 56

Riding: 52

Unassigned Essence: 196

Gabriel shivered, and Nocturne sighed beneath him. The huge horse shook himself then settled into a smoother amble.

Curious, Gabriel applied a touch of pressure with his knee, and Nocturne began to turn to the right. An equally light shift and the stallion corrected back to the left.

A grin on his face, Gabriel ran through all of the commands and gestures he could remember. Nocturne responded to each in an instant, and a minute later, the pair dropped back even with Reyna.

The blond lycan scowled at him. “Were you fucking with me? You could barely stay in the saddle five minutes ago. Now you’re riding like a Xukari outrider.”

Sthuza giggled and rode ahead of them. “I believe Master made use of his Interface to upgrade his equine prowess.”

“You can do that?” Reyna asked.

“Yeah, that’s how I improved the regeneration you gave me.”

“And you can enhance your bonded too?”

“Indeed he can,” Sthuza replied. “Once Lady Merideva is properly established, I am sure Master will put a great deal of resources into enhancing all of us.”

The gorgon paused, and her head-snakes all turned to watch Reyna. “Is there anything in particulate you wish to… improve?”

The petite woman growled and turned away, but her face flushed, and several head-snakes let out hissing laughter as they looked from Reyna’s chest up to her eyes.

Sthuza sighed and slowed her stately white mare. She dropped back to even with the werebadger, then leaned over and whispered something. The pair carried on a quiet conversation, so Gabriel pulled away to ride beside Brynja.

The valkyrie glanced his way and smiled, then shifted her attention back to the forest around them. She seemed to take being hired as a guard quite seriously, and Gabriel rode along in comfortable silence. He wondered how far behind Estrial’s party they were and reminded himself to ask Sthuza.

It was a good ten minutes before Reyna and Sthuza sped up their mounts and joined them. He remembered to ask Sthuza about what she had learned from the scryer.

“I believe Illanaya may have had some concerns about Estrial before we approached her, Master. Certainly, she went far beyond any reasonable expectation of assistance.”

Gabriel considered his Prime’s words and thought back to how the Guild Rep had not seemed the slightest bit fond of Jessandra. “You think Estrial stirred up problems in Stillcrest?”

The disguised gorgon shook her head, causing her head-snakes to swing wildly beneath her illusionary red hair. “Less problems, and more that she appeared… unsettled. Neither Illanaya nor Malke, the mage she ordered to scry on Estrial, would speak directly of her. Still, what they did say gave me the impression they found her behavior suspect.”

“You mean she acted like the traitorous, knife-eared, murdercunt she is?”

Brynja gasped at Reyna’s vitriolic words, but Gabriel was distracted by the surge of rage he felt from his bonds with both the lycan and the gorgon.

Reyna seems as angry on my behalf as Sthuza. Though, it’s hard to tell where her anger at Estrial ends and her hatred for the Terror Twins begins.

“Again, I am uncomfortable speculating, but I got the distinct impression they found something off about her. Whatever the reason for Illanaya’s support, Malke confirmed the party was headed back this way along the trade road.

“He, of course, could not say how long they will follow it, but at our current pace, we should catch up to them before they have any reason to detour. There is almost nowhere between Stillcrest and Crossing worthy of their attention other than the road to Kormyr, which we will pass soon.”

“Sweet. I can’t wait to get my claws into those tw—I mean, the sooner we deal with the skank, the sooner we can get back home and settle in. I wanna get that fancy glowstone to carve a room for me so I don’t have to sleep in the smell of him plowing you and Boobs constantly.”

“I am fine with sleeping in the same room where Lord Gabriel beds you,” Brynja said.

The other three turned to stare at her, and she coughed, cheeks red as her wings flapped. “Er… I meant that as his guard and lowest-ranked companion, it is only proper that I not take up any more resources than necessary.”

Sthuza flashed a predatory smile and nodded. “An admirable devotion to your duty, but do not worry, I am confident Lady Merideva will provide private quarters for all of us. She is a young Core, new to her role, but she is eager to do her best. When we—”

Cindra gave an excited bark and burst out of the woods again, her fanged maw bloody.

Sthuza hissed but kept her mount and the brown-and-white gelding under control, though both whinnied nervously. Reyna’s brown palfrey galloped ahead, and the lycan cursed loudly as she struggled to rein in the startled horse.

The hellhound rushed over to Gabriel and ran alongside him. Unlike before, Nocturne remained stoic about the lethal canine at his side.

“Have a good hunt?” Gabriel asked.

“Yes. Cindra loves rabbits. Though, they aren’t very filling.”

“Just be careful of your surroundings. I don’t want anything happening to you.” Pleasure and pride flowed across their bond, and Gabriel smiled.

Reyna and Cindra started chatting about the local wildlife, and Brynja soon joined in. He relaxed and listened as they continued traveling.

Despite his best efforts, Gabriel could not suppress the worry growing in his mind. After a few minutes, he opened his thoughts to his Prime.

‘If Estrial’s headed back this way, there’s a good chance they already sold the Domain Crystal.’

‘Yes, Master. Given your description of the last assault on Lady Merideva, I fear you are correct. But it is possible their first attempt fell through or that they had other business to attend to before meeting a buyer.’

Despite Sthuza’s hope, it was clear the gorgon had little confidence in her suggestion.

‘It doesn’t really matter right now. We have to catch them first. If Estrial still has it, we can finish this quickly. If they sold it… we’ll just have to ask them about the buyer.’

The trip was quiet and peaceful, except when Cindra would rush out of the forest, usually with some small animal she had hunted. Gabriel enjoyed the simple joy that echoed from his bond with the hellhound, and he let her explore and hunt as she pleased.

They encountered a handful of travelers but never slowed to engage any merchants or wary adventurers they met. Thankfully, Cindra seemed to detect anyone on the road and made herself scarce before they could spot the massive canine.

As they grew more comfortable with their mounts, they sped up, pushing them harder. They slowed to a walk or even dismounted every hour or so and allowed the horses a few moments rest. Despite the large animals’ impressive endurance, all five were lathered with sweat from the rapid pace.

After their fourth break, Sthuza brought her mare up to Gabriel. “If Illanaya’s scryer was correct, we should catch up with Estrial sometime in the next few hours. Certainly before nightfall.”

“If she used a mage, shouldn’t she have gotten a better estimate?” Reyna grumbled.

The disguised gorgon shook her head. “Illanaya did us a great service to get such information. But they cannot account for how quickly Estrial’s party is traveling. She and Malke gave an estimate based on the average pace of adventurers. They have horses, but I rather doubt they are riding as hard as we have.”

“Yeah, don’t get me started. If I wasn’t a lycan, the damn saddle would batter my cooch raw. I’ve ridden before, but we never kept this kind of pace. Hopefully, the knife-eared bitch and her shit-sniffers will hurry up, so we can stop riding and fight.”

Nocturne snorted angrily, and Gabriel patted the stallion’s thick neck. “Easy, boy. We’re very appreciative of how hard you guys are working.”

When Gabriel turned back to his bonded, they both stared at him. “What?”

“You understood what was bothering him, Master?”

Gabriel blinked, then nodded. “Yeah, I… guess I did.”

“Damned horse whispering, big-dicked, fucktoy,” Reyna muttered under her breath.

Sthuza snickered even as her head-snakes hissed with laughter.

The werebadger glowered, kicked her smaller brown palfrey into a quick trot, and moved to catch up with Brynja.

His Prime grinned, so Gabriel just shook his head. A loud howl announced Cindra’s return from her latest hunt, and he turned to spot the exuberant hellhound.

‘Gabriel!’ Merideva screamed in his mind.

The loud cry shocked him, but he managed to not fall from the saddle. Nocturne whinnied but slowed without trying to throw him.

“Master?” Sthuza called, though he barely heard her, already shifting his mind back to the panicked Dungeon Core.
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Having made the mental transition multiple times in the past few days, Gabriel found the trip quick and easy, though it was still jarring. Seconds after he focused, his mental presence slammed into place back in the Dungeon of Lostbarrow.

“What’s wrong?” Gabriel asked the moment his sense of reality stabilized.

“There’s another party of adventurers in my Domain,” Merideva replied.

“A different group than the last one?”

“Yep. And their leader seems a lot meaner than that pretty half-elf.”

That’s not encouraging. “Okay, let me see,” Gabriel said, then shifted his mental avatar into his only Minion in the dungeon. He never enjoyed spectating a goblin, but without Cuix, he couldn’t see or interact with anything from so far away, except for his Dungeon Core.

The taste and stench of whatever nasty “creepy crawlies” Cuix had eaten last assaulted his senses until he cut off the feedback. He blinked a few times and adjusted to her lower perspective and washed-out vision.

When she glanced down and her body came into view, Gabriel noticed she now wore a hodgepodge collection of adventurer and undead armor.

Either making Cuix a Minion had improved her skill at stealth, or the female goblin had been sandbagging when they first went exploring the dungeon together. She moved with a quiet grace and slunk through the shadows.

She also seemed to better understand his desires. All he had to do was think of something, and she would leap into action before he could form the order. When they spotted light reflected off the stone ahead, she snuck closer to the intruding adventurers.

Six men stomped down a hewn-stone hall with rugged lanterns that lit up most of the space. Four wore mail over hauberks and carried wooden shields. The fifth man wore the gray robe common to low-ranked adventurer mages. All but one of them had an Iron tag affixed at their shoulder or neck.

In the middle of the group, a short, slender man in a ragged red silk gambeson carried a sinister-looking, short-hafted billhook with a gleaming dwarven steel head. The man’s dark eyes looked right past Cuix, and Gabriel was thankful for her skillful stealth.

‘Would hate to draw them into a fight before we’re ready.’

‘Big Boss is concerned about me? Don’t worries, I’ll be sneaky safe and not get injured so that I’s ready for breeding whenever you’s is wanting,’ Cuix sent.

‘Stop goofing around,’ he grumbled. ‘What have they done so far? Are they more scouts like Leryane’s party?’

Cuix shook her head. ‘No, these hummies been going out of their way to kill anyone they is finding. Gem Boss was telling us to hide, so they stopped hunting. We’s got lots of tail lickers and goblins in hiding if Boss Guy wants to attack.’

Gabriel didn’t respond immediately. He focused on the party and watched as they advanced deeper into Merideva’s Domain.

This is the second group to delve into her Domain since we left. We can’t keep letting them roam freely.

Dungeon Essence: 3998

More to the point, it’s the only way to avoid her being drained dry. Her guess about how much she’d lose from Leryane’s group passing through was pretty accurate. But can she afford to let this one pass by as well?

‘I know it’s uncommon now, but they could be looking to fight orcs or similar down below. How much DE would you lose if we let them wander around without any challenge?’

‘More than I did with that Mithril one since they’re closer to the proper rank for this floor. A few hundred maybe?’ Merideva replied. ‘But… I don’t think they are going to just pass through, Gabriel.’

He blinked and started to ask for clarification, but then the robed man spoke.

“How much farther, Marwood? I thought no one goes this deep anymore.”

The red-armored man snickered. “Yeah, but do you think the baron would’ve sent over thirty guards if all he wanted to do was farm the first couple floors? Hells man, how would a few goblins manage to kill any of them, let alone all of them?”

“Maybe they got swarmed by hundreds of the little buggers. Everyone knows dungeons turn more dangerous whenever a party is larger than six. Those idiots must have grouped up in here and gotten wiped out,” a third man said.

“Yeah,” Marwood replied. “But even they weren’t stupid enough to do it at the start. My cousin Harold saw them all head in with groups of six. So, they followed Guild advice and formed parties that wouldn’t cause the dungeon to slaughter them out of hand.

“And they had plenty of veteran soldiers, even if they weren’t real adventurers, so there’s no reason for them to band up just to handle a few goblins. But obviously, they thought there was something worth forming a huge group for past the little green bastards.”

“Is that why we’re here?” the robed man grumbled. “Cause I thought we were after the guards’ gear.”

Three of the men nodded in agreement.

“That’s right, Jerrit, but we’re gonna have to descend at least one more floor. Harold swears he heard a couple of them talking about the fourth floor.”

“You’re sure it’s safe?” the third man asked.

Both the red-armored and the robed man laughed. The armored one turned to sneer at the speaker. “Of course it’s not safe. We’re in a gods-damned dungeon. You can never tell what’s gonna happen in one. But,” he said, dragging out the word. “I can handle anything that’s left in this place. So relax and follow my lead. We just need to find the way to descend down another floor.”

Gabriel studied the apparent leader for several seconds before he spotted the man’s Silver tag.

‘Well, at least he’s not Mithril like Leryane.’

‘Yep, but these guys are still probably too strong for my monsters. And they want to loot all of those wicked people that tried to steal me, right? Sh-should I dump the equipment somewhere for them to find so they don’t spend too long searching for it?’

There was something about her tone that left Gabriel feeling uncomfortable with the idea.

‘What would it cost you to do that?’ he asked.

‘Dumping it out of their sight is easy, but… if I gave them that much loot without a really tough fight, it would probably cost me a few thousand DE. They’re supposed to earn any treasure they find.’

That would put her far too close to empty.

‘Forget it then. Even if that didn’t wipe you out, I don’t like the idea of rewarding these vultures. Plus, they’d probably get greedy and start looking for whatever treasure they think the baron was after in the first place.’

Gabriel concentrated and shifted his presence back to his body long enough to let Sthuza know what was up, then returned fully to Merideva. And Cuix.

‘Okay, let’s kill these guys and hide the bodies. We’ll need to—‘

Cuix shrieked a shrill command, and over a dozen goblins roared in response.

Before Gabriel could countermand her, the short monsters swarmed out from a low side tunnel and rushed straight for the party of adventurers. A second later, and another group charged.

Eight kobolds armed with crossbows lined up shots from farther down the tunnel. They attacked, and their small bolts flew toward the six men.

‘What’s going on?’ Gabriel asked. He felt Cuix start forward to join the other monsters, but he clamped down on her mind, halting the female goblin.

‘Big Boss Guy wanted to kill the hummies, right? I’s already set the boys up to attack. We’s was waiting for your order, and you’s said “let’s kill these guys,”’ Cuix replied proudly.

‘This isn’t what I meant. We’re going to lose. Fall back.’

‘Uh… oops?’ the goblin muttered. She gave another shrieked command, but the shouts and clamor of battle drowned out her words.

Too late. It’s probably best not to pull them all back now anyway.  Might lead the adventurers straight to Meri.

A man in a mail hauberk screamed as a bolt caught his unprotected arm. Even as he flinched back, the mage snapped a clay spell token, and a blue barrier formed around them. The next six bolts impacted against the glowing shield.

“How many are there?” the third man shouted.

“They’re just goblins and kobolds, relax,” Marwood said. He stepped up to intercept the throng of lightly armored goblins rushing at him.

The lead monster gave a high-pitched war cry and raised his club high overhead.

His small green head went flying as Marwood’s heavy-bladed billhook sliced clean through his neck. Marwood twisted his wrists and caught another goblin in the face, ruining the poor creature.

The goblin started to fall, but two more of Cuix’s warriors replaced him. One of them thrust a spear at the red-armored man while the other rushed forward, oversized shortsword out in front.

“This one’s got a real pigsticker,” the Silver adventurer said with a grin. He twirled his short-hafted polearm around and caught the sword-goblin with a skilled butt strike.

The steel spike ripped through the monster’s forehead. Marwood shifted and brought the billhook arching down on the spear wielder.

The goblins continued to rush into the fray, but the adventurers formed a defensive circle and culled the attackers in less than a minute. Thankfully, Cuix slipped away undetected along with four of the kobolds.

All five of them together are still almost silent. We should train some of them as assassins and spies.

Marwood scowled and wiped goblin gore from the curved, cleaver-like blade of his billhook. His red armor was liberally splashed with the copious blood that exploded from goblins, but he did little more than wipe off the worst of it. Behind him, the wounded man whimpered.

“Oh, for crying out loud, Bill, it’s a damn flesh wound,” the mage muttered. He held the man’s wounded arm and applied a thin layer of a rich, spicy scented unguent.

“How much longer do you need to finish smearing that goop on?” Marwood asked. Despite his casual tone and easy confidence, the Silver adventurer kept his eyes on the two approaches.

“A couple minutes, maybe? I want to cover the wound fully, but this shit’s expensive, so no rushing me,” the mage replied.

“Just get it done,” Marwood said. “And try not to get hurt again. I’m not retreating cause one of you gets fucked up.”

Two men frowned, but Gabriel couldn’t see the other armored men’s faces through their helmets.

“Should we loot these vermin?” one of them asked.

“Nah, don’t bother. Most of the crap dungeon monsters use is tied to the dungeon. If it’s not an enchanted item, it’ll crumble to dust in less than a week,” Marwood replied.

Gabriel tuned the adventurers out and turned his attention to Cuix. ‘That was reckless,’ he growled.

‘Uh, I’s expected the tail lickers to kill them from behind. They’s pretty good with the sneaky shots. Why didn’t the men all turn to fight my boys?’

Gabriel sighed. ‘Because they’re trained adventurers. The one in red probably has a decade or more of experience delving. And now, they’re alert.’

‘Sorry, Boss Guy,’ Cuix mumbled as she shrank in on herself. The goblin backed up and crouched behind a stalagmite. Which did nothing to escape Gabriel’s focus since he was in her head.

‘It doesn’t matter now. We need a plan before we face them again, though.’ He paused for a moment to consider their options.

Meri’s limited to goblins and kobolds, and even making them equipment won’t matter against those adventurers. At least, not without beggaring her to do it. Could we…

‘Meri,’ he called out through their bond. ‘How hard is it to place traps near an intruder? Could you conjure a pit trap right beneath their party?’

‘I’m not supposed to modify the area directly around any adventurers, so ED made everything way more expensive when people are nearby,’ the Core replied. ‘And they would probably notice the magic as I cast it, wouldn’t they? That red one seems like he’d get out of the way before I could finish.’

Gabriel sighed. Or rather, he made Cuix sigh.

‘Okay, thanks. So we need to make use of…’ he paused and thought back to when they last used a trap. ‘Meri!’

‘W-what?’ she cried in surprise at his sudden mental shout.

‘When you reset the pit trap out front, what did you do with the undead?’

‘You said we would deal with them later, so I left them in the pit,’ Merideva replied. ‘Was that wrong?’

Gabriel chuckled, and both Cuix and a few goblins who had met up with her all joined in with sycophantic laughter.

Why are they laughing? He shook aside the thought and chose to ignore the green-skinned monsters.

‘I didn’t mean to leave them for so long, but we might be able to make use of them.’

It took Gabriel less than a minute to convey the basics of his plan to the Dungeon Core. As he did, he opened his Interface and checked his Soul Essence and abilities.

‘I upgraded Kestria to a shadowstalker then used her to cast. I’m banking on there being a similar option for Cuix. One that lets me channel spells through her too. If this is going to work, we’ll need some magic.’

Even as he spoke with his Core, Cuix scurried through the caves toward the staircase that led down to the fourth floor. Powerful magic activated, and Merideva perked up, practically vibrating with excitement as she made his requested modifications.

‘Why are you so cheerful now?’ he asked after she conjured a pit trap on the third floor, directly above their first trap.

‘You’re relying on me instead of your beautiful Prime or other bonded. It’s nice to feel like I’m important and useful to you.’

‘There’s no reason to be jealous, Meri. You and I share a special bond that no one else can match, right?’

While Gabriel wasn’t in the Core Room to see it, he knew she was glowing blindingly bright now. A surge of excitement that could put Cindra’s enthusiasm to shame filled him from his bond with the young Dungeon Core.

‘Gem Boss is happy?’ Cuix asked.

‘Very much so. Gabriel shares a “special” bond with me,’ Merideva replied. ‘Oh, I’m so glad that other adventurer failed.’

‘Other adventurer?’ Gabriel asked, then he shook Cuix’s head. ‘Wait, never mind. We’ve got to hurry if this is going to work.’

‘I’m sending the new monsters as quickly as I can. They’re easy to conjure, but the armor and weapons take longer. Are you sure they’ll be enough? That one guy seemed super dangerous. Even the dwarf you helped rob me didn’t kill my goblins that fast.’

‘I’s so disappointed you’s was helping that evil elf woman, Big Boss Guy.’ Cuix thought to him. ‘Though, the bearded shortie had nice eyes and big hands. Think he’d be up for a ride? He’s bigger than any of my boys but smaller than you. Would be good practice.’

Gods preserve me. Why did I have to wind up with this goblin?

‘Anyway,’ Gabriel began, drawing their attention. ‘Are you ready for an upgrade, Cuix?’

‘I’s always ready for you. But you’s need to come back first. Feral Fangs said soul sex don’t count.’

Gabriel barely restrained his urge to scream. He could feel the female goblin’s desire and wanted no part of it.

Is it because Meri boosted my Charisma so high? Even Kestria and the others have been talking about my love life… and my dick.

Despite his misgivings, Gabriel shifted his Interface to the page with his Minions.

Minions: 5/5

Kestria

Sathru

Kuterug

Cuix

Gwenaelle

Unassigned Essence: 196

When he selected upgrade for Cuix, a list of options appeared, and he paused to consider the choices. Each had only a brief description, all of which reminded him of the way sleazy alchemists marketed their potions.

‘The hells is up with this? Each one basically says it’s a goblin with a fancy name.’

‘ED said the Interface gains more detail relative to the user’s experience. Maybe you need to spend more time with goblins?’ Merideva suggested.

Cuix bobbed her head. Vigorously.

‘Anyway,’ Gabriel said. ‘Goblin War Leader sounds like the best choice. It’ll cost me one hundred SE, but I’m hoping it’ll make Cuix useful long-term instead of just for this battle. Though, I imagine it will take time for her to learn magic of her own.’

The goblin wiggled in what Gabriel suspected was her interpretation of sexy. For once, he was thankful his sense of place was in the goblin instead of near.

Without any more warning, he confirmed the upgrade, and Cuix squawked.

Everything went dark, and Gabriel felt a moment’s doubt until he regained the goblin’s physical senses again. Cuix opened her eyes, and he immediately noticed better vision.

‘Ooo, I’s feeling so much stronger,’ she said. The goblin shifted from foot to foot then dropped into a fighting stance. She threw a rapid series of punches, ducking her head and acting out a quick fight.

‘Shit, she actually looks half-competent now.’

The moment he thought about spectating Cuix, he found his perspective shifting. He stared down at her from two feet higher and realized it was the same angle he normally used when he commanded Merideva’s monsters.

‘Did Big Boss pass out at my beauty? He’s not inside me anymore,’ Cuix said.

‘Oh no! What happened?’ Meri replied. ‘Are you okay, Gabriel?’

Feeling her reach out through their bond, he reconnected with her. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Not sure what happened, but I can view from outside of Cuix now. So I’d say it’s an improvement.’

The goblin spun about, and he realized she was substantially different now. She might have lost an inch of height, though that still left her taller than Merideva’s other goblins. Her face looked sharper, as though an artist had finished her rough-formed features.

Yellow eyes stared up at him, but they carried a hint of intelligence he had not seen in a goblin’s beady gaze until now. And, as usual, there was a whole lot of lust.

Of course she’d get hornier. Maybe she’ll be satisfied with a bunch of goblins.

He tried to shift his attention to another room but found he was still tethered to Cuix. He could rotate his vision around her but failed to move more than ten feet from her.

Being able to shift around Meri’s Domain like usual would be nice, but this should work.

Cuix said something that Merideva responded to, but Gabriel blocked out their conversation and reopened his Interface.

Cuix

Tier I Minion

Species: Goblin

Sex: Female

Age: .112

Soul Essence: 122

Upgrades: 1 —Goblin War Leader

Threat Rating: D

Her attributes and skills were similar to Kestria’s, putting her slightly ahead of the average human. The boost to her mental stats was most noticeable, and Gabriel was curious to see if anything changed about her in the future.

‘Well, you’re substantially better attribute-wise. Hells, your strength is higher than mine was before Meri gave me my new body. Now we’ll have to see if I can cast magic through you,’ he said, drawing their attention again.

‘I is eager to feel your magic flowing through me, Big Boss.’

Gabriel shuddered at her tone. ‘Yeah… I hope it works. Otherwise, this is going to be really rough.’


Chapter Thirty-Nine










‘Is it time to strike?’ Cuix asked.

‘The adventurers are almost to you,’ Merideva announced. ‘They killed the last of the goblins we sent to slow them down. They’ll reach the staircase any minute now.’

‘That’s fine. We’re basically ready,’ Gabriel said. He spun around and double-checked that the kobolds hidden down the stairs were in position.

The twelve small lizardmen cost less than two hundred and fifty Dungeon Essence, but the shields and iron-tipped spears he’d had Merideva conjure for them cost twice that. Equipment he hoped would prove its worth without a fight.

I don’t like our chances in a straight battle. We really need to make this work.

Opposite the staircase, a flicker of light revealed the approaching adventurers. Cuix took that as a cue, and the Goblin War Leader slipped back into the right-hand tunnel. She joined the score of goblins already hiding within. Another equally large, mixed group waited out of sight, with orders to rush in and prevent the adventurers from retreating back the way they came.

Several of them wielded looted adventurer gear. Despite that, arming and armoring the goblins had cost even more than the kobolds due to sheer numbers, and Gabriel could only hope his plan would work.

Dungeon Essence: 1694

Between them, their gear, and the new trap, Meri spent over two thousand DE on this. If we don’t recoup at least some of it from killing these greedy vultures, she might not have enough to survive any other intrusions. And that’s assuming this group doesn’t find her if we screw up.

Gabriel sighed mentally, then shifted his focus back into the goblin leader. Cuix purred but went quiet before he could warn her.

‘Wait until I give the word this time, then everyone attacks at once. We want to startle them enough so they duck into the only safe route. The uneven cave floor might hide the trigger, but if they have any time to think, they may sense the danger,’ Gabriel sent.

A shiver rippled across Merideva’s bond. ‘You really think this will work, Gabriel? If they make it down the stairs, I-I won’t be able to stop them.’

‘Trust me, it’ll work,’ he replied.

Please work.

The harsh glow of focused lanterns struck the top step, and Gabriel took control of Cuix’s body. Manipulating her like a puppet, he raised the bark-covered, gnarled black branch Merideva had first given him.

Just like when he inadvertently upgraded Kestria, Gabriel could channel his own magical ability through his Minion and into the simple arcane conduit. He dove into the same Darkness spell he had used in the baron’s castle.

Cuix traced the glyphs with his precise, well-practiced motions. He made her mouth the syllables but kept silent so they could surprise the intruders.

One armored man stepped into view, a lantern strapped to his shield. Walking slow, he searched about the unfinished stone room, obviously wary of any traps before the staircase. “Looks safe,” he called back.

Gabriel felt only a minor drain on his pool, and the spell circle manifested just as if he stood there himself. He took his time casting, both to ensure the most efficient spell and to wait until the right moment to release it.

The glyphs glowed brighter than he wanted. With several goblins between Cuix and the main room, though, he doubted the adventurers would notice.

Their lanterns should conceal the light. Would be different if they relied on Darkvision.

The rest of the party stepped into the room. The first man started down the stairs, and Gabriel’s heart leapt into his throat. The unexpected, physical dread almost shocked him out of his spellcast.

‘Wait, was that my body or Cuix’s?’

‘I’s might have peed myself a little, Boss Guy. Is you sensing that?’ Cuix asked.

Gabriel sighed. ‘Probably. Doesn’t matter.’

He carefully completed the last glyph then switched his attention to all of the present monsters. ‘Attack!’

The kobolds hissed and leapt up from their hiding places among the stairs. The goblins around Cuix warbled and screamed, rushing out from the side tunnel.

Cuix remained still, conduit raised, her eyes focused on the far side passage. The one Gabriel wanted the adventurers to retreat to.

‘Should I have the last group attack?’ Merideva asked.

‘Yes. Remind them to rush at full speed. We need these guys to panic. Hitting them in the rear should do it.’

She sent a simple agreement, and he heard more reptilian and goblin voices echo from his left, behind the adventurers.

“Shit, they’re all around us,” Jerrit said. He drew a spell token, forced a trace of mana through it, and threw it to the ground. A bright light bloomed in the center of the stone chamber.

“Watch out for the kobolds,” Marwood cried. “We’ve got more behind us.”

“There’s so many,” the third man muttered.

Marwood swung his short billhook, and a reckless goblin dropped, headless. “Shut up and defend. We can handle them.” He spun and caught the lead kobold in the chest. The tiny lizardman got his shield up and blocked the strike.

It didn’t help.

Before the kobold’s severed arm hit the ground, Jerrit triggered another spell token. A spray of Aetheric Missiles shot out and blasted holes in four goblins. “Mar, there’s another path to the left,” he said.

The Silver-ranked adventurer cursed when his newest target ducked beneath his billhook. He grunted and turned toward the unoccupied tunnel. “Ansel, check it for traps. I wanna get our backs against a damn wall, then I can slaughter these little shits.”

We’ve got to keep the pressure up. Pretty sure they’ll spot the pit trap if we give them any breathing room.

A crossbow bolt scored Marwood’s back armor, and he spun to find who had shot him.

The kobold had its weapon braced against the ground and was already reloading.

Marwood took a step toward the would-be sniper but paused when he spotted six more loaded crossbows aimed his way. “Sneaky bastards are—”

Gabriel released his spell, and oppressive darkness blanketed the entire area.

The adventurers screamed, shouted, and cursed, but Gabriel ignored them, diving into another spell.

‘Go ahead and get us closer now. I don’t want to hit any of your warriors,’ he sent to Cuix.

The goblin nodded and strolled into the magical darkness without the slightest concern. Despite her bouncy gait, he had no trouble forming the first glyphs for an attack spell.

There was a surge of arcane power as someone tried to dispel Gabriel’s magic, but the inky shadows didn’t even shimmer.

“Counter this damn Darkness, Jerrit,” Marwood said. The man grunted and cursed, then Gabriel felt a minor magic activate.

“I’m trying, but it’s stronger than I expected,” the mage snapped. His voice rose in a rush of arcane syllables, but three goblins charged him, and he trailed off in a wordless groan.

“Help,” one of the men cried. A pair of shield-bearing kobolds had the disoriented man pinned against the cave wall, but Marwood rushed over and crushed one with an overhead blow.

“You’re going the wrong way, Trevor,” he said. “Fuck, follow me.” The Silver-ranked adventurer grabbed his companion’s outstretched hand and tugged him toward the others. “Get into that tunnel quick.”

Kobolds and goblins screeched and shouted, their chaotic voices creating a din that drowned out the other man’s reply. They pressed after the adventurers, herding them into the trapped hallway.

With far less reluctance than she had shown in the past, Cuix rushed right up to the front. She held her staff at the ready and shouted encouragements to the monsters.

Gabriel finished a reduced Aetheric Missiles, and he reached out to the adventurer mage through the Weave. Once the spell was anchored to the unsuspecting man, he released it and waited.

Six small darts of purple-pink magic manifested from around Cuix’s outstretched conduit. They raced through the darkness to slam into the mage’s back.

He screamed, dropped his staff, and stumbled to his hands and knees.

“Damn it,” Marwood shouted. He reached into a thigh pouch and pulled a mithril spell token.

Gabriel tried to identify the magic embedded within, but the adventurer triggered it before he could. A blinding flare of light seared his eyes. Or Cuix’s, at least.

The kobolds and goblins, able to see through his supernatural darkness, all screamed as the brilliant light magic burned away the shadowy construct and seared their sensitive retinas.

Gabriel withdrew his presence from Cuix and shifted to Dungeon Sense in time to see Marwood grab the downed mage and drag him toward the open tunnel.

‘Didn’t go exactly to plan, but I think we’ve got them,’ Gabriel sent.

‘What if they don’t trigger the trap, Gabriel? If I do it myself, I won’t get much DE.’

‘Either they trip it, or I will.’

“How the hells did a goblin cast all that?” Marwood growled. He tossed his companion further into the side passage, then turned and raised his billhook. “Come on then, I’ll just have to kill all of you myself.”

Gabriel frowned as two adventurers worked to feed the mage a potion while the others moved to stand with their leader.

Merideva’s monsters resumed their charge even before their eyes fully recovered.

One of the men pulled the mage farther into the rough stone tunnel, away from the frontline. He headed straight for the trap, and Gabriel held his breath, but the man stopped short, his booted foot mere inches from one of the enchanted pressure plates that would trigger the trap.

Despite the fact it glowed faintly to Gabriel’s Interface-enhanced vision, he knew it appeared as regular stone, and they would have to search carefully to spot it.

Come on, just a little closer.

Four spear-wielding kobolds rushed at the adventurers. They were blocked, but one slipped its spear below the leftmost man’s shield.

The adventurer screamed and fell back, but Marwood adjusted his stance and beheaded the unfortunate kobold before it could recover.

Several goblins ran over and joined the melee, but Gabriel focused on the men in the back. And the rapidly recovering mage.

Diving back into Cuix, Gabriel spun up a new spell construct. His old staff in one hand, he ran through the glyphs for an Aetheric Missile. The basic attack spell had served him well so far, and it was easy to modify.

He didn’t bother with maximizing the power, instead focusing on a flashy and quick missile attack.

Altering the spell to appear more powerful and dangerous than it was barely delayed the cast.

In the handful of seconds it took him to ready the magic, Marwood had downed four more monsters.

Gabriel felt Merideva signal more of her warriors to attack, but the longer the fight went on, the worse their odds.

If this doesn’t work, he’ll kill everything we can throw at them.

The Silver adventurer chopped down another kobold, and then his sharp brown eyes settled on Gabriel.

Rather, Cuix.

“Jerrit, that green bitch in the back. There’s your caster. Now get up and take her out,” Marwood said.

Gabriel released first his spell then control of the goblin. A single impressive-looking missile manifested before her, and she waved toward the glaring adventurer.

“Big Boss Guy said to kill you’s. Is a shame. I bets we’s could have lots of fun otherwise,” the goblin croaked as she wiggled and shimmied.

She’s just horny for someone in general… good to know.

The lone, oversized Aetheric Missile streaked across the room in an instant, and Marwood raised his arms to shield himself against the attack.

It raced past him and caught one of the men helping Jerrit. Hit in the back, the armored man stumbled and snapped his shield hand out to break his fall.

His rugged round shield smashed down against the nearest pressure plate.

“Bye, we’s be sure to get your loots after,” Cuix said.

A ten-foot section of the floor vanished in an instant. Two adventurers screamed as they fell.

Wordless moans escaped from far beneath, and Gabriel shifted his attention to the lip of the pit once Cuix moved close enough.

Thanks to Marwood’s glowing trinket, the bottom of the pit was easily visible. Over a dozen figures shambled around, jostling each other in the tight confines of the dimensional pit trap which Merideva had installed before Gabriel and his bonded first left the dungeon.

And Meri just covered them up instead of killing them. Still, I wonder what that’ll do to her DE earnings for this battle? Technically, we’re not killing these guys, are we?

The red-armored man rose to his feet before the nearest zombie even noticed him. He tore its head off with a clean strike, then the undead brute spun and slapped him in response.

“Fuc—” one man screamed as a zombie fell upon him. Two more leapt at him, and the undead horrors bit and clawed the adventurer to death in seconds.

Another man lay still, even when a legless zombie began gnawing at his exposed hand.

The others staggered to their feet and joined up with Marwood to form a defensive circle. The skilled warrior finished off his initial enemy, but four more shuffled his way. Several of the zombies wore bits and pieces of armor.

“You got anything to deal with these rotten shits?” he growled between swings. “Never heard of any undead in this dump. Only silver I’ve got on me is some coin.”

The man who had triggered the trap fumbled at his belt then drew a long dagger. “I’ve got a silver rondel.”

“Then start stabbing,” Marwood replied. He smashed another zombie, but it twisted and almost tore his weapon away. Another lunged for him, so he grunted and punched it.

Jerrit shook his head and seemed to only now notice the pair of pale-skinned ghouls approaching him. Between them, a half-eaten, ghoulish kobold staggered forward. “Oh gods,” the mage whispered.

The dagger wielder pushed a zombie back with his shield and stabbed another in the mouth. “What?”

“Ghouls,” the mage said, distracted as he dug into a satchel. He pulled out a pair of spell tokens and frowned.

An armored skeleton and two more zombies swarmed Marwood. The Silver-ranked adventurer pivoted and shifted his weight only for the skeleton to lash out with a powerful kick. The armored undead showed surprising grace, and its sabaton caught the front of his knee. Tendons tore, and bone shattered.

The man went down hard, screamed as he rolled, then froze when he saw the look on Jerrit’s face.

“Sorry, Mar,” the mage whispered. Then he snapped the second token.

Fire blossomed in the pit. The undead moaned, and three men screamed in agony.

Flames sprayed all the way up before sinking back down. Smoke billowed from the pit, and Gabriel was grateful he had blocked his sense of smell.

“Aw, silly mage burned all the good bits,” Cuix said.

Gabriel paused but decided not to acknowledge her comment or the way several other goblins and a few kobolds nodded sagely.

“Ah,” Jerrit moaned from the pit. The smoke began to clear, and the mage rolled onto his back. “What do I do now?”

The man’s robes were blackened, and most of his hair had burned off, but he clambered to his feet and looked about the ash-filled pit. He spotted a charred suit of red armor and fell to his knees.

‘That was a powerful Fireball, especially for a spell token. Let’s see if he has any other good ones on him,’ Gabriel said.

Cuix nodded and issued orders to the surviving monsters. The kobolds gathered up crossbows, and they took aim at the mage far below.

It’s a shame they had to die like this… but I won’t let anyone threaten Meri or my bonded.

Despite the ambush, the Silver-ranked adventurer and his companions had downed over a dozen of Merideva’s warriors, and that was without counting the horde Cuix had thrown at the group the first time.

In the pit, Jerrit crawled toward his friend’s burned remains. He patted the scorched red gambeson, and tears splashed down, soaking into the ragged silk. “This was supposed to be an easy run.”

The kobolds shot the sobbing mage. Two bolts tore into Jerrit’s back, and a third sank to the fletching in his skull. He slumped down face-first onto his crispy party member.

‘Thank you for beating them, Gabriel!’ Merideva said.

‘I’m glad it worked out,’ he replied. ‘That was a lot rougher than I’d expected. We’re fortunate Elaine commanded her team to hold back. If she’d sent Leryane and the others down here to steal you, we’d have been screwed.’

A shiver of fear washed through his bond with Merideva, and Gabriel focused on sending her a comforting embrace. The Core calmed, and he decided to change the subject to something she would prefer.

‘So, how much Essence did you get from this? I don’t have any clue how that outcome would count. I mean, the mage killed his own party, right?’

Merideva perked up in an instant, and he grinned.

‘I got almost four thousand DE!’ she gushed.

‘Wait, what? Why was it so much?’

Smugness radiated from the Dungeon Core, and she made a strange tut-tut noise through their bond. ‘Two different parties of intruders clashed after a running battle. Then the mage blew up all of those undead and his allies. That means it counted for extra,’ she explained.

‘Seriously? How does that rule work?’ he asked in shock.

‘Well, you see… when adventurers… get stressed and turn on each other… ED said, um… it’s not…’

‘You only remember the part that means you get more DE, right?’

Merideva’s pride deflated, and it was all Gabriel could do not to laugh.

‘I’m just teasing you, Meri. It doesn’t matter. Long as your safe and you got some DE, I’m happy,’ he promised her.

‘Thank you!’

Gabriel sighed at the euphoric sense of satisfaction flooding his mind at her gratitude. He allowed himself a moment to soak it up as the Dungeon Core chattered about all the things she could conjure with so much extra Essence.

‘Meri, listen,’ he said minutes later. ‘I’ve got to get back to my bonded. We should encounter Estrial soon. We weren’t far from her, and she was headed straight toward us. Hopefully, we’ll have the Domain Crystal before nightfall.’

‘Oh, right. Yeah, you have to leave. Please hurry back,’ Merideva said.

‘We will, and then we can spend all the time we need to customize the dungeon just the way you want.’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.’


Chapter Forty










“—If Birdsister joins Pack, Cindra can do more than just hug her. Packmaster said no kissing or mating outside of Pack,” Cindra growled in her bestial form.

Reyna snickered. “Yeah, I’m not sure that’s the best way to convince her to sell her soul to tall, dark, and violent.”

Gabriel gasped when his mind returned to his physical body. Nocturne snorted, and he realized he still rode the powerful horse.

“Please disrega—Master?” Sthuza called. A horse neighed, and Nocturne flinched beneath him.

Gabriel shook his head then turned to his Prime. “Hey, everything fine here?”

The disguised gorgon nodded, and he noticed several head-snakes flash their equivalent of a smile his way. “We stopped for a short rest when you shifted back to Lady Merideva, but I thought it best to keep moving. After all, we were uncertain how long you would be gone. We have been riding for almost an hour now.”

“Cindra helped put Packmaster in saddle,” the canine-form hellhound growled.

“Yeah, whatever you did with your fucking horse whispering, Nocturne’s been taking great care of you.”

“Is this… Merideva all right, my lord?” Brynja asked. “Sthuza has explained that she is your Wind Mistress.”

Gabriel glanced at the valkyrie. She rode her black-and-white palfrey with effortless grace, her wings twitching in time with the horse’s steady trot.

“You take care of that silly stone?” Reyna added before he could reply. “She is the whole reason for this trip, right? It would suck to recover the crystal only to lose her.”

They continued to ride along the road, their horses seemingly content. Gabriel thought for a moment before replying. “Yes. It was a little rougher than I expected, but we managed to wipe out the threat.”

“Was it more undead?” Cindra asked in her canine voice.

“Not exactly, though Meri hadn’t dealt with the ones we left in the pit,” he said.

“For real? What the hells, was she keeping them as pets?”

Gabriel laughed. “No, she misunderstood my ‘deal with them later’ comment, and she just reset the pit trap over them. Worked out well, though. A full party came in search of all that gear the baron’s people left.”

“She did not let them take it, did she?” Sthuza asked in a rush. “The Essence cost of such an act would be horrific.”

“No, though I did ask about it when she suggested it. Soon as she mentioned the price, I decided we had to kill them.”

“If those little wankers back there could kill the adventurers, why’d she need your ass in the first place?”

“Well first, Cuix sent over twenty goblins and kobolds against them in an ambush,” Gabriel said, thinking back to the initial fight.

“Let me guess, Master. That did not turn out well.”

He chuckled. “Not in the slightest. A kobold shot one in the arm, but they were mostly Iron-ranked. Their leader was a Silver-ranked fighter.”

The gorgon’s green eyes flared wide, and her head-snakes rose up almost straight. “How did you defeat them then? Such an opponent would be far too strong for Lady Merideva’s monsters.”

“Does that mean you fought a warrior as skilled and powerful as that despicable Jessandra?” Brynja asked. She practically spat the summoner’s name, and Gabriel felt a flicker of hurt from Reyna’s bond.

“No,” he said. “He was a skilled fighter and wielded a brutally effective billhook, but he would have been no match for a well-equipped summoner.”

“Quite,” Sthuza added. “And for the record, Brynja, the tag rankings of the Guild only represent a generalized combat capability. Take me, for instance.” She gestured to herself. “I am Silver-ranked but could easily rise to Gold if I desired. Most likely, the same applies to Jessandra.”

Reyna snickered. “Or did. Stupid twatwaffle’s going to have a bitch of a time after all the loot we snagged. Some of that shit had to be expensive. Even her rich daddy won’t be able to replace it all right away.”

“Aren said ugly bitch’s sire was mad at her,” Cindra added.

“Good point. And we killed most of her summons,” Gabriel said, causing everyone but Sthuza to look his way.

“Do they not return to life later? I was under the impression that your courageous kobold will return in the future,” Brynja said.

He shook his head. “My Minions are different. For most summons, unless they were entombed in very high-end S-Crystals, death is permanent. That’s why I didn’t bother snagging any. I know Reyna took the two from her boots. Pretty sure most of the others were empty. And she broke the one with the Troll anyway.”

“Why did she break it?” Cindra asked.

“The summoner must provide sufficient mana to support each creature they summon,” Sthuza said. “She clearly strained herself trying to overpower us. That was why she was bleeding so badly. Add in the spells she cast, and I rather doubt her pool was deep enough to maintain them all. Pushing too hard can result in a backlash that destroys the crystal.”

“Yeah,” Gabriel agreed. “Plus, she may have summoned the jungle troll too soon after a previous summoning. I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure the more powerful the creature involved, the more time you need between uses.”

Sthuza nodded. “A good point, Master. With your increased magical prowess, it may be wise to acquire some conventional S-Crystals later. I am curious to see how many you could control and how they would compare to Minions, cost-wise.”

Gabriel chewed his lip as he considered her suggestion. “It might be interesting to experiment with them, but that’s the case with a lot of magic now. None of it matters until we’ve secured Meri, though.”

“True. Do you think it is time to test the scrying token you looted, Master?”

He nodded. “Probably. I’ve been studying the version in Kelith’s spellbook. The closer we are, the more likely it is to work. But I don’t want to risk stumbling upon them without warning, and as far as we know, they’re still headed our way.”

“Do you believe you could cast it safely?” Sthuza asked.

Instead of giving an instant reply, he considered her question for a minute. “Honestly? Yeah… I feel like I could, but it’s still safer to use the token.”

“Thank you for not pushing yourself too hard, Master.”

Gabriel smiled at his Prime. “I value my new life far too much to risk it unnecessarily.”

Reyna muttered something too quiet to hear as he pulled out a gold-inlaid copper disk.

He inserted the tiniest droplet of mana into the spell token, attuning it. His study of the version in Kelith’s spellbook helped him understand the magic precast into the disk.

Despite his limited experience with Divination, it did not take him long to synchronize his intent with the token. The scrying spell felt almost animate. It all but begged for a target to track. A purpose to pursue. He focused his thoughts solely on Estrial. Seeking her current location.

When Gabriel had his goal fixed firmly in mind, he sent another trickle of mana through the disk then snapped it in half, triggering the spell.

A dim spell circle manifested around him. In an instant, numerous glyphs winked into existence. His perspective shifted, and his attention darted forward at a breakneck speed.

It felt like mere seconds before the spell homed in on the elven sorceress, and Gabriel blinked as the blurred images around him resolved into a different stretch of road.

The dwarven warrior, Torrik, rode a woolly pony a short distance ahead of his partymates. Behind him came Estrial on a well-groomed brown palfrey with a minimalist, elven saddle. The twins, Dresk and Derek, brought up the rear.

An instinctive roar of rage and hate swelled within Gabriel, but he quickly realized much of it came from his bonds rather than his own outrage. They could not see what he saw, but the portion of them interwoven with his soul rebelled at the sight of his tormentors.

He pushed past the righteous fury, ignored the four adventurers, and sought out any details of their surroundings.

‘I found them. Now I just have to pin down their location relative to us.’

Sthuza did not reply to him, but he felt her acknowledgment and trusted her to inform the others. He didn’t know how long the magic would last, so he devoted all of his awareness to his search.

His focus shifted along the hard-packed dirt road winding through the forest. A single thought increased his speed, and he raced along the trail, absorbing any and all landmarks.

The longer Gabriel studied his surroundings, the better a sense he gained of their relative location. If the two parties continued onward, they would encounter each other soon. It felt like minutes later when the spell began to unravel.

Gabriel made a quick note of a promising ambush site, then released his hold on the magic. He withdrew and sighed as his mind returned to his physical body.

“Welcome back, Master.”

“Thanks, Sthuza,” he replied.

“You find that raging thundercunt ex of yours?”

“I told you—”

Cindra turned her canine head to Reyna and interrupted him. “Evil elf bitch not Packmaster’s mate!”

“Please allow Master to speak.”

Reyna snickered but said nothing, and Gabriel shook his head. “They’re maybe an hour from here and headed this way.”

“That is excellent,” Sthuza said. “We should have plenty of time to prepare an ambush for them.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Reyna guided her horse closer. “I’m pretty sure there’s a great place to set up in a bit further down the road.”

“Thank you, Miss Reyna.” Sthuza turned to Gabriel. “If you approve, I will assist the others while you prepare yourself for the coming spell battle.”

“Sounds good.”

I’m going to enjoy this.


Chapter Forty-One










Brynja and Cindra worked together to drop trees across the road. The valkyrie used one of the enchanted poleaxes they had looted from Jessandra’s allies. Cindra, back in her humanoid form, felled several large trees using her giant-sized adamantite sword. Their strength combined with the enchanted blades made for quick work.

While the pair worked to block the path, Gabriel took his time to weave a highly efficient Haste spell for all of his companions. He made sure to include Gwenaelle and his two available kobold Minions, who were hidden in the forest, watching for their target.

He spent several minutes carefully manifesting each glyph. Instead of releasing it when finished, he held it ready with a part of his split focus then began to form a spell shield for himself.

Mana 58%

‘I’m going to hold the shield spell tokens in reserve for an emergency. After the mana potion last night, I’ve got more in my pool than I should be able to spend in a single battle. Especially if they don’t see this coming until it’s too late.’

‘Understandable, Master, but please do not hesitate to use anything to ensure victory. Jessandra’s rod should make an excellent attack to bring down the elf or dwarf.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got no intention of holding back. We hit them hard and fast, so Estrial can’t kill anyone with magic. I know you want to steal their souls, but I’m far more concerned with protecting my bonded and recovering the crystal for Meri. If you can capture their souls afterward, that’s great, but I’m not risking any of you for a chance at revenge.’

Sthuza’s excitement rushed across his bond with the deadly gorgon, and he flashed her a quick smile before turning his attention back to the other women.

Already in her hybrid form, Reyna paused in her struggle to drag a tree several times her weight across the hard-packed path. The lycan stared up at Cindra on the small hill above. “You don’t need that damned rock, Boobs.”

“Packmaster wants the road blocked, so no horses can pass. These rocks will make sure,” the hellhound said. She crouched low and gave a loud grunt, straining against the stone.

There was a sharp crack, and a truly massive boulder ripped from the ground and tilted forward. Without pause, Cindra kept pushing, and a second later, the multiton hunk of granite tipped over.

Reyna yelped and leapt out of the way. The boulder tumbled end over end and crashed down inches from where she had stood.

Cindra blushed and shrugged her powerful shoulders at the werebadger’s glare. “Sorry.”

Sthuza laughed, her head-snakes joining her. “Please do be careful, Cindra. And—” She paused to survey the sizable pile of tangled branches, trees, and boulders. “—I do believe that will be sufficient. With the series of sharp curves ahead, they should be unable to spot the roadblock until it is far too late.”

Gabriel looked at the pile and nodded. “Yeah, a part of me hates the idea of leaving this mess. It’ll be a huge problem for any travelers, but we can’t risk Estrial’s party making a run for it. With the road blocked, there’s little risk of them racing this way once we attack them from behind.”

“Are you not worried that they will attempt to escape through the forest?” Brynja asked. The beautiful valkyrie barely breathed hard as she walked over to where he and Sthuza stood near the horses.

Still disguised, Sthuza grabbed a waterskin and passed it to the sweaty blonde.

“If they run into the woods, they’ll have to split up, and I’ve seen how dangerous it is to run from Cindra,” Gabriel said. He turned away when Brynja peeled off her arming jacket and began wiping down her sweaty torso.

‘If she was bothered by you looking, Master, she would not behave so casually in your presence,’ Sthuza sent, her mind-voice lightly teasing. ‘Or she could ask you to clean her with your magic as you did last night.’

‘Probably. But I’m still adjusting to a very different lifestyle. Most women in Lostbarrow are more sensitive to nudity.’

‘I would think Cindra should have broken you of that concern by now.’

Visions of the muscular hellhound exposing her perfectly sculpted form at every opportunity filled Gabriel’s mind, and he chuckled.

‘She’s my bonded and has made it very clear that she wants me to look. I don’t want Brynja to misunderstand the situation. You heard how quickly she jumped to the assumption I wanted her as a sex slave.’

‘Yes… our new companion is rather interesting. Still, I am confident you will bond her within the month. She will ask for it once she has had time to acclimate to her new life and recognize the opportunities such a choice will provide.’

‘We’ll see.’

Gabriel felt Gwen let out an angry hiss. Shaking his head, he closed his eyes and focused on his wolf drake Minion. A second later, his vision shifted, and he stared out of the forest a few minutes away.

The first thing he noticed was Torrik mounted on the back of his woolly pony. Gwen turned her head, and he quickly confirmed Estrial rode along the dirt road behind him. From the wolf drake’s angle, the twins’ black geldings appeared huge.

‘Gwen just spotted them. They’re not more than a couple minutes out.’

‘We will be ready, Master.’

Even as he informed his Prime, Gabriel ordered his Minions to return.

Brynja rushed across the road and into concealment, her massive shield and spear in hand. She triggered her amulet and bracers. In a flash, she was encased in a king’s ransom of enchanted mithril.

I need to get some armor like that. Wonder if Cindra or Reyna could use a set too?

His furry bonded split up, the lycan joining Brynja while Cindra slipped through the underbrush until she stood at his side.

‘For a half-ton bruiser, she can be surprisingly stealthy. When she wants to be.’

‘She is quite talented, Master. I must admit Cindra is forcing me to reconsider my stance on her ilk. Not all furries are irredeemable.’

Gabriel chuckled but refrained from teasing his Prime. The gorgon had clearly grown more comfortable with the hellhound, but he had no interest in digging up Sthuza’s past right before a battle.

Gwenaelle surprised him by brushing her armored head against his thigh. The wolf drake looked up with bright eyes and flashed her lethal fangs.

“Good girl,” he whispered, reaching down to pet his newest Minion.

Gabriel reached out for his other Minions and sensed the pair of kobolds on the other side of the road. They hid near Brynja, and he felt Kestria’s readiness to serve.

Confident their enemies were just around the corner, he released both of his held spells. The sudden pull on his mana pool made him wince, but he quickly recovered and drew his arcane conduit.

A slight shudder among the bushes confirmed his Haste had affected the others. A gray glow flared around him, forming a transparent shield, then faded from view. With his free hand, he double-checked that the Necromantic wand was readily accessible.

Estrial’s party passed Gabriel and his hidden bonded. The sorceress seemed to be muttering, but no one responded to her.

They went around the sharp turn, and Torrik called out when he spotted the blocked path. All four adventurers slowed their mounts, though the twins cursed loudly.

“Quiet now, ya blasted fools. This ain’t a random mudslide. Someone’s aiming to bushwhack travelers,” Torrik said. The armored dwarf dismounted and stared into the forest, but Gabriel doubted he would spot anyone until it was far too late.

“If they’re just bandits looking for a quick score, this’ll be quick,” Torrik said. “But… something feels off.”

“It’s those insectoid demons!” Estrial cried. She leapt from her saddle, landed on her high-heeled boots, and promptly fell to her hands and knees.

“Calm down,” one of the twins grumbled. “There’s no damn demons after us. And stop getting her worked up, Torrik. It’s just some greedy bandits.”

“Or orcs,” his brother suggested. “There’s supposed to be a sizable tribe in the region. Maybe they’ve learned to watch the road for merchants?”

Both humans sniggered at his weak humor, but Torrik only glared before searching the woodline.

Despite his certainty about their concealment, Gabriel felt a magical presence brush over him.

‘Is someone scrying us now?’

“I told you they were after us,” Estrial shouted, her voice almost manic. The ordinarily immaculate elven sorceress looked like she hadn’t slept in a week. Dark bags under her eyes combined with her disheveled hair and stained robe to the point where Gabriel almost didn’t recognize her.

She leapt to her feet and rushed to Torrik’s side. “Can’t you feel them watching us?”

‘What the hells happened to her?’

Sthuza did not reply.

Gabriel turned to look for his Prime, then flinched when she let out an ear-piercing hiss.

“What was that?” Torrik shouted.

Estrial shrieked and pointed toward Sthuza’s shifting form. “The demons!”

“The fuck’s wrong with Snakes?” Reyna muttered. She stepped out from the far side of the road, Cindra close behind her.

“Foul betrayer! Your sssoul isss forfeit!” Sthuza cried.

Gabriel stared as the gorgon surged from the forest, uprooting a fir tree with a casual backhand.

From both of her left arms.

Intellectually, Gabriel knew his Prime had another, nonhuman form. Though they were far less efficient than lycans and hellhounds, greater gorgons were shapeshifters. He had almost seen her other form once, in the dancing shadows before she shifted and first approached him.

But he hadn’t considered just how impressive it could be. Now he stood in awe as she rampaged toward Estrial.

The beautiful, pale-green gorgon now looked almost as muscular as Cindra. Her stylish, green-and-white armor was nowhere to be seen, but her belt and pouches remained, stretched around thicker, scaly hips.

The silky black bra she wore was now little more than a thin black band pulled tight against breasts as large as Cindra’s. Her ears had elongated, and her eyes were emerald orbs.

Her head-snakes lashed and hissed with abandon, their cacophonous sounds barely audible over her own sibilance. She slithered straight for Estrial, almost blurring.

The greater gorgon loomed eight feet high, her slender legs now a massive striped green-scaled tail which undulated side to side with impossible speed.

My Haste spell couldn’t have made her that fast.

“Traitorousss bitch!” Sthuza called, her beautiful face sharper and twisted with unbridled fury. She was already halfway to the sorceress when Torrik interposed himself.

“Ssstand assside, dissshonorable cur,” she shouted at the vanguard-plated dwarf. He hefted his shield to block her unarmed, left-handed slap.

Both of them.

The twin blows staggered Torrik but failed to move the armored warrior. Sthuza hissed and spun.

The thunderclap of her incredibly long tail against his shield made everyone wince. Another crack sounded a split second later when Torrik slammed into an oak tree.

“Gahh,” he groaned before falling to the ground. He spat a mouthful of blood and collapsed to his hands and knees.

Sthuza coiled her massive form then lunged toward Estrial.

The elven sorceress screamed and triggered a coin-sized mithril spell token. A blue flare around her announced a powerful physical shield.

Sthuza crossed the twenty-foot distance in a blur and slammed into the barrier shoulder first. Magic flared, and the gorgon screeched. She bounced off, but the magical construct flickered.

Her tail disappeared, moving too fast to see as she whipped it around. Another thunderclap rang out when she tail-slapped the sorceress’ shield.

Estrial screamed as she flew through the air like a child’s ball. Her shield flickered again then shattered entirely when she crashed into the rocky hilltop thirty yards away.

“Sthuza, what are you doing?” Gabriel called out, but his Prime ignored him.

Enraged, she hissed, pulled back to reset, and hurled herself after the elf.

‘Sthuza!’ he sent, but the thirty-foot-long greater gorgon never even twitched. He reached out through their bond then winced after his mind slammed into a mental wall stronger than adamantite.

Damnit! All I can do is pray she doesn’t break the seal Iylara put on her gaze. Getting turned to stone would be a shitty way to go.

Estrial didn’t wait. She pulled multiple spell tokens, triggered two in quick succession, then blinked out of sight.

“Invisibility,” Gabriel shouted. He activated Magesight and strained to spot the telltale hint of imperfectly concealed magic.

He located the sorceress, but she was sprinting off between trees.

She mumbled and ranted about demons, but her deranged behavior had no effect on her rapid use of spell tokens. Even as he watched, she pulled another and triggered a new barrier.

“What’s the plan now, Fucker?” Reyna asked. “Snakes went apeshit. Do we help her or deal with the fuck weasels over there.” She pointed to where the twins had dismounted and drawn their swords.

Gabriel glanced at the men and frowned. Their blades glowed with powerful enchantments, and each human held a wand in their offhand. Copper spell tokens glinted in the dirt at their feet.

“Shit,” Gabriel muttered. “Let’s deal with these three first. We can’t leave them to unite and attack us from behind.”

Hopefully, Sthuza can handle herself until we can catch up.

He sent a brief command for his kobolds to assist his Prime.

‘We serve, War Chief.’

“Cindra isn’t the biggest in Pack anymore!” the hellhound cried happily as she followed Reyna. The pair rushed toward the twins, and Gabriel began to weave a simple physical barrier.

He sought out Gwenaelle and found the wolf drake circling around to ambush the twins. Sensing her confident eagerness to aid Reyna, he left the cunning predator to her stalking and focused on buffing Cindra.

“I will deal with the heavily armored one, my lord,” Brynja declared. Hasted like the others, she darted out with surprising grace. Instead of the ornate spear she had carried earlier, the winged woman aimed an enormous silver lance at Torrik.

The dwarf caught a glimpse of her blurring form then twisted to the side. He just barely got his thick shield around in time and took the blow on its rugged surface. Metal screeched, and Torrik grunted in pain.

“Damn, you pack a wallop, lass,” he said before, spitting another mouthful of blood. The dwarf coughed and shook his helmeted head. “I gotta ask though, why is a warrior such as yerself bushwhacking like a common bandit?”

“How dare thee!” Brynja shouted. “My noble lord and master, Gabriel Grimm, has come seeking righteous vengeance upon your wicked band.” She punctuated her declaration with a weak flailing of her crippled wings then leapt forward.

Her round shield caught Torrik’s, and the heavily armored dwarf staggered back. Instead of resetting his feet, the stout warrior backtracked and put a dozen feet between them.

“The lad? We betrayed him, aye, but how do ye know? He had no chance to reveal what we did,” Torrik said.

Though tempted to reply, Gabriel held back and focused on finishing his spell. The last glyphs solidified, and he released the spell. It raced across the Weave, and Cindra’s leather-clad body glowed brightly.

“Ooo, Packmaster’s magic feels great,” Cindra said. She let out an excited howl and lashed out at the human swordsman before her.

“Fuck! Dresk, I need help over here. Someone just buffed this feral bitch,” Derek said.

He struggled to duck her lightning-fast slashes. His own movements were obviously Hasted, and he wielded his longsword with his offhand, having already learned not to parry her strikes head-on.

“Kinda busy, bro,” Dresk replied, followed by a bright explosion. “Mine’s smaller, but it’s the same psychotic lycan who ambushed us a few days ago.”

Dresk dropped his wand and pulled a spell token. Gwen growled and snapped at him, forcing him to twist aside and ruining his balance. “And she’s got a damn wolf drake pet now.”

“You cockwombles got lucky last time,” Reyna snarled. “But an old friend of yours saved me, and I’m gonna rip your gods-damned souls out this time.”

The werebadger struck at her taller opponent with relentless fury. Her twin blades flashed and tore through the air as she used sheer ferocity and speed to press the skilled swordsman back. Each time Dresk began to recover, Gwen lunged and drove him off-balance again.

Derek cursed when he finally landed a blow, only for his sword to glance off Cindra’s barrier, and he dropped into a roll to avoid her sweeping counter. Cindra rushed after him, forcing him farther from his brother.

Gabriel brushed each of his bonds and bit back his worry at the tense nerves he sensed from all but one. Even his Minions felt on edge, desperate for victory and survival.

The emotions bleeding over his connection with Sthuza were far different. The gorgon radiated pure terror and rage. Centuries of anguish and outrage.

‘Damn it, Sthuza! Listen to me,’ he sent, but again she ignored him. At least I know she’s alive. Just hope she stays that way.

Gabriel gave up on that and studied the battle for a second.

Brynja had Torrik overwhelmed and off-balance. The armored dwarf had tossed his sword and shield aside. He wielded a long-hafted crow’s beak in both hands.

The curved spike which gave the weapon its name and the hammer on its reverse were better suited to the valkyrie’s vanguard plate. Given its rune-inscribed head, it was no doubt magical.

To Magesight, Torrik glowed with several enchantments, and Gabriel realized the Silver-ranked fighter must have activated some item-based buffs.

Despite his increased speed and the obvious strength boost glowing from his thick gauntlets, Torrik failed to land any heavy blows on his opponent.

Brynja rushed in again and whipped her oversized lance around as though it was weightless. The loud crack and the way Torrik staggered back proved it did not.

A loud explosion echoed from within the forest, and Gabriel glanced in the direction Sthuza had chased Estrial. He tried to sense her bond again and felt more pain. The blind rage remained, but fresh agony was laced within, and his fear rose.

That fear must have leaked out across his bonds because Cindra turned to meet his gaze. “Go, Packmaster. Cindra and Packsisters will deal with naughty males.” She launched a flurry of supernaturally quick strikes that forced Derek to curse and roll away.

The dark-haired man struggled back to his feet, one arm still hanging limp. His breath came in ragged gasps, and blood flowed from multiple wounds as he squared off against the imposing hellhound.

“Yeah, make sure your crazy ex doesn’t fuck up your hot new bitch,” Reyna said.

Her snicker turned into a grunt when Dresk kicked her in the knee. She stumbled and fell, but before he could take advantage of her, Gwenaelle rushed in and clawed his arm.

He gasped and retreated, giving Reyna time to recover. The wolf drake and werebadger spread out, circling the wounded but still dangerous swordsman.

Gabriel debated for a second, but when he felt another burst of powerful magic deep in the forest, he sighed and raced out to cross the road.

“Lad? Yer alive?” Torrik cried. “How?”

Distracted by the sight of someone he knew to be dead, Torrik was a split second slow to dodge, and Brynja’s heavy lance caught him in the shoulder.

The dwarf screamed, and blood sprayed as she ripped the weapon back out.

“Go, my lord, I will shield your bonded,” Brynja said. She flicked the blood from her silver spear then attacked again.

“The hells do you mean, Torrik?” Derek asked without looking away from Cindra.

“Don’t tell me Estrial’s got you seeing shit too,” his brother added.

“I’m getting the feeling we made a terrible mistake,” Torrik said. Despite his sad tone, the dwarf shook his head and swept his crow’s beak around to parry another thrust.

Gabriel raced past him and into the woods. Gwen trilled and rushed to catch up with him.


Chapter Forty-Two










The clash and ring of steel faded as he sprinted through the thick forest. He could sense Sthuza ahead and so moved as quickly as he could. Dodging between trees and tearing through the ferns and vines, he focused on remaining calm and readied Jessandra’s rod.

“Leave me alone, you accursed snake!” Estrial screamed. She muttered a single word, and a series of soft pops rang out.

Gabriel turned and ran straight for the bright flashes of magic. Something let out a horrid screech of pain, and he felt Sthuza shudder across their bond.

The closer he got to his Prime, the stronger the rush of emotions that radiated from her.

‘Sthuza, are you okay?’

Again there was nothing, but Gabriel ducked beneath a low branch and found himself in a wide clearing. Ancient oaks surrounded the area and gave it a gentle shade from the afternoon sun.

Along one side, several trees bore horrid black scars. A few yards away, multiple bits of what had been centuries-old oaks lay shattered about. A patch of crystalline ice coated a quarter of the grassy clearing.

Sthuza’s enormous form writhed and coiled at the far side. Her head-snakes hissed and flashed their tiny fangs, but her pale torso, draped against her scaled bulk, rose and fell in rapid gasps. Blood flowed from a dozen slashes, and she was missing several scales.

“Sthuza, listen to me!” Gabriel shouted. To his surprise, the gorgon flinched. Slowly, she turned to stare at him. Her emerald eyes were bloodshot, and he noticed tears flowing down her cheeks.

“Massster,” Sthuza cried. “I am sssorry.” She coiled herself and began to rise.

“Master?” Estrial parroted. The blond sorceress spotted Gabriel and stared at him, comprehension slowly dawning in her crazed blue eyes.

She flinched back and tripped over her tattered robe. “No. You’re dead. I killed you. Murdered you! You can’t haunt my waking hours too. It’s not fair!” she cried.

Offput by her hysterical rant, Gabriel paused in midstep, staring at the Gold-ranked adventurer.

Kestria darted out from behind an ice-encrusted oak and rushed toward Estrial, spear first. The shadowstalker thrust, but the sharp tip of Yesera’s spear glanced off a hazy blue shield.

Gabriel studied the barrier with his Magesight and noticed the dozens of cracked hexagons. “Estrial, surrender,” he said.

“No! You’re dead. This is a trick. And that means she’s fake too!” The elven sorceress drew another spell token with her left hand and a slender silver wand with her right.

Noting Estrial’s twitchy, bloodshot eyes, Gabriel sighed and pointed the Necromantic rod at her. She muttered to herself, and he focused a sliver of mana into the weapon, readying the magic within.

Sthuza hissed again and lunged at Estrial before he could attack. She slammed against the woman’s weakened barrier, and it shattered with the chime of breaking glass.

Estrial screamed, triggered her token, then leapt into the air. She tipped to the left, began to fall, and crashed down on the far side of the clearing.

“We will help, War Chief,” Kestria said, and she rushed over to jab at the sorceress. His other kobold stumbled forward to join her.

Estrial countered with her wand, pointing it at Sathru. A bright pink flare signaled her magic activating, and Gabriel felt a faint echo of pain when a spray of Ice Darts blasted the white kobold’s left side.

Kestria never hesitated and thrust again. Her spear caught Estrial in the thigh, and the woman groaned.

Before Kestria could follow up, the sorceress leapt away, soaring thirty feet or more into the air and then arcing down deeper in the forest.

Slithering across the clearing, Sthuza surged after her, and Gabriel tried to contact his Prime again.

‘Sthuza! Stop, you’re fighting like an idiot. We need to work together,’ he sent, and this time he saw the giant gorgon flinch.

“Massster?” she whispered hoarsely. Her head-snakes looked to him first, then she turned to stare at him.

“Yes, Sthuza, it’s me.” He started toward her enormous form then felt a spike of fear from his Prime. “What’s wrong?”

She stared for another moment, then turned and rushed after Estrial.

“Damn it,” he growled, then turned to his Minions. “Go after her.”

Gwen rushed over to Kestria, ducked her shoulder, and the kobold leapt onto her scaled back. The moment Kestria grabbed her neck, the wolf drake bounded after the slithering gorgon.

“Never considered that. Maybe Meri can make kobold calvary,” Gabriel said, then turned to Sathru. “Are you okay? Should I send you back?”

The wounded kobold winced but stared up with bright eyes. “It will serve the tribe best to return me home.”

Nodding, Gabriel concentrated, and Sathru vanished. Once alone, he sprinted after the others.

He spotted Estrial leaping over the trees twice more, but even without seeing the sorceress, she was easy to follow. She left a trail of destruction in her wake as she bombarded Sthuza with spells in a desperate attempt to discourage the gorgon’s unrelenting pursuit.

A Fireball detonated against a tree ahead of Gabriel, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he heard Estrial scream again.

At least she missed. How much magic can she have left?

Sthuza crashed through the underbrush and several smaller trees without any concern. Her mind was a swirling storm of repressed rage, pain, and a disturbing amount of self-loathing.

He tried to reach her again, but she chased the sorceress with the single-mindedness of a horny hellhound.

Several rapid cracks sounded, and he rushed past a long row of thick berry bushes to spot his Prime again attacking Estrial.

The sorceress had another wand in hand, and she shouted the trigger word. A bolt of blinding light arced out and caught Sthuza in the belly.

She screamed, and her tail lashed about wildly. Kestria and Gwen rushed in from the side. The kobold held her spear like a lance, and she clipped Estrial’s arm as they raced by her.

Estrial spun with the blow and screamed. She fired her wand at the pair but missed by almost a foot. The bolt of crackling light struck a stunted pine, and the tree exploded into jagged splinters.

Instead of raising the orichalcum rod again, Gabriel holstered it in his belt and readied his arcane conduit. The necromantic spell was stronger than almost anything he could cast. But the inability to select the target through the Weave meant there was a serious risk of striking one of his Minions, or worse, Sthuza.

He rushed the glyphs for Aetheric Missiles and forced as much mana into the spell construct as he could manage. He didn’t bother to encrypt or conceal the glyphs.

They flared into visibility, but he was confident Estrial was in no condition to counterspell anything given her behavior. He reached out through the Weave and carefully anchored the spell to the elf.

Estrial pulled another spell token and triggered it. “Leave me alone!” she cried before a rectangular force shield manifested between her and Sthuza. The gorgon rushed toward her but slammed into the barrier. She recoiled, hissing.

Gwenaelle raced by, and Kestria’s spear similarly glanced off the elf’s spellshield.

Before his Prime could strike again, Gabriel finished his spell, and twelve glowing darts shot out toward Estrial.

She turned to stare at him, her bloody eyes blinking rapidly. His missiles streaked through the air, several swerving around her barrier to slam into her from the side. Despite having put far more power into each projectile than the one he killed a bandit with, the blasts barely staggered the elf.

Essence makes a huge difference in defense against magic.

Estrial groaned and bit her lip. Hurling her wand at Kestria as she and Gwenaelle came charging in again, Estrial leapt into the air.

Favoring her left side, she tumbled and hit the ground badly. She rolled several times before coming to an abrupt stop when she slammed into a slender willow tree.

Blood flowed from multiple gashes in her robe, and her entire head was bloody. She staggered to her feet as Sthuza slithered toward her, hissing.

The elven sorceress limped back and leaned against the tree. Hands shaking, she ripped away another portion of her blue and white robe. Her movements exposed bare legs as she struggled for something in a pouch strapped to her inner thigh.

Gabriel started another shield spell even as he screamed for Sthuza to back off.

The gorgon ignored him. Twenty feet from the elf, she coiled up, preparing to strike.

“Stop haunting me!” Estrial shouted then she triggered a polished orichalcum spell token. Unlike with her previous ones, the sorceress poured an enormous amount of mana into the precast magic, further augmenting the no doubt high-tier spell.

The world around them froze.

All Gabriel could see was white. His breath crystallized in his lungs, and every inch of skin burned as the sweat and moisture turned to ice.

Unable to breathe the subarctic air, he fell to his knees, shattering the grass beneath him. His sword dropped from a numb hand.

Gwen gave a pitiful squeal, and he heard her crash into something. More grass shattered like gnomish crystal.

He sucked in a lungful of jagged snowflakes and turned toward Sthuza. His own body crying out in agony, he couldn’t tell how hurt she was through their bond.

Her giant serpent form coiled up tightly. Gabriel felt his heart stop at the sight of the ice that coated her scaled body. Her tail twitched weakly, and he prayed it was more than a death tremor.

Estrial pushed off the willow tree and took a few jerky steps away from the gorgon. She coughed a thick spray of dark blood and shook her thick blond hair about. Pulling a metal vial from her belt, she downed it in a single gulp.

She glanced back to Sthuza, and Gabriel felt his blood boil.

“Touch her again, and I’ll eat your fucking soul!” he snarled. The rage within seemed to warm him, and he forced himself to his feet.

Estrial looked at him and froze even though no frost had touched her. The elf’s mouth opened and closed several times until she began to shake her head in denial. “No… you… you’re not another demon? Here to steal my soul for betraying him—betraying you.”

“Didn’t think you’d see me again, huh?”

“But I… we, no, why did I?” Estrial mumbled, backing away from him. She rubbed her bloody eyes with one hand, then turned and leapt into the air again, soaring with supernatural ease.

“Damn it!” Gabriel grabbed his sword then started after the bounding sorceress.

By the time he reached Sthuza, his boots crunching frozen grass, he had lost sight of the elf. The cold seemed to seep all the way to his bones, and his nerves flared as his regeneration tried to heal the widespread frostbite.

“War Chief, so cold,” Kestria hissed. The slender kobold leaned heavily on Gwen, and the pair staggered over to him, dragging her spear. Their breath misted before them, and ice weighed down the wolf drake’s soft fur.

“Shit, let me send you two back,” he said. Both Minions nodded, and he felt a hint of gratitude as he returned them to the pocket within his soul.

“Massster?” Sthuza asked, her teeth chattering. “I am sssorry.”

One look at his Prime’s condition told Gabriel he would not be catching up to Estrial anytime soon.

No way can I leave her like this.

“I’m here, Sthuza. Just hold on,” he said. Stepping to her side, he placed a frostbitten hand on her scaled bulk. Those scales were dulled from frost and sapped what little heat his body could produce.

“Thisss isss my fault,” she said, her voice muffled from where she had curled around her humanoid upper body. “I ssscrewed up.”

“Doesn’t matter right now. Let me think.” He focused his Magesight and tried to study the enchantment that blanketed the area.

Unlike the sort of spells he could cast, whatever spell token Estrial had triggered was actively generating more cold. Or rather, it was siphoning away any heat within its radius.

“Is this like a spell version of cryomethium? If so, it’s going to keep stealing all the heat until the magic ends unless we can overtax it.” He looked back to Sthuza and paused.

If she was in her normal form, I could just carry her out of this shit. Not an option now. I’m not sure Cindra could even drag her.

Gabriel stroked her scaled waist. “I’m going to try and counter this.”

Mana 39%

Okay, not too bad. Spent more than I meant to, but it should be plenty for hunting Estrial down if I cut the buffs now. Assuming we survive this damn frost.

He felt a flicker of worry when his thoughts turned toward his other bonded, but the moment he reached out toward them, he sensed they were safe. Pain and rage filled Reyna’s, but he knew it was mental anguish, not the result of injury.

The drain on his pool vanished when he ended all of his active spells.

Gabriel knelt and leaned against Sthuza’s thick tail. He drew in a painful, icy breath, then ran through a centering routine.

Mind calm, even as his body screamed for mercy, he forced his full might into an Area Suppression effect.

She used an item; it shouldn’t be too hard to overpower.

Despite his confidence, Gabriel worked to reinforce the bubble of suppressive mana before he released it. His Magesight flickered and danced, so he canceled it and waited. Seconds passed, but each breath burned worse than the last.

“Massster, isss it getting colder?” Her shivering grew worse, and he poured more mana into his Area Suppression.

Focusing intently, Gabriel threw all of his will into canceling Estrial’s magic. After long seconds of strain, his head began to throb.

How can the effect be so strong? There’s no caster here to support the spell.

“I don’t think I can dispel this.” Rubbing his numb hands against each other, he canceled his attempt and considered other options.

“Leave me, Massster. It isss my fault,” Sthuza whispered.

Gabriel gave a sad chuckle. It slowly grew into maniacal laughter, and he felt her confusion through their bond.

“What isss ssso funny?”

“You know there’s no chance I’ll leave. Either we both survive, or we die here, together,” he replied.

“Lady Merideva and the othersss depend on you,” she said, her shivering voice sharp. “It isss iresssponsssible for you to ssstay.”

“Doesn’t matter. Now let me think.”

Wish I’d studied battle magic more at the Academy. Would’ve made this a lot easier. Stamping out the urge to curse his peaceful career choice, Gabriel went back over the spells he knew.

“I’ve got it,” he cried, causing the gorgon to twitch in surprise. To his dismay, Sthuza didn’t speak.

Don’t have long left.

He raised his sword and formed the glyphs for Fireball. The spell construct glowed as he flooded it with all the power he could channel.

It wouldn’t be equal to what he had used in the baron’s castle, but he hoped the Fireball would generate enough heat to overwhelm Estrial’s cooling effect.

“Here goes everything.” He released the spell.

Really wish I had more practice with elemental magic. Hope I don’t burn the entire forest down.

The deadly arctic air rippled, and a massive storm of red and orange flared into reality. Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut against the blinding flash and leaned in against Sthuza’s scaled form.

A wall of heat washed over them, and he sighed as it chased away much of the chill that spiked through his body. The gorgon hissed, sounding almost happy.

“Massster, that feelsss ssso good.”

He rubbed his arms and tried to work the blood back into his extremities. “Yeah. Definitely beats the cold.”

Magesight active, he looked about and confirmed the intense Fireball had overwhelmed Estrial’s spell. The last dregs of the frost magic disintegrated around them as he watched. A twenty-foot wide expanse of grass had charred, and several small trees and bushes crackled and burned.

“Are you okay here? I want to go after Estrial,” he said.

Sthuza rose from where she had huddled within her coils and nodded. “Yesss, ssso warm,” she sighed. Her tail uncoiled languidly, and she reached into a pouch.

Gabriel stood and started after the sorceress on stiff legs. He grinned at the large gorgon who slithered closer to a burning log and settled down to treat her injuries. Despite the chill, her four hands were steady as she pulled out a roll of clean cloth, several unguent jars, and a steel vial.

The sense of being watched that he felt earlier, right as they ambushed the adventurers, cut away, and he realized they had another potential foe.

That had to be scrying. And it feels just like before, so I doubt it was Estrial.

He checked his other bonds again and sensed they were safe but worried about him, then turned his attention to his Minions.

Instinctively, he knew Gwen was fine, but Kestria had suffered from the icy blast, so he decided to let her and Sathru rest. With a simple thought, he resummoned the wolf drake. “Want to help me track that elf down?”

Gwen bobbed her head, tongue lolling. She sniffed around a few times then sprinted north. Gabriel ran after her as fast as he could.

His body ached, and he struggled against the desire to stop. His muscles cramped, frostbitten skin burned, and his regeneration continued to aggravate what felt like every nerve.

◆◆◆

Maybe a minute later, he felt Gwen reaching out to him. The connection he shared with his Minions was different than what he had with his bonded. Still, he knew the wolf drake wanted his attention.

Gabriel paused and reached out through their bond. Gwen’s vision superimposed with his own sight. The wolf drake slunk through vibrant greenery, muzzle low to the ground.

Trying to make sense of what she was looking at, he froze when a green-and-brown shape shifted deeper in the forest. Another stepped into view, and he realized Gwen was spying on a group of orcs.

The muscular humanoids stomped about, clubs and axes raised high. One growled and gestured, then four more rushed past.

Gwen turned her head, and Gabriel cursed when he spotted Estrial in their midst.

The elven sorceress lay on the ground, surrounded by at least a dozen unmoving orcs. Several of the green-skinned monsters were clearly dead, their bodies torn asunder or impaled to nearby trees. Ice Javelins were strewn about the area, and two heavily muscled male orcs staggered away from the grisly spectacle.

More voices spoke, and Gabriel growled in annoyance.

Wish I’d learned Orcish.

The moment he thought that, he turned his attention back to the Interface.

I don’t know more than three curses in Orcish, but maybe I can add some ranks?

He brought the green-and-black display up and searched through until it shifted to Skills. To his surprise, he had four languages listed beneath. Unfortunately, Orcish was not one of them.

Languages:

Common: 95

Elvish: 33

Archaic Arcane: 12

Infernal: 4

Damn.

Even as he sighed, a thought occurred to him.

He had gained Regeneration from bonding Reyna, so he focused on the idea of learning the languages his bonded knew.

Available Languages

Gothic Nordari

Nagiese

Draconic

Hellish

Dwarven

Orcish

Felias

The list continued with several tongues he had never even heard of, but Gabriel ignored them. He dumped ten Soul Essence into Orcish then returned his attention to the orcs.

“You have no right! I already claimed the corrupted one,” a limping male said. “We were the bravest. While the elders cowered in fear of bright lights, my brothers rushed to challenge her. They fell to her foul magics, but I knocked her out.”

A larger orc pushed through the first group and glared down at the wounded one. “I don’t care what you or these other weaklings claim. Had you waited for the true warriors, none would have died to the knife-ear.”

He turned to where six more armed and armored orcs pushed through the underbrush. “I claim this bitch. After I finish with her, I share her with the other warriors. Only fate fit for a knife-ear.”

Several orcs shouted as one, and Gabriel couldn’t understand them. They kept arguing until an even larger orc slipped through the group.

Half a foot taller than any of the others, this broad orc stood well over seven feet tall. A thick black beard covered much of his otherwise bare chest, and his leather pants appeared painted onto his muscular legs. He raised a gnarled yew staff, and all of the others went silent.

“There will be no playing with the female. She slew many of our brethren with her magic. It is too dangerous to keep her as a pet. I will not see her claim another of our kin,” he declared.

The second-largest orc stepped forward and flashed white fangs. “Then what we do with her?”

“Bind and restrain her until I can prepare the other shamans. We will use her mana-rich soul to fuel a great ritual,” the bearded orc said.

Seven more orcs approached the group. These wore crude gambesons with patchwork furs and carried bare steel. Most of them thrust their weapons toward the sky and cheered at his words. The one who asked the question huffed and turned away.

The huge orc shaman pointed at Estrial and barked quick orders. Gabriel struggled to decipher the rapid words, then flinched back when two smaller orcs brought their weapons down on her extremities.

Estrial woke up screaming when crude iron hammers crushed her feet. She cried out in Elvish, splitting her words between pleading for mercy and warning of their oncoming doom.

The orcs laughed and leered at the crying elf. Two of them held her arms in place as the hammers came down again.

Gabriel felt sick at the scene, so he pulled his senses from Gwenaelle.

‘Come on back,’ he sent to the wolf drake.

“Well, that’s a complication.” He sighed and started back to where he had left Sthuza.

“Massster,” she called out when he stepped into view. “I am ssso sssorry for my irresssponsssible actionsss.” Taller than him, she lowered her gaze to the ground, even her head-snakes unwilling to meet his gaze.

“I’m not mad, Sthuza. Though I was a little surprised to see your new form.”

Save for her head-snakes, the gorgon looked much like the depictions of naga that he had seen in the Academy. Her four arms appeared to be larger, more defined versions of her normal pair. Patches of sticky green unguent covered the numerous wounds Estrial had inflicted on his Prime.

Nude save for her belt, pouches, and the stretched black fabric barely able to contain her breasts, the gorgon shimmied back and forth, her tail flicking in time.

“I let my anger at how Estrial betrayed you get the better of me, Master. I must apologize,” she said, speaking to the ground.

“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked. He studied her head-snakes and gently brushed their bond, looking for any clues to her mental state.

As before, he was blocked from connecting with her. It felt like running into a solid stone wall, so he sighed and released his attempt.

Ask her about it later. We’ve got enough to worry about right now.

“I… I am unsure, Master. When I saw that foul woman, my mind leapt back to what happened with Mistress Iylara… To Nagirrek’s betrayal.”

Though his legs still ached, Gabriel walked over to stand before his now enormous Prime. He reached out and clasped her pointed chin. With the slightest pressure, he lifted her face until she met his gaze. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Sthuza blinked bloodshot emerald eyes, and her lips twitched several times, but one of her head-snakes nodded. She noticed when his attention flicked to the independent serpent, and she turned to glare at it.

Despite the situation, Gabriel chuckled, and Sthuza froze. He shook his head, leaned in, and wrapped his arms around her muscular waist. “Relax, my Prime. I was laughing at your little friend.”

Sthuza returned his hug with four arms, engulfing him with her powerful build. She held him close for a moment, then sighed and pushed him back far enough to meet his gaze. She narrowed her eyes at him, and her slender tongue peeked out between dark-green lips. “I… think I might like to talk about it, Master, but not right now. Estrial escaped… because of me.”

Gabriel sighed. “Not exactly.”

Several of her head-snakes tilted to the left in a move that reminded him of Cindra. “What does that mean?”

“She ran headfirst into an orc tribe. Looked pretty sizable. With us all spread out, I wasn’t willing to try my hand against them,” Gabriel said. “I spent some Essence and unlocked enough Orcish to listen in. They took her alive but crushed her hands and feet.”

Sthuza nodded but frowned, her head-snakes mirroring the motion. “I am glad you did not charge in alone, Master. And while I hate the foul woman for her betrayal, I do not like leaving her to be their plaything.”

Gabriel shook his head. “One of the orcs wanted to abuse her, but this bearded shaman said she was too dangerous, so they’re going to use her in a ritual.”

Sthuza’s eyes widened. Her large, scaled form shook with laughter. “Oh, that isss rich. She now facccesss much the sssame fate she inflicted on you.”

“Yeah, but we still need the crystal. If it’s on her, we’ll have to take it from the orcs. Given her behavior and that last attack on Meri, I think they already sold it. Which means she may be our only lead on the buyer.”

Sthuza nodded. “A valid concern, Master. But first, we must return to your other bonded. I trust that you have sensed their safety since you appear unworried.”

Grinning, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know the details, but I could tell they’re fine. They haven’t moved from where we ambushed the party.”

“Very well then. Shall I lead the way?” she asked. There was a hesitation in her voice that reminded him of when they first bonded.

She’s afraid I’ll find her true form repulsive. Silly gorgon.

Gabriel smirked and grasped her chin again. He pulled her head down and kissed her dark-green lips.

The gorgon gasped then pressed in closer, her large, toned body cool and firm against him.

When her lips parted, he slipped his tongue into her mouth. Other than the fact she was now taller than him, the only change was her elongated fangs.

Sthuza wrapped four powerful arms about him, holding him close as they kissed.

The entire time, Gabriel flooded their bond with his complete acceptance and love for his Prime. He forced her to sense his enjoyment of their embrace until he was sure she had gotten the message.

When she broke the kiss and pulled back to stare at him, her face flushed, he smirked. “Please lead the way, my love. That’ll give me time to memorize your lovely figure.”

Sthuza’s cheeks heated further, but her dark lips spread into a slight smile.

She’s still beautiful. Though, she’s got to outweigh Cindra by… a lot.

He thought back to how badly he had handled that topic with the lovable hellhound.

Never going to bring that up.


Chapter Forty-Three










Cindra was the first to notice their return.

“Ooo! Packmaster’s back!” The hellhound leapt up from where she knelt between Dresk and Derek, pinning the bloody twins.

“Hey, don’t let go,” Reyna growled darkly. The furry lycan snarled and lunged at Dresk when the man began to crawl away.

Cindra flashed a bloody smile at Gabriel and shivered as she fought against her instinct to tackle him. She flicked her gray tail and squatted down between the two men.

Derek moaned and kicked, but she pinned his legs again as Reyna loomed over his brother.

“What is going on?” Gabriel asked.

The horses neighed and tugged at their reins when Sthuza slithered out of the woods, but someone had tied them all to a cluster of small trees. Brynja stepped closer and stroked their heads and flanks, soothing them.

“All of your foes lay defeated, my lord,” Brynja said from amidst the horses. “Before you arrived, my ferocious battle sister was interrogating the foul-mouthed men.” She continued to soothe the horses as she spoke but glanced over to the tree Sthuza had slammed Torrik against.

The armored dwarf sat back against the thick trunk. He had discarded his helmet, and his beard was soaked with blood. His imposing vanguard plate armor was dented and scarred.

A deep depression in the thick breastplate and the way his left arm hung limp at his side made it obvious Torrik had not fared well against Brynja. His good hand was pressed tight against his inner thigh, blood seeping between his fingers.

I’m amazed he’s still alive. The left side of his chest must be caved in.

The dwarf noticed their arrival and gave Gabriel a slight nod. “The lass didn’t make it?”

Sthuza flinched at his words, then rose up to her full height. She slithered closer to Gabriel, and he reached out to capture her lower right hand. He squeezed gently, and she responded, her grip almost crushing his.

‘It’s all right, my Prime. Torrik was a decent sort. There’s no need to hate him. And given how much blood he’s still losing, he’s not going to survive much longer.’

‘Of course, Master.’

Gabriel turned to face the battered dwarf. “Estrial fled straight into a tribe of orcs.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “it… didn’t go well for her.”

Torrik’s pale face drooped, and he muttered a curse in Dwarven. He stared down at his bloody lap, and Gabriel left him alone for the moment.

“Packmaster want to help punish the bad guys?” Cindra asked.

Gabriel walked over to the muscular hellhound, then winced after he got close enough to make out the details of the horrific spectacle that was Dresk and Derek.

Both men stared up at him with wide eyes, though the latter had only one. Blood oozed from claw marks across his right eye socket, and Gabriel suspected the wound had been inflicted after the battle. A greenish splatter on his cheek hinted at the liberal use of bloodslow powder.

‘They did serve a role in the loss of Miss Reyna’s sister, Master,’ Sthuza sent. The slight heat in her mind-voice reminded him of her own disturbing past.

‘Yeah, I don’t know if this will help her, but… I can’t tell her to stop,’ Gabriel replied. He met the one-eyed man’s gaze with an impassive face.

“Gabriel? Is that really you? Please, make them stop,” Derek whimpered. The cruel tone he had used not even two weeks ago when he had mocked Gabriel was gone.

Turning away, Gabriel stared at the other twin. Dresk’s brown eyes widened, and the mangled man opened his mouth but only moaned wordlessly.

It took a second for Gabriel to realize someone had cut the arrogant adventurer’s tongue out, and he swallowed instinctively.

He glanced to Reyna, and the short lycan flashed a feral, half-crazed grin. “Boobs has been helping me. I did most of the tearing, though she ripped this little shit’s tongue out after he said something disparaging about yer dick.”

Looking to Cindra, Gabriel snorted.

“Grouchy Panties didn’t like what he said either. She cut off his—”

Reyna spun and covered the larger woman’s mouth with two very bloody hands. She bared her fangs and hissed. “You don’t got to tell him everything, Boobs.”

“Please, Gabriel, I’m sorry. It was all Estrial’s idea,” Derek said. “She came up with everything. Hells, me and Dresk didn’t know the ritual was going to be like that. I swear—”

“Oi,” Torrik called. “Shut yer lying mouth, you spineless cockscab.” The dwarf sprayed blood as he spoke and punctuated his words with a wet cough. “We all knew what we were about. You wanted the gold same as the rest of us.”

Eye wide, Derek shook his head in desperation. “No, he’s lying. You can’t trust a fucking dwarf. They’ll betray anyone that’s not one of them.”

“Save your breath, Derek,” Gabriel said, his voice cold and hard. “You and your brother were the only ones to mock me, remember?”

“See, Boobs, told ya it was these two. Now hold that cheese-dicked shitstain still. I wanna see if I can make him eat his—”

“Master,” Sthuza called out.

Gabriel tuned out the angry werebadger’s dark words and turned back to his Prime. “Something wrong?”

“Not as such, but we have yet to recover the Domain Crystal. Lady Merideva’s time is limited, and I fear my carelessness may have cost us dearly.”

Torrik gave a wet chuckle. “So you came for the gem, not revenge?”

Gabriel moved to stand near the dying dwarf. “Yes. Someone very special saved my soul, but she needs that crystal. If you haven’t already figured it out, I got a second chance, and it’s gone much better than my first.

“Honestly, I was willing to forget about all of you, but you stole something important from Meri.”

Torrik nodded weakly. His eyes glanced toward the twins and back to Gabriel. “Is… is it true? What the wee lass said about her sister?”

Staring down at him, Gabriel nodded. “Yes. Some scum back in Stillcrest abducted her sister and sold her to those two assholes a few months ago. I think they’re about the only ones involved we haven’t killed. Yet.”

“I told Estrial it didn’t make no sense, that feisty lass ambushing us out of the blue. Even werebadgers won’t attack like that unless provoked.” The dwarf sighed. “It don’t mean much, I know, but I’m sorry for my part in that.”

“Your part in what?” Gabriel asked.

Torrik tilted his head in Reyna’s direction. “I was the one that knocked the fight out of her. Pumice and sand, she’d probably have killed at least one of ‘em if I hadn’t stepped in. If I’d known why she attacked, I’d have helped her instead.”

Gabriel glanced over to the werebadger and noticed her rigid posture. He reached out through their bond and confirmed his suspicion.

Reyna had heard. She had heard, and she believed the dwarf. A slight tremor shook her furry shoulders, and Cindra reached over to hug her.

“Packmaster helped Grouchy Panties catch the ones who hurt your sister. It’s going to be okay now. Pack watches out for each other.”

Reyna sniffled and rested her head on the hellhound’s thick arm. “Thanks, Boobs,” she muttered.

Turning her head slightly, Cindra caught Gabriel’s gaze and flashed her cherubic smile.

Footsteps drew his attention, and he found Brynja standing at his side. She retracted her ornate winged helmet and looked down to Torrik. “You did not knowingly support their foul acts?”

The dwarf coughed, more blood leaked into his beard, and he nodded. “I’ve done a lot of bad things since me clan fell, but I’ve never engaged in the flesh trade. Only reason I could stomach them selling that one off to that dishonorable cur, Alberik, was the fact she attacked us like a rabid animal.”

Brynja gave a single graceful nod but continued to stare down at him.

“Wait,” Torrik muttered. “You said those two are the last left, but if the lass was telling the truth, you need to deal with that rotten baron. Don’t ya?”

Reyna sniffled again but chuckled darkly. “Nah, that cum-snorting hemorrhoid was the first one this big-dicked brute dealt with. Snakes even helped me steal his damn soul.”

Torrik’s bushy eyebrows rose almost to his hairline, and he stared at the smug lycan.

Sthuza slithered over and coiled her massive tail at Gabriel’s side. She glared down at the dwarf. “The only reason you will not suffer the same fate is the fact Master offered that S-Crystal to Miss Reyna. I had one prepared for each member of your party, but… the baron was also responsible for Master’s fate. So your crystal was used to capture that noble’s heinous soul instead.”

The dwarf’s mouth worked silently, and the twins both wailed. Derek started to speak, but Cindra kicked him in the chest. The blow flipped him over, and he landed face down in the dirt.

“So, you did plan a bit of revenge then, lad?”

“Not him,” Sthuza said. “I took great umbrage with your foul betrayal and felt it only proper to punish each of you.”

“There’s a hundred questions I can think of, lad,” Torrik said as his eyes flicked back and forth among all of the beautiful monster girls. “But, I don’t imagine I’d live long enough to ask ‘em all. So could ya answer me this one? Are you happy with the life ya have now?”

Gabriel heard Sthuza inhale sharply, and he reached over to clasp one of her left hands. “Definitely. Like I said, if not for the Domain Crystal, I’d have been happy to stay back in the dungeon and never see any of you again. That ritual was excruciating, but I’d go through it again in a heartbeat to find my new fa—my Pack.”

The joy and love that flowed from all of his bonds threatened to overwhelm him. Sthuza wiggled closer, her scaled bulk almost knocking him over. He got the impression Cindra was a hair’s breadth from bending over and asking him to mount her on the spot.

Torrik flashed a bloody, lopsided grin. “That’s good to hear, lad. Ya deserved better than what we did to you.”

“Does Estrial have the Domain Crystal?” Sthuza asked before Gabriel could reply.

“Nah, we sold it yesterday.”

The gorgon frowned, the expression intense and sinister on her sharper face.

“Hah, you went through all of this for nothing, fool,” Derek crowed. He had rolled onto his back and looked toward Gabriel. “But, if you call your disgusting whores off, I might be willing to tell you who we sold it to.”

“Uh-oh, Packmaster won’t like that,” Cindra said in an amused tone. The bloody human glared up at the hellhound, but she only grinned.

“The fu—”

This time it was Reyna who kicked the loudmouthed adventurer in the face. Derek flipped over again and screamed as her sharp claws shredded his cheek.

“You’ve got to be the stupidest flaccid cockwaffle I’ve ever met. Snakes already told ya we’re stealing your souls, but no… that’s not enough. You’ve got to run your damn mouth and piss off the walking fuck monster.”

The lycan gave a little shiver from where she stood next to Cindra. “You should have seen what he did to that mouthy guard captain back in the castle,” Reyna continued. “Hells, I don’t actually know what he did, but the little shit screamed himself hoarse and clawed his own eyes out.”

“Stupid mutt,” Derek growled. “We’re humans. You can’t put a human soul in an S-Crystal.”

All of Gabriel’s bonded laughed at the man’s naive words. Gabriel shook his head and met Torrik’s pale-faced gaze.

“Your ‘Meri’ is the stuff of legends, ain’t she?” he asked.

Gabriel nodded. “Yes.”

Reyna kicked Derek again, and he whimpered in pain.

“Don’t listen to that coward, lad. Ain’t none of us that knew the buyer, ‘cept Estrial. Yo-you’ll have to catch up to her before those orcs finish with her. All I can tell ya is he was a smug asshole mage with a bunch of other adventurers. Wore a Mithril tag, so…”

The sense of dread that had been building within Gabriel since the last attack on Merideva grew even further.

‘That could be a serious problem,’ he sent to his Prime.

‘Yes, Master, but we will find a way. I will not fail you again.’

‘You didn’t “fail me” at all. But we’re going to have a serious fight if we have to take on those orcs and a Mithril mage.’

‘Perhaps you should send one of your Minions to scout out the orcs while we finish up with these three?’

Gabriel nodded, already shifting his focus to where he could sense his Minions. Kestria and Gwenaelle seemed eager to serve, and he summoned the pair. He got the impression Sathru was distracted, and he could only vaguely detect Kuterug at all.

His bonded and the dwarf turned to stare when the kobold and wolf drake appeared before Gabriel, but he ignored them as he instructed the pair. Once they took off, Kestria again mounted, he turned back to the others.

“If that gem was worth so much, where’s your loot,” Reyna asked.

Torrik snorted then was wracked by a coughing fit. “We weren’t keen to walk about with twenty thousand gold on us, lass. We met up with the arrogant prick in Crossing. He transferred the money to our vaults.”

Sthuza clenched Gabriel’s hand until it was all he could do not to scream. Her head-snakes hissed, and she frowned when one dropped down to stare at her. She glanced at his hand and released him, her face a dark green.

‘My apologies, I did not mean to hurt you, Master.’

‘It’s okay. I’m fine.’

Torrik spat up a hunk of bloody mucus. “Lad, I’ve no right, but I’m asking anyway. If you can get to the lass in time, could you find it in yer heart to show her a little mercy?”

Sthuza hissed angrily. She started toward the dwarf, but Gabriel held tight to her hand. Pausing, she turned back to him, and her expression softened.

Reyna snickered. “Shouldn’t you be begging mercy for your own ass?”

Torrik struggled to shake his head. “I regretted our plan even before we betrayed ya, lad. But I made peace with me flaws. Estrial’s been torn up ever since we left the dungeon.”

He paused to cough wetly before continuing, “She’s been seeing ghosts, and I doubt she’s caught more than an hour’s sleep since.”

“And you think thisss isss sssufficent punishment for what she did to Massster?”

The dwarf leaned back from the enraged gorgon as best he could. Still, he met her gaze with unflinching eyes. “We betrayed him, and now we’re paying for it. I’m not saying to forget. Just… she didn’t do it solely for money. Unlike me and those two.”

“I’ll consider,” Gabriel said. “But it’s a moot point unless we get to her in time.”

Reyna glanced toward the squirming, blood-covered twins. “D-do we have to leave right away?”

“Sthuza, would you help her with the S-Crystals.”

“Of course, Master,” the gorgon said. She glided across the road to where his other bonded held Dresk and Derek. “It will only take a few minutes. If you would be so kind, Miss Reyna.”

The werebadger glanced between Gabriel and Sthuza, then nodded. “Sure… thanks.”

Sthuza flashed a tender smile that seemed strangely at odds with her more monstrous appearance. Cindra stared at her until Gabriel cleared his throat.

“Why don’t you come over here,” he said. The hellhound practically leapt to his side, and she picked him up in a crushing embrace.

“Does Packmaster still love Snakey even though she’s so big?” Cindra whispered in his ear.

Gabriel wrapped his arms around her, one hand stroking her back. “Of course I do. I love you both. Now put me down before you snap me in half.”

Cindra blushed, but her smile was bright as she returned him to his feet. He glanced down to find Torrik looking up at him with a sad smile.

“Love’s a wonderful or terrible thing, lad. Don’t screw it up like I did.”

“Do you have any Divine Favors saved up?” Gabriel asked.

Torrik licked his bloody lips, then shrugged and wiped his face with his right hand. “I had one… long ago. Back when I was a foreman. I-I’ve done a lot of things since them days. D-don’t know if the Forge Father will forgive me.”

“I can’t speak for any gods, but I forgive you. I would never have met any of these women if not for what happened. Go in peace, Torrik.”

“Thank you, lad. If I do get another chance, mayhaps I’ll see you again.”

Cindra tilted her head and stared at the dwarf. He broke out in another coughing fit, then grew quiet. Blood seeped out around the cloth, no longer being pressed to his thigh.

“He was much nicer than the other two. They insulted Packsister, but he said nice things about Birdsister, even after she beat him.”

Gabriel held Torrik’s gaze until the bloody dwarf’s eyes lost focus.

“I didn’t know him for long, but he treated me well even up to the end. Hells, he saved my life at least twice during that delve.”

Derek moaned, but Reyna growled and kicked him again. “Shut your stupid mouth and let Snakes work. Fucker’s trying to have a poignant moment over there.”

Cindra squeezed Gabriel with one arm, and he leaned over to kiss her cheek. He turned to Brynja and beckoned her over. “Would you two help me while Sthuza and Reyna finish up? I’d like to give him a decent burial. The wolves can have those two, but…”

“I would be honored, my lord. He was a respectable opponent.”

“Thanks,” Gabriel replied. “But, like I already said, you really don’t have to call me Lord, or Master, or anything like that. Gabriel is fine.”

The valkyrie smiled, but her eyes darted to Cindra, then Sthuza.

He sighed. “Okay, yeah, but they do that because they want to. If it’s important to you, just call me whatever you’re comfortable with.”

“Pa-Gabriel wants Cindra to not say Packmaster?” the hellhound whispered.

He shook his head then kissed her cheek again. “No, silly pup, I’m perfectly fine being ‘Packmaster’ if that’s what you prefer.”

Cindra beamed at him and tried to pull him in for a full kiss.

Laughing, he twisted his head to the side. “But I’m not letting your tongue anywhere near my face until you clean up. Pretty sure that’s not your blood all over your lips.”

She flashed a goofy grin, and Brynja let out a girlish giggle. They both turned to see her blushing.

“Anyway, let’s get to work. After this, we’ve got to rescue Estrial from a bunch of orcs.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel had been a little worried about how they would dig a hole to bury the dwarf in. He shouldn’t have been. Once Cindra shifted to her canine form, it took her less than five minutes to dig one large enough for Torrik.

He felt odd about stripping the dead adventurer of his gear, so they compromised and took Torrik’s pack and the belt pouches around his waist.

By the time they finished and Cindra filled the hole in, Sthuza and Reyna approached. Behind them, the battered corpses of the twins lay still. From the scattered gear around them, it was obvious Reyna had stripped them of any valuables.

Gabriel was a little concerned about the extra bags until he remembered they now had nine horses. Cindra rushed over in her canine form, and they were packed up soon after.

After all my worrying, they didn’t pose much of a challenge.

“So we’re gonna attack an entire tribe of orcs and try to rescue the woman who betrayed and murdered you then stole the crystal from Meri?” Reyna asked.

“Packmaster should use more tracking magic to find crystal. Then Pack can ignore elf bitch,” Cindra said.

Sthuza shook her head. “Without the mage’s name, any tracking attempt will be too hard to be practical. I see no alternative save for us to recover the traitorous elf and extract his name from her.”

“Then why are we waiting here?” Reyna asked. The werebadger stared down at the two S-Crystals in her left hand. She had clutched them tight ever since she and Sthuza bound the twins’ souls into the enchanted gems.

‘We’ve got to keep a watch on Reyna. Especially after last night. I’m not sure I like that look in her eyes.’

‘I will be on the lookout, Master. Hopefully, she will accept the vengeance you gave her and find peace.’

“We’re waiting to hear back from Kestria and Gwen,” Gabriel said.

“But shouldn’t we hurry and get in there? Those fucking brutes will…” Reyna trailed off and growled. The dark look in her amber eyes hardened, and Gabriel knew she was thinking of Raeya again.

“From what I overhead, their leader declared her too dangerous to ‘play with,’” Gabriel said. “The shaman intends to use her for some ritual magic.”

“She’ll end up dead though, right?” Reyna asked. “So we still need to get her ass out before they finish their creepy magic bullshit.”

Sthuza shook her head. “It is not so simple, Miss Reyna. Based on what Master saw, there are dozens of orc warriors. And, as far as the rush, I suspect the shamans will wait until the full moon. Which is tomorrow night.”

Reyna scowled at the mention of the moon but nodded.

‘War Chief, we have finished scouting,’ Kestria sent.

‘What did you find?’

‘Kestria counts eighty-five orcs. Expect a few unseen. They dragged elf into biggest hut. Many guards.’

‘Okay, thanks,’ Gabriel replied before returning his attention to his bonded.

“A report from Kestria?” Sthuza asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, she saw over eighty orcs.”

The gorgon frowned, and Reyna snorted, shaking her head.

“That’s not as bad as we faced in the castle. Got another big explosion in ya?” Reyna asked, her amber eyes boring into Gabriel.

His thoughts shifted back to the dozens he killed during their assault, and he sighed. “Not sure the same tactic will work here. Most of the guards were stationed in the barracks, and we caught them before they could escape. The orc village is more spread out.”

Sthuza nodded. “Yes, but a similar ploy should work here, if you are comfortable with it, Master.”

He studied the gorgon’s face for several seconds. Seeing nothing but honest concern, he considered her suggestion thoroughly. “You’re thinking we lure them into one place, and I try to catch as many as I can with a single spell?”

Again, she nodded. “Precisely. Brynja and Miss Reyna can serve to defend you during your spellcasting. If you use another Fireball, it should be safe to target Cindra as you did before, though….”

Reyna stared impatiently at the massive gorgon for several seconds. “Though what? Ya overgrown garden snake.”

Sthuza glanced to the lycan, and her tongue darted out, tasting the air. “It is likely that the orcs will be less resistant to magical attacks than the baron’s guards. With his increased power, Master could likely target and strike any of them with great accuracy. Much like he did when we faced those bandits.”

“Oh, right, ya nailed that cum-gargling ass maggot right between the eyes,” Reyna said, snickering. “If you can aim spells that well, why not do it more often? Could have taken that summoner bitch down a lot faster.”

“Accuracy with magic varies,” Gabriel replied. “There are spells targeted by eyesight which function much like an arrow, or your sling bullets, and there are spells targeted through the Weave of Creation.”

“How the hells does that answer my question?” Reyna grumbled.

Sthuza smirked. “Master struck that bandit with a spell he directed at the concept of the bandit. The stronger one’s Soul and their innate resistance to the alteration of their reality, the harder they are to attack accurately in such a fashion.

“That is why Master made no attempt to attack Tobias directly when we assaulted the castle. As the baron’s most powerful mage, he would have had far greater resistance to overcome, possibly enough to cause the spell to veer off target or unravel it outright. On top of that, we suspected Tobias possessed substantial protection against magical attacks. As was proven when he survived that hellish Fireball.

“Instead, Master targeted Cindra. Due to the strength of their bond, he was easily able to anchor the Fireball to her, allowing him to focus his effort on enhancing its raw power.”

Reyna snickered. “Good call then. That blast was fucking insane.”

“Do you need time to prepare your magic before we march on the orcs… Gabriel?” Brynja asked.
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He shook his head. “No, we should go ahead and strike. We’re finished here, so there’s no reason to waste any more time. I like the Fireball idea, but we don’t really need to kill them all. We just need to recover Estrial.”

“I agree, Master. Even if the shaman intends to wait, there is no guarantee she will survive the night. After all, they will not heal her. If Estrial suffered internal injuries, she could bleed out before their ritual.”

“So let’s go kick some green asses,” Reyna declared.

She stomped over to where they had left the loot from Torrik and the twins. Several packs lay piled together. She dug through them for a moment and pulled a few potions, which she pocketed.

Gabriel grinned at his Prime and stood. “It’s not more than a mile, maybe two. I’ll send Kestria and Gwen around to their rear. If they can cause a distraction, that should help spread the orcs out.”

Before Gabriel could focus the command to his Minions, he felt a surge of eagerness from Sathru.

‘You want to join them?’

‘Yes, Chief. My wounds are tended. The tribe must fight,’ Sathru sent.

‘If you’re sure.’

“I’ll send Sathru to help them distract the orcs.” Without waiting, he summoned her. His bonded turned to stare at the wounded kobold.

Her left side was a mess of tarry green paste and rough cloth bandages. While her wounded arm was strapped to her chest, Sathru held a short spear in her right hand. The kobold looked tiny before Sthuza’s massive form, but they stared at each other for a long second. Then Sthuza nodded, and Sathru flashed an oversized smile.

“Yay, second crunchy chew toy’s back.”

Several head-snakes hissed with laughter at the hellhound’s excitement, and Gabriel chuckled as everyone started toward Reyna. The werebadger grinned then pushed her way deeper into the woods.


Chapter Forty-Four










It took barely fifteen minutes for Gabriel and his bonded to sneak up to the orc village. Hidden in the thick brush, they watched as dozens of orcs argued and ate.

Several smaller orcs carried large pots of stew and platters of roast meat out to the horde of rowdy orcs near a roaring bonfire. Males and females vied, yelled, fought, and ate. More than a few rushed through their meals and began to pair off and mate.

Shoddy log cabins and weather-beaten yurts made up most of the orc village. Among them, Gabriel spotted two crude stone structures.

Gabriel leaned in close to Brynja and Cindra. The pair listened intently as he went over their rather basic plan.

Brynja would rush in first and draw most of the orcs, while Cindra spread out from her and served to split some off. The rest of them would work on picking off the stragglers to keep the pair from being overwhelmed.

‘You are going to be fine this time, right?’ he sent to Sthuza.

He felt the gorgon’s shame and embarrassment at the reminder of her reckless charge last time, but she nodded. One of her head-snakes met Gabriel’s gaze then rolled its tiny emerald eyes.

‘It was a momentary weakness, Master. It will not happen again.’

‘I just want you to be careful, Sthuza. You’re important to me, and I don’t like seeing you hurt.’

Gabriel drew his mithril sword and began to form a Haste spell, anchoring a thread of it to each of his companions. He had grown to value the magic greatly given how much it aided his bonded.

‘This’ll work for now, but I need to spend a few months studying combat magic. I could do a lot more to support you ladies if I knew more battle spells.’

‘A fine idea, Master. Perhaps we should return to my lair and check my library. Wizardry was never a passion of mine, but I believe I had a few spellbooks there.’

He nodded then pulled on his pool. Mana flowed into the nascent spell construct, and the glyphs flared into being.

Cindra roared, and Brynja dashed forward. The valkyrie was four steps ahead of Cindra by the time she reached the first orc.

The firelight glinted off her mithril spear as she thrust at the green monster. Her strike took the brute in the neck before he turned fully to face her.

Blood sprayed, and the surrounding orcs let out whooping battle cries. They grabbed nearby weapons and charged the heavily armored valkyrie.

Cindra roared again and brought her adamantite sword down on a female orc who was even taller than her. The orc warrior tried to block with a stout wood shield, but Cindra’s blow cleaved through the barrier, the orc’s arm, and her skull.

Another orc rushed the hellhound before she could recover, but a black arrow darted in and struck the male’s unarmored chest. It sank to the fletchings, and he collapsed at Cindra’s feet.

“Thanks, Snakey!”

Haste spell almost complete, Gabriel grinned at the silly hellhound and focused on his magic. The glyphs solidified faster than before, and he completed the spell circle then released it.

Seems I’m still improving. Will be interesting to see how long this growth continues.

Again his body shivered as the world around him seemed to slow. He spotted the telltale blue glow flicker across his bonded, but there appeared to be less wasted mana leaking out.

Already swift despite her enormous vanguard armor, Brynja blurred into motion. She shield rushed a squat orc female with breasts the size of Cindra’s. The heavy monster staggered back but countered with a bronze ax.

The valkyrie twisted away from the blow, then thrust her spear past her attacker. Its lethal tip tore through a male’s forehead. She retracted her blade before his corpse could fall and cocked her shield arm.

The female launched another heavy strike which caught Brynja on her spear arm. Her vambrace deflected it, and she punched out with the rim of her shield. It crushed the woman’s throat. In an instant, the valkyrie rushed forward to face a trio of armored orcs.

Trust them to do their part.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Reyna tearing into a pair of orcs who were almost as small as she was. As usual, she was a whirling flurry of curved blades and profanity. She interwove lurid insults with wordless screeches, but she looked to be defending herself better than usual.

An arrow flashed by and dropped one of her foes. She snarled again but kept fighting.

On the other side of the village, Gwenaelle roared and leapt at a muscular warrior. As she tackled the brute in a flurry of claws and fangs, Kestria stabbed another with Yesera’s spear from her place on Gwen’s back.

Looks like they’re doing fine over there.

Gabriel prepared to cast an Aetheric Missiles, then paused and chewed his lip.

‘I’m going to try some of those wands we got. The spells are too weak to be useful against a mage, but they should work here.’

‘An excellent idea, Master. Once Lady Merideva is fully established, we will have plenty with which to supplement your magic. This is a good opportunity to practice.’

Releasing the tiny sliver of mana he had harnessed, Gabriel shifted his arcane conduit to his offhand and drew a gold-etched, quartz wand looted from Jessandra. He aimed it toward a group of orcs off to his left.

Four burly orcs males and an even larger female held thick longbows. The woman was the first to nock an arrow, and he sighted in on her.

Remember, wands fire in a straight line. Have to watch out for friendlies.

Gabriel reached out and confirmed that none of his Minions were in the life of fire. All three were together and well off to his left.

The female orc drew her string back, so he triggered the wand. A brilliant Firebolt manifested before him.

It streaked across the open field and took the large female in the chest.

She screamed and dropped her bow, the arrow striking the dirt before her. Smoke rose from the scorched crater blasted through her rough tunic, and she collapsed to the ground.

Two more orc archers drew back their bows, so Gabriel took aim at the next one. Just in case, he sent a brief impression of his target to Sthuza.

He concentrated on the wand and fired again. This time, two of the flaming rays shot out in quick succession. They both struck his target, and the orc fell, his broad torso a charred ruin.

His partner took aim at Gabriel, and the DM felt a brief flicker of fear. Then one of Sthuza’s arrows clipped the orc’s bowstring and sank halfway through his skull.

Sthuza’s target collapsed without a whisper, and Gabriel snorted.

‘Show off.’

‘Only for you, Master. With so many beautiful women around you, I cannot let you forget about me.’

Gabriel turned to his Prime and smiled. Though she was bigger than Cindra now, her head raised over seven feet high, she still held the same sinuous grace and beauty.

Her form was flawless as she drew, nocked, and loosed black arrow after black arrow.

It’s a good thing that bow has such a high draw weight. Even so, it looks tiny in her hands. Though… could she use two at a time since she has four arms?

Gabriel shook himself and looked to where the others fought.

Over a dozen orcs lay strewn about Brynja. The valkyrie shieldmaiden spun and twirled her spear about as though dancing. She had discarded her shield at some point, but none of the orcs landed any meaningful strikes.

Six hulking brutes in crude but rugged gambesons and mail formed a semicircle before her. They carried thick-shafted spears and jabbed relentlessly at the heavily armored woman. But even as the seconds passed, none of them scored more than minor glancing blows.

‘I doubt any of these guys could hurt her through that armor, yet she avoids or minimizes each blow.’

‘Yes, Master. And remember, even on top of her skill and mithril armor, she is a Reinforcement focused adept. I believe she is using it on her spear and legs currently.’

Gabriel blinked his eyes and triggered Magesight. Sthuza was correct. A minor glow about the valkyrie’s legs and the full length of her ornate spear indicated the active mana reinforcing both. He concentrated for a second and almost blinded himself when he focused on the intense enchantment of her equipment.

‘Her spear is imbued with even more magic than my sword.’

‘She did mention her mother rules the Dragonspine Aeries, Master.’

He spectated the graceful valkyrie for a few more seconds, then returned his attention to the rest of the battle. While the women handled the onrushing orcs, more greenskins gathered amid the log homes and mud-walled buildings. Several emerged from the largest structure, a stone longhouse.

With Magesight already active, it was easy to spot four shamans weaving magic across the way. They stood almost two hundred feet away, but he knew they were going to join the battle soon.

‘Sthuza, I spotted four casters over between that large log cabin and the pair of mud hut… things. I’m going to try and counter them.’

Sthuza did not reply, but he sensed her understanding. A moment later, a black arrow arced in toward a tall, slender orc wearing a long blue robe.

An invisible shield flared before the projectile. Her enchanted arrow continued through but seemed to slow until when it finally struck the orc’s robe, the head failed to penetrate at all.

‘That is an annoyingly effective defense,’ Sthuza sent. ‘I am uncertain how to bypass it without closing to melee.’

‘I’ll deal with them. Focus on helping the others.’

‘Yes, Master.’

Gabriel pointed his quartz wand toward the group of casters. He picked the same target Sthuza had and triggered another Firebolt. The fiery dart streaked across the battlefield only to slam into the same barrier.

Whatever spell shield they had erected, it quickly stripped all the magic from his missile, snuffing it out. Gabriel frowned and slipped the wand back in his belt.

Shamanistic magic isn’t too dissimilar from arcane. Still uses mana and glyphs, but shamans can draw power from their allies and nature. If they’re attuned to the area, they could have a sizable reserve.

He glanced about at some of the more well-established buildings in the small orc town. A stone hall built near the center suggested they had lived in the region for some time.

Shifting his arcane conduit back to his mainhand, Gabriel peered at the transparent spell shield guarding the shamans. It was a spell he had never encountered, so he paused to consider the design.

Seems similar to some of the battlefield defenses they discussed at the Academy. It slows projectiles, then strips off the magical energy… Probably uses that to recharge its reservoir.

I bet a heavily penetration-enhanced Aetheric Lance would punch through it, but… Not sure it’s worth the mana to overpower. Could I unravel it instead?

Three of the four casters stepped closer together, and a flicker of fear entered Gabriel’s mind. As one, they began to cast a spell.

It took Gabriel a moment to figure out what they were up to. He grinned and began to weave a counter to their circle-cast Haste.

A small part of his mind screamed at the insanity of even attempting to counter three casters working as one, but he knew he could succeed.

I outmatched Kelith and his partner. No reason I can’t handle these three.

I hope.

The enemy trio finished a half-second before him, but he sealed his spell construct and released it in sync with the orc shamans.

Intentioned mana washed over the area, seeking to enhance all of the orcs, but his magic swelled, and their spell faded.

The orc spellcasters roared and growled, then one of them looked over and spotted Gabriel. “That man off to the side!” he growled in orcish, and the other three orcs turned to glare at Gabriel.

A flicker of fear from Sthuza’s bond told Gabriel his Prime had heard the shaman, so he sent reassuring confidence to swamp her worry. With his eyes on the enemy casters, he began to harness mana and formed a blank spell construct.

One of the orcs muttered something then they dropped into another tandem casting. Gabriel bit his lip and squinted in an attempt to decipher their magic. The glyphs were unknown to him, but he slowly got a feel for the concept of their magic.

Okay, some form of direct attack. I can do this.

He split his focus and wove two glyphs at a time, rushing an antimagic spellshield. The design was basic but standard practice for army mages. It was so common on the battlefield it was taught to every student at the Academy, regardless of their specialization. Despite the slow start, he felt confident he would finish in time.

Good thing I figured out dual-glyph casting. It would be a lot harder to outpace them otherwise.

Unbound mana leaked around the four shamans, and Gabriel swallowed. The sheer amount of power they were gathering was slightly worrying.

He felt it when they completed their spell. Two seconds away from finishing his defense, he refocused and forced the last glyphs out in a rush.

The efficiency dropped, and the strain on his mana pool intensified, but he poured in more power and finalized his magic.

A blinding bolt of lightning crackled into being. It ripped through the air, heading straight for Gabriel.

He released his spell with an anguished shout. The shamans’ ferocious bolt arced in but struck his partially manifested shield. Blue-white tendrils of lightning danced and popped across the surface, and he sighed in relief as the hostile magic dispersed a few feet away.

Without waiting for the magic to vanish, Gabriel dove into another spell. While he suspected a well-focused attack could breach their defensive barrier, he decided not to blast his way through since he wanted to keep costs low.

I don’t want to risk wasting the mana if their shield can stop a high-powered Aetheric Lance.

Mana 27%

I already wasted some there at the end when I had to rush that barrier. Need to keep my spells more efficient if I want to have enough mana for when we catch up to Estrial’s buyer.

Instead of his original plan, he wove a new spell circle. He harnessed a minor amount of mana and began to layer it into the glowing spell circle. Splitting his focus again, he carefully allocated one part to forming the glyphs for Darkness. With the second aspect, he worked in the most potent enhancements he knew.

Make it dense enough and even Darkvision won’t work.

Against the backdrop of warcries and death rattles, Gabriel heard the orc shamans chanting another spell.

He continued to funnel a trickle of mana into the spiraling spell construct then reached out through the Weave to locate his targets’ location.

Their ability and any defenses they had would make his attacks less accurate, but his next spell only needed to be close.

A growing power shifted and gathered around the four orcs, but Gabriel refrained from rushing. He concentrated on creating the thickest, deepest Darkness possible. Each glyph blazed with a brilliant light that seemed totally at odds with the intended outcome.

The four shamans glowed within the Weave, their spiritual presence completely unshielded, and Gabriel anchored the spell to each. He visualized the shadows sticking to them then released his magic.

A chaotic swirl of inky blackness bubbled up from nowhere and shot toward the hostile casters. The growing cloud split into four thick, undulating shadow tentacles.

Panicking, one of the orcs screamed and leapt to the side. Another raised his staff and shouted something, but then the Darkness swallowed them.

Gabriel shook himself slightly, took a deep breath, and watched the cloud convulse and ripple as it collapsed in on his enemy.

That was more impressive than I’d expected. How much did it cost?

Mana 24%

Not bad.

Someone nearby gasped, and he turned to see several combatants staring at the shadowy spectacle.

‘What was that, Master?’

‘It was supposed to be an enhanced Darkness spell. Not sure why it took on a semi-tangible aspect. Doubt it’ll hurt them, but I bet they’ve never had to worry about the dark before, right?’

Gabriel sprinted closer and pressed up against a crude log house. After a quick check to ensure no orcs were rushing toward him, he turned his attention back to the shamans’ defense spell.

From his closer vantage, he confirmed the nature of the barrier and decided not to attempt a counter.

‘It’ll take too much mana to beat their defenses, but it’s only effective against ranged attacks. Better to have one of the others deal with them,’ he sent to Sthuza.

‘Perhaps your Minions could assist you?’ she replied with a teasing tone.

Gabriel laughed at how he overlooked the obvious solution. ‘Right. That is exactly what they’re for, after all. Thanks.’

He reached out to Gwen and the kobolds. All three responded in an instant. They were still on the other side of the village, so he ordered them to approach the shamans from behind.

◆◆◆

Shifting part of his awareness into Kestria, he watched as his Minions raced around the crude huts, through a weather-beaten tent, and over a collection of suspicious crates.

‘Looks like they’ve raided a merchant at some point. Just saw several crates with trading house seals.’

‘Not surprising, Master. Few young orcs can resist the temptation to raid their neighbors. It is the primary reason they rarely last long enough to form larger enclaves.’

A lanky orc leapt out at Kestria. The kobold hadn’t spotted him, but Gabriel had, and he made the shadowstalker twist out of the way. She dropped into a roll and escaped the follow-up attack.

It took only a hint to Gwen before the wolf drake hurled herself at the knife-wielding orc. Her fangs clamped down on the back of his neck, and bone shattered.

The orc went limp and fell in a heap. The wolf drake and kobolds rushed around another hut, and Gabriel stared at his magical handiwork from both sides.

The viscous shadows were spread into thick tendrils centered around the heads of the four orcs and clung to them with disconcerting strength. They all shouted and tore at the Darkness without success.

His own view was from further away, and the dissonance of the two divergent perspectives made his head ache. Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut and focused on his connection with Kestria.

It took barely a second to relay his brief spell duel to his Minions. He followed the transferred memory with a simple command to kill the shamans.

‘Yes, War Chief,’ Kestria replied. The cheerful kobold pointed her spear and charged the closest of the blinded shamans.

He howled with pained rage when her spear sank into his gut. Spinning around, he ripped the spear from his belly, but the move tore him open, and his entrails spewed out.

Sathru joined Kestria and stabbed the same orc. She took him in his shadow-covered face, and he screamed again.

Kestria rushed past the dying shaman and struck the next closest. He had turned toward his screaming companion and swiped wildly at the shadowstalker with a gnarled staff.

The kobolds double-teamed him while Gwen brought the third shaman down. She swiped a paw across his hidden face. Her sharp claws passed through the thick shadowstuff with ease, and blood sprayed everywhere.

While they finished off those two, the final orc pulled a clay flask from a crude sack. Though he was still blind, he hurled it in the direction of the shaman screaming beneath Kestria. Immediately, he reached into the container again.

‘Look out!’ Gabriel sent to his Minions. The kobolds both leapt away, but Sathru’s clawed foot got tangled in the orc’s robes.

The clay grenade struck the downed orc in the chest, and his scream pitched up as shards of ceramic exploded outward, tearing through his chest and face. A foul green liquid splashed over him and began to sizzle.

Jagged pieces of pottery bombarded Sathru. She screeched and rolled on her back, ignoring the many scratches as her small hands batted at the acid eating through her leg. Gabriel felt a faint echo of her pain.

‘Can you heal her?’ he asked Kestria.

‘Kestria can try.’ The kobold shaman ripped off one orc’s goblin-grass robe and rushed over to the other kobold. She pushed Sathru’s hands aside and patted the seared flesh with the bloody cloth.

As Kestria tried to save his other Minion, Gabriel directed Gwen to finish the final shaman. She hissed angrily, and the orc turned to face her. He flung another clay grenade, but the wolf drake was ready, and she leapt far to the left.

When she hissed again, the orc turned and held his hands up, either in defense or surrender.

Gwen didn’t wait. She crouched low then flung herself at the shrouded orc.

Her claws sank into his torso, and he screamed. She slashed and slashed, spraying blood everywhere.

His warbled screams turned into wet gurgles as Gwen carved through his ribcage, but she continued to dig.

Several seconds later, the orc stilled, and she trilled. Her pride at punishing the one who had hurt her fellow Minion flowed across Gabriel’s bond with the wolf drake.

Grateful, he sent the impression of stroking her neck, causing her to trill louder. He checked on his other Minions then turned to view how his bonded fared after confirming Kestria still worked to save Sathru.

Sthuza had closed to melee and stood near a cluster of four dead orc warriors. Their heavy armor and massive axes suggested elite warriors, but the nude gorgon appeared uninjured.

A fifth armored orc hung from a tightening coil of Sthuza’s tail. The muscular brute gasped and kicked, his large hands clawing in vain at her hard scales.

Sthuza must have felt his eyes on her because she turned to flash him a predator’s grin. “We are fine, Master.”

To emphasize her point, she flexed, and a loud crack sounded as she broke the final orc’s neck. Her tail twitched and hurled the three-hundred-plus pound corpse a dozen feet away.

Damn, she’s strong, Gabriel thought as he quickly surveyed the battlefield then canceled his Haste spell.

Beyond her, Cindra thrust her massive sword into the back of a prone orc. He groaned, but she ignored him and pulled her helmet off. She shook her thick mane out then turned and spotted Gabriel.

“Packmaster!” She broke into a run and charged toward him. He held his hands up before her, and to his surprise, the excited hellhound slowed before she slammed into him.

“Did you get hurt?” he asked.

She beamed at him and shook her head. “Nope, Birdsister and Snakey helped out a few times. These big green chew toys are strong but slow.”

“They were actually quite skilled and swift, dear battle sister,” Brynja said as she glided over. In her thick plate armor, she looked larger than the muscular hellhound, but she moved with a grace worthy of Sthuza.

She turned her silver-blue eyes to Gabriel. “Your Haste spell was incredibly potent, my lord. I had believed my aunt, Sindul, to be a skilled mage, but her magic compared to yours would seem like a candle before the sun. There is none of the exhaustion which is so common after repeated and prolonged use. Truly, I am fortunate to serve one so powerful.”

Cindra grabbed the valkyrie and lifted her off the ground. She crushed the armored warrior against her, and Gabriel grinned.

‘So far, she’s only needed her armor to defend against Cindra.’

Sthuza giggled, and her head-snakes hissed merrily. ‘Indeed, Master.’

“Where’s Reyna?” he asked aloud.

Cindra pointed to a low stone building. “Grouchy Panties is over there.”

Gabriel heard growling and whimpering, so he started over.


Chapter Forty-Five










“Come on, ya fucking cowards,” Reyna snarled. “Just try me.”

Stepping around the crude stone blockhouse, he paused.

A dozen orcs crouched before a crude cellar door. A thick wooden door was visible at the bottom, opening into the long, low structure. They held crude spears pointed toward Reyna.

“What’s going on?” Gabriel asked. He studied the assorted orcs and realized most of them looked terrified.

“Found these fuckers guarding this building. I figured it’s where that crazy bitch is. Only… they won’t attack.”

“Please, don’t hurt our children,” a female orc begged in Orcish. Her voice was gruff, but the fear within it was easy to hear.

“Hold on, Reyna,” Gabriel said. He stepped over to the lycan and placed a hand on her shoulder. She twitched then sidled closer to him.

“What are you doing, Fucker? Snakes would probably rip my ass open with that huge tail of hers if I let one of these runts shank you,” she grumbled.

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that,” he said with a laugh. Reyna bristled at his side, but he felt a hint of amusement across their bond.

He took another step, but the orcs twitched. Their eyes were wide, and a few of them visibly shivered.

Looking down, Gabriel realized he still brandished his conduit. He sheathed it then spread his hands to them. “If you drop your weapons and surrender the elf, we won’t hurt you,” he said in Orcish.

“Wait, since fucking when do you speak Orcish?” Reyna asked.

“If we do, you will spare our young?” the same orc asked.

Gabriel nodded. “Yes. The only reason we attacked was the elf. She stole something from us, and we need her to recover it.”

The orc’s hazelnut eyes widened, and her mouth drooped open. “A-all our warriors fell because of that female? Was she one of your mates?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, a fellow adventurer. She fled when my companions and I attacked. Before we could catch up, a band of orcs captured her.”

The green-skinned woman collapsed to her knees. Her spear fell, and she let out a bitter chuckle. “Magdud said she was cursed. I wish Chief had listened.”

“What’s she saying? Hells, what did you say? She’s not offering herself to you, is she?” Reyna asked, trailing off with a slight growl.

“No. I just told her the truth. That we slaughtered their tribe because they abducted our target.”

“Shit, that’s rough,” Reyna said. She lowered her curved, bloody swords. “Sh-should we have tried asking them first?” The tremor in her voice was nothing compared to the doubt that spilled over from the lycan’s bond.

“No,” Sthuza replied. She slithered to Gabriel’s side and loomed over the kneeling orc. “An orc tribe like this would never have listened until we proved our strength. At which point, they would be almost as bad off. I imagine these survivors are the unblooded or mothers. Most other orcs under forty or so cannot comprehend surrender.”

“Seriously?” Reyna asked.

“Yes. While most of my experience has been with orcs within the dungeon, I have encountered enough to speak with confidence. Do not allow this to make you doubt yourself, Miss Reyna.”

‘Or you, Master.’

Reyna nodded hesitantly. “R-right. Well, if these pants shitters aren’t going to shank us, let’s find that knife-eared bitch and get gone.”

“Packmaster,” Cindra called. Gabriel turned just in time to see the hellhound rush at him.

Cindra wrapped a bloody arm around him and pulled him tight against her—and against Brynja.

The armored valkyrie blushed, her face two inches from his. “Ah… Cindra decided she wanted to hug you.”

Gabriel grinned. “Let me guess, she wasn’t quite ready to let you go, huh?”

“Yep! Birdsister should join Pack,” Cindra declared.

Brynja’s face flushed darker, but she flashed a flawless smile.

“Cindra,” Gabriel said. “I love you, but you have to let go. We’re busy, remember?”

The gray-skinned hellhound frowned but nodded. Her fluffy hair flicked them both in the face, and Brynja sneezed.

Once released, Gabriel turned to find Sthuza a few feet away, deep in conversation with a pair of female orcs. The one he had spoken with earlier plus a taller, Cindra-sized female.

He brushed his bond with the gorgon and sensed no worry.

“Okay, I’m going to take Sthuza and find Estrial,” he said. “Kestria, you and Sathru stay here and help watch the orcs.”

The kobold shaman and her wounded companion nodded. They flashed too-wide smiles and moved to stand with his other bonded.

“Sure you don’t need us?” Reyna asked.

“We should be fine,” he replied. “They crippled Estrial, so I seriously doubt she can threaten either of us. I just hope we’re not too late.”

The werebadger frowned, and her amber eyes narrowed. “Yeah, we need to get after that ass maggot she sold the stupid crystal to. I finally found a home, and some fucker’s already trying to ruin it,” she muttered.

“I’m counting on you to keep an eye on the others,” Gabriel said, meeting the lycan’s dark gaze.

Reyna snorted. “Yeah, whatever. Go deal with Snakes. She’s looking this way.”

He turned and strode over to his Prime. “Did you learn where Estrial is?”

Sthuza nodded. “Yes, Master. As Kestria saw, the shamans locked her in the longhouse over there.” She pointed behind him to the largest structure in the small village.

“Well, let’s get this over with,” he said.

She stared down at him for a moment, her green eyes searching. “Do you oppose my plan to capture her soul?”

Gabriel considered his answer. When she had first mentioned the S-Crystals, he had been eager to imprison the traitorous sorceress. Now, he was less sure.

Seeing Alberik and Elaine broken after we told them about their son didn’t make me feel better. I still don’t regret killing Kelith, or shredding his soul to save Sthuza, but I have no real desire to see the baron suffer. And it doesn’t seem like it’s benefiting Reyna either.

“While I’m not sure it’s necessary, I’m not opposed to it. If we capture her soul, we can always release it later if we decide to, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then yes, let’s do it as you planned.”

Sthuza nodded then slithered past him. He turned and walked alongside her humanoid half. After leading him to the longhouse, Sthuza opened a crude wooden door.

The building had a dirt floor with furs and padded bedrolls scattered around the outer portion. In the center, near a dying fire, lay a bloody, bruised lump.

Gabriel stepped closer, and a terrible stench assaulted his sensitive nose. Piss and shit mingled with stale vomit to make him gag.

Wish I could suppress my own sense of smell like I can when scrying.

The lump shifted then let out a pained whimper.

“Estrial?” he asked quietly. He stepped closer, fought down the reflex to gag, and knelt beside the battered elf. Seeing a wad of filthy cloth shoved into her mouth, he pulled it free.

“H-help me,” Estrial croaked. She rolled over, and one bloody blue eye stared in his general direction. Her pupil was huge and out of focus.

Her face was a mass of ugly black and blue bruises beneath dried blood. One of her slender, elegant ears was partially severed, hanging downward at a horrible angle, and Gabriel winced in sympathy.

Estrial lay in a pool of putrid sick. What remained of her brutalized hands and bare feet stewed in a revolting blend of piss, vomit, and blood.

Thick cords dug into her wrists and ankles, likely to prevent blood loss from those misshapen lumps of flesh. When she blinked and seemed to recognize Gabriel, she twisted her head further to view him.

Her other eye was swollen shut, and the entire right side of her face appeared broken. “Gabri… Gabriel?”

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s me.”

‘Y-you’re real? Not a ghost?”

“I’m real.”

“How?”

“The was something far more valuable than the Domain Crystal in that room.”

Estrial closed her eye and took a few shuddering breaths. That blue orb snapped open again and stared up at him. “And the gorgon?”

“My Prime, and yes, she’s real.”

The elf gave a chuckle that morphed into wracking coughs. “You deserved better. I… glad you found true allies.”

“Do you regret betraying him?” Sthuza hissed.

Gabriel turned to see her looming behind him. Most of her tail extended out the doorway. He turned back to Estrial in time to watch her nod.

“Yes, he was brave and fair. Far better than we were,” Estrial said. Her voice choked off, and she blinked back tears. “D-did you kill Torrik? He… he never approved of my plan.”

“We spoke briefly before he passed. I accepted his apology. He thought he might have a Favor stored up.”

“Good. He was a good man once. The l-loss of his entire clan left him adrift. H-he wanted to…” she trailed off, seeming lost to her memories.

“Do you have any Divine Favors remaining?” Gabriel asked her.

The elf shook her head. “N-no. Died three… four years ago. Lost everyone. Only took Alberik’s offer… to pay my debts. I wanted to retire.”

‘Looking down upon her, hearing her words, I find myself less angry than I was, Master.’

‘Yeah. Given her reaction when we attacked, and what Torrik said, I suspect she didn’t handle murdering me that well.’

Sthuza chuckled. ‘No, it appears she did not. But I still intend to claim her soul. As you said, we can decide her fate later.’

Gabriel nodded. “Estrial?”

That lone blue eye cracked open. “Yes?”

“I need the Domain Crystal.”

“S-sold it.”

“Yeah, Torrik told us. A Mithril-ranked mage, but who? Where can I find him?”

Her eye closed again, and for a moment, he feared she had died, but it reopened and stared up at him. “Duyaris Galamore. In Crossing.”

“Shit,” Gabriel muttered.

“You know him, Master?”

“Of him. He’s not an archmage, not yet. But he’s well on his way.”

“Unfortunate. Still, we have no choice but to pursue him.”

Gabriel exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”

Sthuza crept closer. “Estrial, can you think of any way we could track him down? Where was he headed after you left?”

The sorceress stared at the gorgon looming over her. “You have beautiful eyes. Pure. My eyes looked like yours… once.”

“Estrial, please,” Gabriel said. He leaned closer and brushed matted, blood-caked hair from her face. “I don’t care about your betrayal. It sucked, but I found a better life. Right now though, I have to recover the crystal. Where can I find Duyaris?”

Her tongue crept out to wet her cracked, bruised lips.

Sthuza frowned and reached for her belt. She drew a waterskin from one of her several pouches and handed it to Gabriel.

‘Thanks,’ he sent before he unstoppered it and poured a trickle of water into Estrial’s bloody mouth. The beaten elf moaned and swallowed, so he repeated the act until she seemed sated.

“Th-thank you. I… Duyaris has a tower in… Kormyr. Not sure which city. He had more business in town, though. Wouldn’t have left till today. Maybe you could… catch him on the road north. Cut across an old hunter’s path.”

Gabriel frowned. Kormyr was too far. Not to mention too large to search. They needed to catch him before he returned home. “Do you know what path she’s referring to?”

“I believe so, Master. We will need to hurry, but if she is right, we should be able to catch him sometime tomorrow.”

“Okay, let’s finish up and collect the others.”

“W-what are you going to do with me?” Estrial asked.

Staring down at the brutalized sorceress, Gabriel felt a pang of sorrow. At the same time, he recalled what she had done, and he could feel Sthuza’s need to follow through with her plan. “We’re going to capture your soul. I’m not sure what will happen later, but you brought this on yourself.”

Estrial gave a bitter laugh. “You’ve changed. There’s an intensity… to your gaze. It looks… good on you.”

Her eye closed, and she grew still. The elf’s shallow breathing slowed, and Gabriel doubted she would wake again.

“Please excuse me,” Sthuza said as she scooted closer and brandished the S-Crystal in her lower left hand. “The process works best if I start before she dies.”

Gabriel stared down at the battered figure of the woman who had set everything in motion. His thoughts turned back to that night in the tavern when Estrial had invited him to join her party. After the despair of being framed and expelled from the Academy, the only home he could remember, he had been beyond exhilarated by her offer.

The blur of images skipped ahead to his brutal last moments as the elven sorceress had carved him up on the dungeon altar.

Not sure how I should feel about this. Sure Estrial betrayed me and condemned my soul to annihilation, but I definitely got the better end of the deal. If she and Kelith hadn’t set me up, I never would have met Meri or my bonded.

Seeing Estrial now, and even those asshole twins after Reyna worked them over… it feels… hollow. All the rage and anger I felt in the heat of the moment, it’s gone. Maybe revenge isn’t for me.

I just want this to be over, so we can go back to Meri’s Domain and settle in. Work on building a home for us. All of us.

Gabriel took one last look at Estrial, then sighed. “Go ahead. I’ll see how the others are doing.” He stepped over Sthuza’s enormous tail and headed out.

◆◆◆

Outside, Gabriel paused for a few minutes to let his mind settle. Punishing Estrial had seemed like a cathartic idea at first, but now he felt uninterested in her fate. Pushing the elf from his mind, he headed around the building.

Gabriel paused when he noticed Cindra grinning and chatting happily with the large orc Sthuza had spoken to earlier.

Cindra spotted him and waved. “Packmaster!”

Sensing that something was up, he walked over. “Hey, everything okay here?”

The hellhound’s grin widened. Beside her, Kestria and Sathru both nodded. “Yes, War Chief.”

He glanced to Brynja, who met his gaze, then over to Reyna.

The lycan smirked.

“Okay, what’s so funny?” he asked.

Reyna nodded toward Cindra. “Apparently that big-ass orc bitch can speak a little Common. Boobs over here… Sh-she talked all the orcs into joining up. The survivors, that is.”

Gabriel opened his mouth to speak, then paused and licked his lip. “Join up?”

Cindra bobbed her head. “Yep. Snakey told Telgas about Glowy Lady and dungeon. She wanted to know more, so Cindra helped.” Her voice was excited, but her brilliant smile began to shrink. “Um, did Cindra mess up?”

Gabriel laughed. “No, silly pup, you did great. If Sthuza was working to recruit them, you did the right thing by helping.” He reached up and ruffled her mussed hair.

Her smile brightened, and she pulled him into a crushing hug. The orcs whispered and muttered as they watched Cindra manhandle him. The largest one explaining their words to the others.

He shifted part of his mind toward his Prime to confer with her.

‘Yes, I was attempting to win them over, Master. I thought you might prefer it if we aid them since they would surely die out here after we killed so many of their warriors in one go.’

‘Will they be useful to Meri?’

‘Of course. Even after claiming the Domain Crystal, she would have to spend DE to conjure monsters to fill her expanded Domain. There are over forty survivors here. Mostly children, but orcs do not take long to reach adulthood. I expect they will prove quite useful. Besides, there are many roles in a dungeon beyond combat.’

Gabriel nodded, turning to see his Prime glide over to join them.

“Even if they could be useful to Meri, how can we get them into the dungeon? Pretty sure the Guild’s not going to register a bunch of orc kids and mothers.”

“They will have to wait outside of the city until Lady Merideva connects with the crystal. Once she rules the upper floors, she can easily establish a new, hidden entrance.”

“Seriously?” Reyna asked.

“Yes. Eventually, she will be capable of connecting to other dungeons, or even entirely different worlds.”

Gabriel shook his head before he could get distracted by all of the possibilities. “Okay, but we can’t escort them back right now. Can they survive long enough for Meri to open a new entrance for them?”

Sthuza nodded. “They should be fine, Master. I have already explained where the dungeon is, though it will take them a week or more to cover the distance.”

“Did you two figure out who has the crystal now?” Reyna asked.

“Yeah, Duyaris Galamore. He should be headed back to Kormyr, so we’ve got to take some hunter’s path to try and cut him off.”

The lycan looked up, her amber eyes squinting, then she nodded. “Yeah, we shouldn’t be far from a trail that runs up and along the border.”

“Can the horses handle it?” Gabriel asked.

“Should be fine, though not at night. The route’s too winding and uneven. If we leave now and ride hard, we can probably get to the base of the trail before sundown.”

“Let’s get moving then,” Gabriel said. He returned his Minions to their pocket dimension and started toward where they had tied their horses. He paused and turned back. “Shit, I forgot to loot Estrial.”

“I took the liberty of handling that,” Sthuza said. She snapped an order in Orcish, and another young orc rushed over. The slim male held a bundle with Estrial’s staff and boots. There was more in a sack, and the gorgon accepted the entire pile.

“Thanks,” Gabriel said.

“It is my duty to support you as needed, Master,” she said.

◆◆◆

With his last concern dealt with, they bid farewell to the orcs and collected the horses. Those of Estrial and her former party panicked when Cindra shifted, but it did not take long to get them all loaded and ready.

After killing the twins, Reyna and Cindra had looted them, and their gear was strapped to Torrik’s pony. Gabriel and Brynja mounted the twins’ black geldings while Reyna claimed Estrial’s brown palfrey.

“Aren’t you going to shift back?” she asked when Sthuza slithered over, causing several horses to shy away.

Cheeks heating, the gorgon shook her head. “Ah… no. My transformation is far more energy-intensive than that of a lycan. I-I am not confident I could even manage to shift back right now.”

“Cindra likes Snakey just like she is,” the hellhound growled. She trotted over and rubbed herself against the gorgon’s scaly bulk.

Sthuza’s lips twisted to the side, and she stared down at Cindra with suspicion, but she reached out with both right hands to stroke the hellhound’s thick fur.

‘Are you able to travel like this? We really need to push the horses.’

‘Do not worry, Master. While I regret shifting the way I did, this is my natural form. I have far greater strength and endurance. Though… we will need to watch out for other travelers. It would be hard to explain my presence if spotted.’

‘Yeah, just a little.’

Reyna led the way along the main road for almost an hour before they split off onto a twisting dirt path. Twice, Cindra warned them of other people in time for her and Sthuza to hide among the forest.

The horses did not appreciate Cindra and Sthuza keeping pace alongside. But between him and Reyna, they were able to keep them moving forward. They pushed the horses as hard as they could, switching mounts frequently, and reached a well-maintained clearing before the sun fully set.

A sharp turn in the path concealed the location from the road, but there was space enough even for the horses. They entered single file, then spread out  across the grassy space.

Off to one side was a firepit similar to the one Gabriel had seen before, though, this one lacked the grill and spit. A long, flat boulder was sunk into the earth not far from the pit. Near the far side, a massive oak likely provided decent shelter against the elements for those who did not bring tents.

“This is an excellent campsite,” Brynja said. “Most nights, I was forced to take shelter in a tree or cave. Are locations such as these common in these lands?”

Reyna snickered but nodded. “Yeah, there’s a bunch of them scattered across the countryside. Any leg of a route with more than a single day’s travel between towns usually has a campsite. We’ll just need to clean out the firepit and gather some wood.”

Gabriel resummoned his Minions, despite the minor drain on his mana pool.

‘Are you not worried about weakening yourself before we face the mage?’

‘The cost to maintain all three of them is low enough I doubt it could make a difference. Plus, I’m expecting you to hand over a mana potion before we bed down.’

The gorgon smirked, but she nodded. ‘Of course, Master. Estrial did not have many, but I collected them all.’

“Do you want to try and hunt some fresh meat?” Gabriel asked Reyna.

She turned away from her chat with Brynja and smiled. “Sure. Want something like last time?”

“If you can manage it quickly and safely, sure. I don’t want you getting hurt or spending too long out there.” He turned to Gwen and smiled. “Would you like to join her?”

The wolf drake nodded and rushed over to Reyna’s side. She pressed up against the lycan and trilled.

“Well, that’s settled. I’m going to handle the mounts,” Gabriel said.

“What should Cindra do?” the hellhound asked.

“Mind gathering some firewood and checking that there’s nothing nesting nearby?”

“Sure thing!” she shouted. It didn’t take her long to get started, and Gabriel turned to Brynja.

“What would you ask of me… Gabriel?”

“I could use some help taking care of the horses. We’ve ridden them hard, and they could use the rest. Probably going to push them even harder tomorrow.”

The valkyrie smiled and bowed her head. “Excellent. They have served well and deserve proper care.”

While he and Brynja unsaddled the horses and piled their packs beneath an oilskin tarp, Sthuza prepared to cook.

Once their gear was stowed, the pair brushed the horses and checked their shoes. Kestria and Sathru assisted them while Sthuza stayed back to keep from spooking the small herd.

After all the fighting and riding, this is kind of relaxing. Nocturne seems to enjoy being brushed almost as much as Cindra.

Gabriel lost himself in the simple act of grooming the exhausted horses. A cheerful trill from Gwen announced Reyna’s return. She had apparently recruited Cindra at some point because the muscular monster girl carried a large boar slung over her shoulders, along with a towering bundle of deadwood.

“Thanks for the help, Boobs,” Reyna said once the hellhound dropped the boar near the fire pit. “Think you can butcher this into something we can eat tonight?” she asked Sthuza.

“It should not be a problem, Miss Reyna. Would you be willing to assist me here?”

Reyna glanced to Gabriel, then back to Sthuza and shrugged. “Why not?”

Less than an hour later, the group settled around the firepit, savoring the scent of fragrant herbs and roast pork. Cindra and Gwen competed for who could drool more while Gabriel broke out the mugs and ale Sthuza had packed. They ate and chatted, with most of the stories being Reyna or Sthuza recounting various adventures camping in the wild.

Like before, they devoured almost all of the roasted meat, and Cindra’s belly bulged beneath her tight armor. She rubbed it with a sleepy smile.

“There’s no way you can do anything but sleep after eating like that,” Reyna said. “How the hells did you even scarf all that down?”

Cindra grinned but took another long drink of ale instead of replying.

“Seruuberc hellhounds are shapeshifters, as you have seen,” Sthuza said. “But they also have a different physiology than most mortal species. Until she has made up for the months of near-starvation she suffered, I imagine she will continue to consume an outrageous volume of food.”

Brynja stood and stretched her wings as best she could manage. She fed her scraps to Gwen, who quickly devoured the offering. “Sthuza, could we… talk more about what we discussed earlier?” she asked.

The large gorgon smiled and nodded. “Of course,” she paused and turned to Gabriel. “If that is okay with you, Master.”

“I’ve got no clue what you talked about, but have at it,” he said. “I’ll see about cleaning up the dishes.”

Sthuza frowned, but Reyna stood and joined him. “Me and Boobs can help. We’ll make sure he doesn’t do too much.”

“Thank you, Miss Reyna.” Sthuza slithered over to Brynja and pointed off toward the road. “If you would like to join me.”

The pair left, and Reyna collected their dishes. Kestria leapt up and joined her as Gabriel considered what his Prime had said.

‘Sthuza, why do you call her “Miss Reyna,” but it’s just “Brynja?”’

‘Reyna doubts her value and place with us. I hope that by showing her respect, she will grow to accept that she is worthy. Brynja only wishes to belong. Anything that could leave her feeling distant or unaccepted might cause her to feel like she is an outsider who does not belong with us.’

‘Okay, and Cindra?’

‘She is a “furbrained boobie monster,” as Miss Reyna would say,’ Sthuza replied in a teasing tone.

‘And why do you insist on calling me Master instead of Gabriel, even after all this time?’

The gorgon did not reply as quickly this time. She and Brynja disappeared from sight before she responded. ‘To remind us both of our proper positions, my beloved.’

‘Is that because a new DM normally wouldn’t have a bonded anywhere near as powerful as you?’

‘Precisely, Master. Mistress Iylara was centuries old when she conjured me.’

Gabriel snorted and turned his attention to Cindra. The hellhound had assisted Gwen in consuming most of the leftover food, and he beckoned her to his side.

“Mating time?” she asked but then broke off in a mighty yawn.

“Not tonight, my lovely hellhound,” he said. “We’ve got to decide on watches and get some rest. I need your help setting up the tents… Guess Brynja and Reyna will have to share the smaller one.”

“That’s fine,” Reyna said, walking over to join them.

She glanced toward the trail Brynja and Sthuza had taken. “She’s a total Birdbrain but nice enough. It sucks what that bitch did to her, but at least we… yeah. Anyway, I like her.”

“Come sit with us for a minute,” Gabriel told the lycan. She bared her teeth at him, but Cindra laughed and grabbed her arm.

She pulled Reyna to her then dropped down beside Gabriel. “Packmaster wants to cuddle?”

“Just for a minute. We do need to get ready, but I want to hug you both first.”

Reyna grumbled and snarled, but she didn’t shift or try to escape. The acceptance and satisfaction that bled across their bond was a stark contrast to her bared teeth.

The three of them sat there, pressed tight together, for several minutes. Gabriel let Cindra’s constant heat warm and soothe his weary body. Eventually, Reyna lowered her head to rest on his shoulder, even as Cindra showed no signs of releasing either of them.

After a comfortable silence, Gabriel stirred, and they separated. With all three of them working to clean up, it took only a couple minutes. They had everything stowed away in their packs again and the tents erected by the time Sthuza and Brynja returned.

His Prime bore a pleased smile, but the valkyrie looked troubled and uncertain. Almost afraid.

‘Anything wrong?’ he sent.

‘No, Master. Quite to the contrary, I believe I have a way that will allow you to bond with Brynja tonight. It could prove a substantial advantage when we pursue Duyaris.’

Gabriel paused to study the beautiful, frowning blonde. Her eyes darted to him, then away. She almost tripped over a log, but Cindra reached out and caught her. Her wings flapped feebly, and she looked ready to cry.

“Birdsister okay?” Cindra asked. She tilted her head back and forth as she stared at Brynja.

The valkyrie nodded. “Sorry, I failed to watch where I stepped.”

He turned his attention back to Sthuza. ‘What do you mean? I wouldn’t blame her if she wants to wait at least a few months, so she can get to know us better. Hells, we only met yesterday. Even if we wanted to, Brynja seemed rather firm on the idea of me defeating her in a duel before agreeing to anything permanent like a bond.’

Gabriel thought back to the winged woman’s impressive performance against Torrik and then the orcs. ‘I’m pretty sure she could take me down very fast.’

He knew Sthuza wanted him to make the powerful warrior a bonded. Despite the briefness of their time together, Gabriel liked the idea, but he didn’t want to rush her. She had just survived betrayal and brutal mutilation only days before they met.

‘Even if I agreed… and actually thought I could beat her in a fight without either of us winding up maimed, we can’t afford the mana and rest needed. I want to learn more spells first as well. It might be doable a few months from now.’

‘Do you remember when you dragged me into the Astral Realm, Master? Then you pulled Cindra in to join us.’

Gabriel nodded, his thoughts darkening as he recalled the event. ‘Yeah, but how is that relevant?’

‘I believe that was due to your psychic talent. We may not understand why or how you acquired that power, but we can make use of it.’

He started to reply, then paused and considered her suggestion. ‘You’re suggesting I do that again but pull her in and fight there?’

‘Yes, Master. I have already gotten her pledge. She would accept such a duel so long as you bring at least one of us along as a witness.’

Gabriel paused for a moment and considered the implications. ‘I take it you believe I can win.’

‘Easily,’ Sthuza replied, though she sounded somewhat hesitant. ‘Though, it will likely cause her some… discomfort.’

‘How so?’

‘You should be able to equip yourselves there as you are here. And without the concern about squandering mana, you can freely use the ring and spell tokens you looted from Jessandra.’

He fingered the simple cloudsteel ring. Its enchantment would levitate the wearer and provide limited directional movement. But that mobility would be laughable against a skilled flyer.

‘I still don’t see how that will help me beat her. Levitation could help against her here, but I’d be worse than a drunk goblin against an airborne valkyrie.’

‘She will be unable to fly, even in the Astral Realm, Master,’ Sthuza sent.

‘Why? Wouldn’t she just visualize herself as she used to be? Honestly, given the undefined nature of that space, we could probably transform ourselves into anything we wanted there—assuming the strain isn’t too great.’

Sthuza nodded. ‘Yes, Master, I imagine we could find many ways to… entertain ourselves there. But, what did you spend the majority of your time studying at the Academy?’

Her mention of entertainment distracted Gabriel with visions of him and his bonded experimenting with the limits of the Astral Realm, so it took him a moment to understand what she meant. ‘The most time-consuming aspect was focus. You can’t perform magic consistently and safely without intense focus and visualization.’

The gorgon smiled, her head-snakes dancing about. ‘Exactly. While I am confident you could alter yourself and the space around you, Brynja lacks anything remotely similar to your training and experience. She is a talented warrior, well-trained and practiced. But those skills are entirely unsuited for this challenge. Even her Reinforcement is likely an innate extension of the magic which powers a valkyrie’s flight.

‘Furthermore, to Brynja, the injuries Jessandra inflicted are now a defining feature of who she is. That is yet another reason for you to bond her immediately. Once you heal her wings, not only will she regain the ability to fly, but it will also lift a massive burden from her. Miss Reyna has spent the most time with her and has told me of how heavily it weighs upon Brynja’s mind.’

‘You really believe I’ll be able to heal her?’

‘Yes, though it will likely be expensive. While I would normally discourage spending Essence to heal us, the restoration of Brynja’s wings is quite a different scenario. How much SE do you have available now?’

A single thought brought up his Interface, and he checked the total.

Unassigned Essence: 101

‘A hundred and one. I haven’t gained much since we left the dungeon,’ Gabriel replied. And I spent most of what I had from before.

‘That is not a huge surprise, given it is related to your position as a Dungeon Master. Hopefully, it will be enough.’

‘True, and I probably should spend the rest before we catch up to Duyaris anyway. Dying because I kept SE in reserve would suck.’

‘A valid point. That battle is the primary reason Brynja wished to talk with me. Restoring her flight would greatly increase our chances of finding this Duyaris before it is too late. We discussed the severity of facing a Mithril-ranked mage, and she expressed a strong desire to be at her best for the coming battle.’

‘I can see the advantage of a flying scout, but she handled Torrik with ease then slaughtered every orc that got near her. What difference would healing her wings make for the fight itself?’

‘Her fighting style is based around utilizing flight and mobility.’

Gabriel nodded slowly. ‘So we haven’t even seen her true skill yet?’

‘I believe that is the case. Shall I inform Brynja that you are agreeable?’

‘Yeah… please arrange things with her. I still don’t like the thought of pressuring her, but we may need her at full strength if we’re going to win.’

‘Prepare yourself, Master, and restrain any sympathy or mercy for afterward. You must defeat her soundly.’


Chapter Forty-Six










It took Sthuza less than ten minutes to inform everyone of their plan. Ever since she spoke to Brynja, the valkyrie had stared at him with those intense silver-blue eyes.

Gabriel tried to ignore her and made himself more comfortable sitting on the ground. ‘Kind of disconcerting. She’s barely blinked in the last five minutes.’

‘This a huge moment for her, Master. After all, she will be surrendering her entire life to you once you win. And this is her only hope to ever fly again.’

‘Yeah, but even for the chance at healing her wings, isn’t this a bit rushed?’

‘You did hear what she said earlier, yes? She will never return to her people unless her wings are healed. Compared to life as a pariah, noble service to a worthy lord fits well in her belief system.’

‘Would her people really despise her over her crippled wings?’

Sthuza stepped closer and smiled before sitting beside him. ‘I do not believe so, but they would almost certainly pity her… and that is a fate worse than death to some. Beyond that, Cindra and Reyna have told her quite a bit about you. More than I would prefer, in fact, but they have convinced her that you are trustworthy. I truly believe this is the best option for all involved, Master.’

Reyna sat beside the gorgon and turned to Gabriel. “So, you’re sure it’s safe for us to join in and watch?”

“Won’t know for certain until I try, but I managed to drag Sthuza and Cindra there even though they were both down and I had just emptied my pool. Means it shouldn’t drain much mana. As for safety in the Astral Realm”—He shrugged—“we didn’t have any problems before. It’s basically empty space.”

Brynja knelt before him. “I am ready, Lord Gabriel.”

Fighting the urge to comment on the title, he pushed it aside and reached for her hand. She blushed, but her eyes never flinched from his.

Should check my pool before I start.

Mana 24%

“Okay, I’m going to bring Brynja and Sthuza along first. Then see if it’s all right to grab the rest of you.” Gabriel went through a centering exercise then shifted his awareness.

Opening his eyes a second later, he stared out at the vast, blank expanse of dull white. He brought up his Interface to check his pool.

Mana 24%

Looks negligible for me. Now to see how much it costs to bring them here.

The moment he thought of Sthuza, the gorgon appeared at his side. Standing in her humanoid form, she was dressed in her usual white-and-green armor. She smiled and stepped back, looking around the area. “This place has great potential, Master.”

He chuckled and sought out Brynja. She appeared with the same lack of fanfare. One instant, it was just the two of them, and then the valkyrie stood between them.

Sthuza twitched, and her head-snakes reared back and hissed.

“This is… the Astral Realm?” Brynja asked. She spun in place, her eyes wide. “I underestimated the sheer scale based on your descriptions.”

“Yes, I look forward to discovering what all Master can do with this space.”

Mana 24%

If it’s that cheap, there’s no reason not to bring Cindra and Reyna.

After confirming the cost was too low to measure, he went ahead and brought his remaining bonded to them. Both women appeared before him, just as the first two.

Brynja flapped her wings and took a quick step back.

Reyna cursed while Cindra beamed at him.

“Ooo, this place is just like last time.” The hellhound glanced about, then rushed over and wrapped her arms around Gabriel.

“Let go of him, boobsss for brainsss.”

“Aww,” Cindra whined, but she obeyed. Stepping back, she grabbed up Reyna and crushed the petite lycan against her.

“Hey, don’t go using me as a substitute hug, damn it.” Despite her words, Reyna did nothing to resist Cindra’s embrace.

Gabriel rechecked his pool and found it unchanged even after shifting the five of them, so he summoned his Minions to join them.

Wonder if I can bring Cuix here as well. It’s only our consciousness that’s transferred, so her body should remain back with Meri.

“Does it not deplete your mana at all, Master?” Sthuza asked as four of his Minions appeared.

“Best I can tell. So I figured there’s little harm in bringing them all here. I still can’t summon Kuterug, though.” He turned his attention to where Gwen was staring at Cuix.

“Ooo, green chew toy!” Cindra said.

Dressed in a riotous jumble of mismatched armor, the goblin glared up at the imposing hellhound. “I am Minion!”

Cindra turned her fiery gaze on Gabriel. “Packmaster only has the one soft chew toy?”

Reyna snickered, and he nodded. “Just the one goblin.”

‘That’s one more than I’d prefer.’

‘You have to admit, Master, Cuix has proven useful.’

Gwen continued to stare at Cuix. The wolf drake lowered her rear end and let out a quiet hiss.

“Cuix is Minion. Not chew toy.” The goblin bared her overcrowded mouth of fangs at the larger monster.

Gabriel opened his mouth to speak, but Gwen chose that moment to strike.

She lunged forward in a blink, crashing into the armored goblin. They went down in a tumble, both snarling and wrestling.

Cindra and Reyna watched with amusement. Despite still being trapped in the hellhound’s tight embrace, the lycan shouted encouragements to first one then the other. Brynja studied the brawling pair with focused intensity while Sthuza tried to smother a giggle.

Her head-snakes didn’t even try. They rocked with hissing laughter as Cuix screamed and beat her tiny fists against the wolf drake’s dark scales.

“Gwen, stop it,” Gabriel said. Both of his Minions froze. They turned their heads toward him as one. He glared until they ducked low and separated.

“Behave, both of you,” he said, then turned to face Brynja. “Perhaps we should get started.”

“Where will I find my armor and weapons?” she asked.

“Try triggering your storage items as usual,” Sthuza replied.

The valkyrie blinked twice, and her armor expanded from her bracers, greaves, and necklace, just as usual. She glanced down, looking pleased. Her smile melted when she tried flapping her wings, only to find them still crippled.

“You will both fight here with the same limitations and equipment as you would have in the flesh,” Sthuza said. “Can you set it so your mana is limited to what you would normally have at full strength now, Master?”

Mana 100%

“Seems so.”

Sthuza turned to Brynja. “Are you prepared?”

Brynja gave a sharp nod. “What will be the victory condition? Is the fight to the death here or…”

“No!” Head-snakes hissed and shook. “No. While this is not the Mortal Realm, I must ask that neither of you attempt to slay the other. I doubt any wounds will transfer to your physical bodies, but there is no reason to risk dying here to find out.”

‘And that means you should not use that necromantic rod.’

‘Wasn’t planning on it. That was a truly horrifying experience. Not something I’d ever use on any of you.’

“Where should we sit to watch?” Cindra asked. She shifted her emotional-security-lycan around so Reyna’s head was nestled between her large breasts.

Gabriel met Reyna’s gaze and grinned. She glared at him, but he struggled to take her seriously, given her position.

“Master, perhaps you could give me that satchel I left back in the dungeon?”

He nodded, imagined the enchanted bag and its contents, then grinned when it appeared strapped to the slender gorgon.

“Thank you,” she said, one hand already digging inside. She pulled out the same large sofa from before along with a pile of cushions while Gabriel and Brynja separated.

The valkyrie faced him and bowed low. “I thank you for respecting the ways of my people, Lord Gabriel. We face a more dangerous foe soon, but I must be true to my heritage. If you can prove yourself in single combat, I swear on my name to accept you fully and take my place among your bonded.”

She rose, and a thick helm encased her head, leaving only a narrow, blue crystal window over her eyes.

‘Going to be hard to get through that vanguard plate. I don’t see any openings.’

‘I trust you can imbue enough power to punch through, Master. After all, once you are out of reach, the most she can do is try and throw the spear.’

‘Hopefully.’

Gabriel bowed in return then waited for Sthuza. The gorgon finished distributing cushions, most of which Cindra quickly claimed. She made a large pile then flopped down among them, all without releasing Reyna.

“Fucking hells,” the lycan grumbled from her place in Cindra’s powerful arms. “Watch what you’re doing.”

Cindra stared down at her. “What did Cindra do?”

“You almost crushed me with those ridiculous globs of fat,” Reyna said. She poked one of the offending breasts, causing Cindra to grin.

His Minions all piled onto the light-brown leather sofa and stared toward him. Gwen pinned Cuix with her front paws, causing the goblin to glare at her. To avoid becoming distracted, Gabriel turned away from where the spectators had gathered.

◆◆◆

“I will trigger a simple light flare to signal the start,” Sthuza said. She looked at each of them until they nodded.

Gabriel split his focus, preparing to activate Jessandra’s ring and then dive straight into a spellshield.

Sthuza raised an arm.

Brynja lowered her stance and hefted her shield and spear.

“Begin,” Sthuza said as a green light formed above her palm.

Brynja sprinted toward him. Her spear glowed bright and morphed into an enormous silver lance.

Her speed surprised Gabriel, but he triggered the Levitation ring and rose into the sky before she reached him. Glyphs formed before him, and he rushed to complete his first spell.

Brynja slowed after she passed beneath him. Spinning around, she stared up at him through the tinted eyeslit. Her silver-blue eyes hardened. “Dost thou intend to mock me? Will you not even face me head-on as a noble warrior?”

Gabriel bit back the urge to reply. Instead, he climbed another ten feet up and continued to weave the spellshield. More glyphs blazed into existence, and he realized everything really was functioning as it would in the Mortal Realm.

“Would you not have used your wings if they still worked?” Sthuza asked.

Brynja’s helmeted head snapped to look at the gorgon. “That is different. Flight is normal for valkyrie warriors. Why shouldn’t I use my natural abilities?”

Reyna cackled. “Hey, Birdbrain, that’s what he’s doing. He’s a damn mage.”

The armored valkyrie slumped slightly at the scolding, then she nodded and returned her attention to Gabriel. “While you may be out of reach for the moment, you cannot stay up there forever. If you will not face me directly, I will simply weather your attacks until you run out of mana.”

Mana 99%

‘Even back in the physical world, that strategy wouldn’t work. Between the ring’s efficiency and my enlarged pool, I could probably stay up for a few hours without a strain.’

‘Exactly. I will explain it to her afterward to avoid any hard feelings, Master. But against a normal human mage, her plan would be sound.’

Gabriel fought back a grin and completed the defensive magic. He released it, and countless tiny gray hexagons swirled into a partial dome. The barrier was set to remain between him and the valkyrie regardless of their movements.

Brynja shifted around beneath him. She moved from side to side and tried sprinting thirty yards away to displace the shield, but it repositioned each time.

Enunciating harsh syllables, Gabriel wove another spell. He went with the ubiquitous Aetheric Missiles and took his time, preparing a large brace while keeping an eye on the agitated valkyrie.

Brynja huffed and glared up at him, but when he completed the spell and prepared to release it, she crouched and raised her shield.

‘Staring down at her now, I’m not sure this is going to do much.’

‘If your first attack fails, you have plenty of other magics to try, Master. Plus the wands we have collected.’

Gabriel exhaled slowly then launched his attack. A dozen purple-pink darts manifested before his shield then streaked down at the armored valkyrie.

Brynja didn’t move. The glowing missiles slammed against her silvered shield forcefully, each exploding upon impact.

Despite the flash and noise, it was obvious the blasts were too weak, and Gabriel sighed.

Brynja burst into action, a silver blur. In a single fluid motion, she hurled her massive mithril lance into the sky.

“Shit!” He leaned hard to his left, willing the Levitation effect to move quicker. Fear flooded Gabriel’s bonds, but his own panic drowned it out.

In the blink of an eye, her oversized spear ripped through his spellshield like it was made of paper.

Gabriel sagged in midair when the missile passed by just inches from his hip.

‘Damn… that was close.’

‘Too close, Master. Please be careful.’

He took a deep, steadying breath and nodded.

Looking down to his opponent, he spotted Brynja just before she recovered her lance.

“Is this the best you can do, Lord Gabriel? Where is the headstrong warrior who killed a man with his bare hands?” She shook her helmeted head in disappointment. “You barely scuffed my shield, while mine attack almost ended this duel.”

Gabriel blocked out Cindra’s heated reply and focused on restoring his spellshield. Since it wasn’t formed from a single piece, most of the defensive barrier remained, and it was easy to replace the damaged hexagons.

‘I’m going to try reinforcing my armor, but honestly, I doubt I can defend against a direct hit from that spear.’

‘She is a rather formidable warrior, Master. I did not expect her to throw with such skill and power.’

‘Yeah. Definitely going to be more careful.’

To pose a more challenging target for the valkyrie, Gabriel put part of his focus on altering the ring’s levitation effect, shifting about in the sky above her. He devoted the rest of his attention to casting the same sort of armor reinforcement magic he had used on Cindra multiple times.

Won’t prevent injury, but combined with the shield, it might let me survive a hit long enough to counterattack.

Casting on the move slowed his progress, but Brynja made no additional attacks, so after Gabriel finished with his defenses, he drew the Firebolt wand.

After taking careful aim, he triggered it. A single fiery bolt raced toward Brynja. She caught it on her shield, and the Firebolt smoldered for a second before vanishing.

“Why aren’t you using a Fireball like back in Lostbarrow?” Reyna asked.

Gabriel ignored her and his other bondeds’ replies. Instead, he focused on Brynja as he triggered two more Firebolts.

She blocked them with the same ease as before, but when he launched a third, she lowered her shield and shook her head.

The magical fire struck her breastplate then vanished as if it had never existed.

Gabriel blinked.

Was that an enchantment woven into her armor, or just her innate resistance to magical attack? Not sure how powerful the average valkyrie is, but they’re supposed to be stronger than your typical human. She may have enough SE to shrug off this wand naked.

Sighing, he stowed the wand again and dove into another spellcast. He kept on the move and wove the glyphs for Darkness.

Instead of targeting Brynja, Gabriel focused on surrounding her with a cloud of magical darkness. He was tempted to try and duplicate the magic he had used against the shamans, but doubt about her ability to resist convinced him to stick with an area spell instead.

Once ready, he released the magic. Everyone spoke up when the cloud of deep, inky black shadows engulfed the armored woman.

Brynja dashed one way and then the other, searching for a way out of the Darkness. It only took a thought to direct the cloud to shift with her, and after several seconds she paused and turned to stare up in the wrong direction. “Is this how you plan to defeat me? I am not afraid of the dark. All you have done is waste more of mana.”

“Least it’s not that horrid crap you used against the arachne. That was some sinister shit,” Reyna said.

“Cindra doesn’t like that foul magic.”

Others spoke up, but Gabriel blocked them out. He watched Brynja for several seconds until confident she could not see him.

Ceasing his aerial evasion, he turned his focus inward and began to weave an Aetheric Lance.

‘I don’t like the idea of hurting her, but this is the only way I can think of to punch through her armor.’

‘She will not hold it against you, Master. Fight to win, and she will accept the results.’

While Gabriel kept one eye on the valkyrie, just in case, he turned most of his attention to forming the most powerful attack he could manage.

Mana 90%

Good thing we’re holding the duel here. I’d hate to waste so much mana back in the real world. Want to have every bit I can for the inevitable fight against Duyaris.

Unsure of just how durable her armor was, Gabriel pumped more mana into his Aetheric Lance. The spell circle glowed bright around him, and after adding several glyphs for enhanced penetration, he reached out through the Weave to anchor the spell to Brynja.

The valkyrie spun and hurled her lance with impossible speed.

He tried to dodge but failed. Several people screamed as the improvised missile shattered his spellshield and tore through his leg.

Gabriel bit his lip at the burning pain, but he finished aiming his spell and released it. He heard Brynja shout and glanced down.

The valkyrie got her shield up in time, a white glow suffusing it. His Aetheric Lance struck the reinforced shield with a brilliant flare.

The purplish tip tore into her barrier but slowed, unable to fully penetrate. After a long second, his magical attack unraveled. When Brynja relaxed and the light show ended, there was a hole through her shield, but her mithril armor was unblemished.

‘Damn. I thought that would work.’

‘Are you all right?”

Wincing, Gabriel inspected his left leg. The lance had torn a chunk from his thigh, but compared to some of the injuries he had suffered lately, it was mild. Blood poured from the wound, but he doubted it would have a significant impact on the battle. Keeping an eye on Brynja as the valkyrie recovered her spear, he undid his belt and used it to bind the injury.

‘Yeah, I’ll be fine. Hurts like it’s real, but it’s nothing compared to fighting Yesera. Still, I’ve got to finish this before she gets luckier.’

‘Please do, Master. Even if the injury is not real, it is still unpleasant for us to see you hurt.’

“The hells are you doing? Stop fucking around and finish this!” Reyna shouted.

He glanced toward the group and saw Cindra still gripping the werebadger like a stuffed animal. All of his Minions glared at Brynja and only calmed when he commanded them to stop growling.

Gabriel looked back to his opponent. “That was an impressive performance. I really thought you couldn’t see.”

Brynja ducked her armored head. “Even in this surreal place, this is a serious duel. While I hope that you prove victorious, I have no intention of doing any less than my best.”

“Could you see through the Darkness innately, or was that thanks to your helmet?”

“My helm. There are several vision-enhancing enchantments upon it.”

Mana 87%

He dismissed the useless shadows then shifted smoothly into another spellcast. Worry spilled over from all of his bonds, so he took a moment to convey his new plan to Sthuza.

Her concern dimmed, and a moment later, Gabriel felt the fear from his other bonds lessen. He pushed all thoughts from his mind save for watching the valkyrie and weaving his magic.

Given what Brynja had said of her helmet’s enchantments, he assumed it also had a defense against intense light flares, but he wove such a spell anyway.

Once done, he carefully sealed the spell circle then started two more. The uncast Light spell would unravel over time, but he hoped it would still serve as a distraction when the time came.

While the others murmured and Brynja watched him like a hawk, Gabriel split his mind and wove a pair of Aetheric Lances. He was still unaccustomed to casting two spells at once, and the need to prepare two similar ones with different features pushed his new ability to the limit.

Since he had to remain mobile to avoid inviting another painful attack, it took him much longer to finish the two spell circles.

“Hey, I know you’re gonna beat the Birdbrain, but this whole quiet waiting bullshit is getting old. Can you hurry this up? Boobs is fucking crushing me over here.”

Another spectacle broke out among the seated spectators, but Gabriel blocked them out.

Mana 78%

Need to pump more mana into the second one. I’ve got to blast through her armor this time.

Brynja cocked her spear back to throw but paused when he resumed shifting about. “Are you out of ideas, Lord Gabriel?” Brynja sighed loudly. “Perhaps I was too quick to believe you worthy. There is no point in dragging this out until you fall from the sky. Let us end this farce and prepare for the battle to come.”

“I believe Master will surprise you soon enough, Brynja.”

“I have dueled magic users before. My armor and ability together provide excellent protection against magical attacks. All I have to do is outlast him. His mana will deplete, and then I shall defeat him. Based on our discussion earlier, I expected something more… impressive than this.”

Gabriel remained silent as others chimed in, instead channeling more mana into the two Aetheric Lance spell circles. He put most of his focus into targeting them at the valkyrie, leaving only a sliver to watch her.

She studied him carefully, her shield raised and ready.

Even once he finished all the glyphs, he harnessed more mana and crammed it into the glowing spell circles. Cutting the drain on his pool, he sagged in relief and sealed the pair off, then turned his attention to Brynja. “Any chance you’d be willing to surrender if I just attack the ground next to you?”

“Never. While you fought quite valiantly against those foul deceivers, I can survive any attack you could launch.”

“Doubt that, Birdbrain. I’ve seen him blow up a fucking castle,” Reyna replied, drawing an amused laugh from Cindra.

‘Please do try not to kill her, Master. While I am confident that injuries will not transfer, I have some doubts about what would happen if one of us died here.’

‘No pressure, right?’

‘I have complete faith you will succeed.’

‘Thanks.’

Sighing, Gabriel closed his eyes and triggered the unraveling Light spell.

Several voices cried out in protest, but Brynja said, “This trick will prove no more useful than the shadows from earlier.”

He snapped his eyes open. Though Brynja recoiled from the painful flash, she had already activated her Reinforcement, and a white glow suffused her shield and the whole of her vanguard plate.

Gabriel spent a second double-checking the first Aetheric Lance and ensured it was targeted at her left shoulder.

Just as the valkyrie seemed to recover her vision and spot him, he launched the attack.

Despite being half-blind, she shifted her shield up and tried to block the brilliant purple-pink missile.

The blow staggered her. Though it tore through the white Reinforcement and her shield, the magic failed when it struck her pauldron.

I really hope wounds here don’t carry back to the physical body.

Before the Aetheric Lance dematerialized, Gabriel triggered the second one. He felt Sthuza’s nervous excitement through their bond, but he focused his mind on willing the more enhanced Lance to strike true.

Brynja tried to react, but she was off-balance, leaning the wrong way and with her shield raised high to guard against his initial attack.

The second Lance struck her just below the right knee. It caught the thick greave head-on and blasted through. Though this magical projectile was smaller than the other, he had imbued it with every bit of penetration he could muster.

With a hole drilled straight through the center, her leg failed, and Brynja fell. She let out a pained scream, blood spraying from the two-inch-wide wound.

“Gods damn,” Reyna said. Still held fast by Cindra, she glanced from Gabriel to the wounded valkyrie and back. “I knew you’d beat her, but… fuck, that’s got to be painful.”

“Thank you for minimizing her injuries, Master.”

“That’s minimized?” Reyna scoffed.

“Birdsister shouldn’t have hurt Packmaster. Cindra doesn’t like seeing Pack hurting each other.”

The valkyrie rolled onto her left side and started to rise. “Th-that… was im-impressive.”

“Brynja, no one will judge you for yielding now,” Sthuza said. “Must Master batter you into submission?”

Reyna said something, but Cindra growled and drowned her out.

Head-snakes splitting their focus between the two combatants, Sthuza approached the valkyrie. “There is no dishonor in losing to a powerful leader.”

“You are not going to run out of mana anytime soon, are you?” Brynja asked through clenched teeth. She staggered up to stand on one foot, propped up with her spear.

Mana 73%

Gabriel shook his head. “No. Ever since Merideva gave me a new life, my pool has been massively enlarged. I’ve still got about three quarters remaining.”

Brynja tried to put weight on her right leg then gasped in pain. The valkyrie’s armored shoulders slumped, and she bowed her head. “Very well, I yield, Lord Gabriel. You are the victor.”

“Yay, Birdsister is Pack now!” Cindra rushed over, her anger forgotten, and wrapped the wounded valkyrie in a huge hug.

Reyna snickered. “Careful, ya don’t want to crush her armor.” She walked over to join her fellow bonded.

Gwen released Cuix and approached. She pressed up against the valkyrie’s bloody leg and sniffed. Eyes full of disappointment, she stared up at Gabriel.

“Yeah, I did that, but we didn’t really want to hurt each other. That’s why we came here for the duel,” Gabriel said.

With a mental command, he sank down to the featureless ground. A similar thought canceled the ring’s enchantment, and he grunted when his weight returned in full.

“What’s wrong, War Chief?” Kestria asked. The shadowstalker stepped over and inspected his leg.

“I didn’t think about the effect Levitation had on my weight. And don’t worry about healing me. We should be fine once we return.”

Kestria peeled his hand from the gash. “But mana used here does not affect our reserves outside?”

“She has a point, Master. Perhaps this is a good chance for her to practice as well.”

“Okay, please show me what you can do, shaman.”

The kobold flashed a toothy smile then raised her spear. She uttered words of power, and glowing green glyphs danced about before her. The glow shifted to her hand, and she held it above his wound.

Blood continued to flow, but as they watched, it thickened, slowed, then stopped a few seconds later.

He felt the usual lethargy that came from magical healing and wondered if it would carry over to affect him in the Mortal Realm. “Thank you, Kestria.”

She bowed low, then stood and flashed her oversized grin again. “Kestria is grateful for chance to heal War Chief.” Satisfied, she stepped back and joined his other Minions.

“Brynja,” Sthuza said. “If you are willing, perhaps we should head back now. Hopefully, this place functions as I expect. But if not, I have several healing potions ready in case your wound transfers over.”

The valkyrie muttered something, then her helmet vanished as it shrank back into her jewelry. “I am ready. Will we bond after we return?”

“Yes. The sooner you two bond, the better, but I would prefer for you to perform that ritual while in the same Realm as Lady Merideva, just in case.” Sthuza turned to Gabriel. “Please will us back to the camp, Master.”

“Sure. I’ll go ahead and send my Minions back to rest as well.” He closed his eyes and visualized all of them returning safe and sound. It took a moment to confirm, but he felt confident he had returned Cuix to her body in Merideva’s Core Room. Reopening them, he looked about and stared at the empty, featureless plain. “Guess it worked. Now for me.”

Gabriel closed his eyes again and imagined himself back with the others. Nothing happened. For a split second, fear tore at him, and he recalled the time when the Swarm kept him from returning to his physical body. Before panic could overwhelm him, he turned his focus inward and ran through a centering routine, calming his mind.

Relax. That was a very different situation.

He willed his mind back to his physical body, then blinked and found himself sitting in their camp again.

“Packmaster!” Cindra lunged over and tackled. Fortunately, she was already on her knees, so she didn’t crush him into the ground. She kissed his cheeks and licked his face wildly.

‘Any ideas what this is about?’ he sent, unable to speak once the hellhound’s tongue found his lips.

Amusement leaked from Sthuza’s bond. ‘She just watched you best the most powerful warrior she has ever seen. For a hellhound, I imagine that is quite an… arousing accomplishment.’

‘But we rigged the fight against Brynja. She never had a chance.’

‘Perhaps, but would most mages not lose their incomplete spell after being stabbed as you were?’

Gabriel started to refute her claim, but he paused and considered.

‘Yeah. I would. Well, before I bonded with Meri, at least. Odd…’

‘Yes, Master. Her strike should have given her an edge. Most casters would have lost so much control that even the ring enchantment would have flickered. But you remained steady and retained your spell.’

He admitted the gorgon was correct and resigned himself to the punishment of allowing the amorous hellhound to grope, kiss, and lick him for minutes.

Finally, Reyna grumbled. “Gah, come on, Boobs, that’s enough. Let the bastard up.”

Cindra pulled back and sucked in a deep breath. “Aww, but Packmaster is really enjoying it,” she said, one hand stroking his erect manhood.

“Come now,” Sthuza said. “You do not wish to delay Brynja from bonding with Master, do you?”

The hellhound leapt to her feet, dragging Gabriel up with her. “Yay! Cindra wants to watch.”

When she released him, he glanced down and confirmed he had no sympathetic injury from their astral battle. Gabriel turned to Brynja and breathed a sigh of relief when she stood on two long, uninjured legs.

She strode up to him and knelt. Head bowed, she spoke to the ground, “I am ready, my lord.”

“There’s no need to kneel,” he replied. When Brynja kept her head down, he stepped over and squatted before her.

She slowly raised her head and stared up at him.

“Relax,” Sthuza said. “Trust him. Nothing will happen that you do not want.”

Brynja nodded. “I-I am ready.” She flashed a hesitant but genuine smile that set his heart aflutter.

‘Yes, Master, she is gorgeous. So much so, I am curious how the rest of her people look.’

“We have to prepare a ritual first.” Gabriel captured her hand and pulled her to stand beside him. She was deceptively heavy but still light compared to Cindra.

“Sthuza, would you please trace out the circle?”

“Of course.” The gorgon stepped away and dug into one of the packs.

“Will it hurt?” Brynja asked.

“Not if you make sure to get really wet first,” Reyna said.

Several hisses came from where Sthuza worked. “Do not listen to Miss Reyna. Only that which you desire will occur. Master will not try to dominate you or force anything upon you beyond the basic bonding which each of us has been through.”

Reyna shut her mouth, red-faced after the gorgon’s hint that the “spirit sex” had been her desire. They waited in relative silence until Sthuza announced she was finished.

“Don’t you need to explain her side of the ritual?” Gabriel asked when his Prime positioned Brynja then stepped away.

“Since you officially appointed me as your Prime, I can provide more assistance with the ritual, so this should be a simple task. Thank Asmodeus you confirmed me before you fought Yesera.”

“You wouldn’t have been able to help if he hadn’t?” Reyna asked, her voice small and tight.

“No. That means we would likely have been forced to watch him bleed to death.”

Cindra rumbled, and Reyna paled.

With Sthuza guiding them through the ritual, it took only a few minutes for Gabriel to sense the first threads of their bond merge. He knew in an instant that Brynja had no intention of fighting him.


Chapter Forty-Seven










Brynja soul opened readily and allowed Gabriel free entry. Unlike Cindra’s, which had leapt at him, desperate to bond him, or Reyna’s prickly, spiked defenses, the valkyrie’s soul felt like a majestic castle with its gates and windows unbarred.

Carefully, he reached out and connected with her. A cool breeze brushed his face, and melodic voices cheered. He felt her wrap her arms around his middle, and he returned her embrace.

They stood there for several heartbeats, their different beings merging and growing. One of the voices called out, and he opened his eyes.

Gabriel stared out across a vast snowy expanse. Towering mountains not far away dominated the bright afternoon sky. Closer by, he found dozens of beautiful winged women. Over a hundred valkyries spread out before them. He glanced down and realized Brynja’s head only came up to his waist.

Her glossy hair was cut the same as her adult self, and she clung to him with all her might. He patted her head, and young Brynja looked up at him. Her silver-blue eyes appeared huge on her childish face. “Gabriel? Why are you so large?”

He smiled. “From my angle, it looks like you shrank.”

Brynja blinked and looked around. “This is my home. How did we get here?”

“We’re not really here. I’m pretty sure this is one of your memories… though it feels slightly different from when I’ve done this with the others.”

Brynja stopped hugging him, but she grabbed his hand and stood at his side. “Look, there’s my entire tribe.”

Turning to where she pointed, he studied the valkyries. They were all tall and athletic. Dressed in a wide assortment of metal and hide armors, the warrior women cheered at the regal valkyrie who stood on a large stage.

Brynja gasped and tried to crush Gabriel’s hand when she noticed the singular woman. “Mother?”

He stood silent as the girl stared at her mother.

“This… this is when I was apprenticed to Aunt Sindul. I was so proud.”

“Your home is beautiful. Thank you for sharing this memory with me,” he whispered.

Brynja nodded but remained silent.

Their surroundings shimmered and shifted. When everything settled again, the sky was overcast, and the sea of valkyries was nowhere to be seen.

Brynja squeezed his hand, and Gabriel turned to his newest bonded. Once again, she was only a few inches shorter than him and dressed in a simple but well-made woolen coat. She met his gaze and smiled. “You do not look so imposing now, Gabriel.”

Hearing her speak his name warmed his soul, and he returned her smile. “While you were an adorable child, I prefer this look.”

She pouted but squeezed his hand. After a moment, she surveyed their surroundings. “This is the valley where I grew up. You can see some of the farms down there.” The valkyrie pointed with her free hand to a broad expanse of snow-covered land. “But why are we here?”

A near mirror image of Brynja stalked through the snow. She rushed in a straight line, and Gabriel looked ahead of her.

He spotted a small, winged child toddling across a hilltop nearby. As he watched, the snow gave way, and she slipped.

The older valkyrie gasped and gave a mighty flap of her white wings. Instantly, she soared into the air. Snow blew out in wide sprays.

Gabriel drew in a sharp breath at the sight of the woman’s majestic form. She raced toward the young girl and caught her before she hit the ground.

The little girl squealed in joy and wrapped her arms around the valkyrie’s neck.

“Mother?” Brynja whispered at his side.

Vadis?

Gabriel stared closer at the pair when they landed. Her mother lowered the small child to the fresh snow, and the girl promptly toppled over face-first.

“Daughter, you must be more careful.”

The young Brynja giggled and rolled about, somehow folding her wings instead of crushing them. “It’s okay, Mama. You’ll always catch me if I fall,” she said with the absolute certainty of a child.

I had a similar childish confidence in Mother when I was that age. Always so certain she would return victorious.

Gabriel blinked back tears and stared, stunned at how strongly the girl’s words had affected him.

Then he heard Brynja sob at his side.

I’m experiencing her emotions, then?

The teary-eyed valkyrie stepped in closer, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She pressed against him, her tears wet and hot against his neck.

Her mother gave the little girl a broad smile, but her dark-blue eyes teared up. “One day you will fly far away, my darling dove. So far from my side.”

Little Brynja shook her head and beamed up at her mother. “I’ll never leave, Mother! I’m going to be a shieldmaiden and help you defend our home.”

The older valkyrie sniffled but nodded. She leaned down and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “I know you will be a mighty warrior, Brynja. A stalwart champion who safeguards all our fates,” she said in a strange, forlorn tone.

Clinging to Gabriel, Brynja sniffled and whispered something under her breath, far too quiet to be meant for him.

He squeezed her shoulder. “Are you okay? We don’t have to stay here if you want to leave.”

Brynja shook her head, her rich blond hair whipping about. “N-no. I would like to stay and watch for a bit… if that is all right.”

Again he gave her a gentle squeeze.

She lifted her head and met his gaze. “It has been so long, I had forgotten about this day. It was the first time I ever saw my mother cry.”

They stood there on their own hill, watching the mother and child run about, playing in the snow. The longer they watched, the stronger the emotions Gabriel felt from the woman at his side.

He studied the growing bittersweet feelings washing over him. The young girl’s unbridled zest for life inspired nostalgia and homesickness within the older Brynja.

Am I feeling it more because we’ve already bonded, and the connection is growing stronger? Or is it just the intensity of the memory overwhelming her?

Little Brynja slowed, and before long, she stopped running about. Her mother pulled the young valkyrie up into her arms. The girl leaned in and kissed her mother’s cheek, then rested her head on the woman’s shoulder.

Vadis started to sing. Her voice had an ethereal quality, and her simple lullaby called to Gabriel. The adult Brynja sobbed and clung to him as her mother sang her younger self to sleep.

After a minute or less, the child was clearly asleep, but still, Vadis sang. Her tone was bittersweet as the song told of a mother’s love and fear for her only child.

“One day a man will come, and steal your heart away,” she crooned.

Brynja flinched at his side. “I-I don’t remember this verse,” she whispered, unwilling to disturb the lyrics.

Vadis continued to sing. Soon the lyrics changed, and she turned to look out across the snowy hills. Gabriel and Brynja both flinched when the older valkyrie paused to stare in their direction.

Tears traced down her graceful cheeks as her eyes turned toward the sky. Her last words were clearly not part of the song. “Please, watch over my daughter. I’d trade my soul to spare her the fate she is destined.”

“Mother…” Brynja whispered from beside him. She reached a hand out toward the other valkyries, but the pair vanished in a flurry of soft snow.

The wind picked up, and the snow swirled around them. The snowflakes swelled, each a unique crystalline latticework. As they grew, Gabriel saw shapes and movement within each.

They danced closer, then the wind howled, and a thousand beautiful frozen shapes rushed at him.

Brynja cried out in surprise or fear and pulled him tighter. Her wings wrapped around him as the first giant snowflake swallowed them whole.

Blinking against the drastic changes, Gabriel watched a younger Brynja train with a short wooden staff. Other girls her age clashed in pairs and small groups. They wielded their practice spears with speed and fury, complementing the scene with excited battle cries as they dueled each other or imaginary monsters.

The valkyrie at his side giggled, and Gabriel suddenly knew the names of every young girl in the long wooden training hall. They watched for what could have been either seconds or hours before pure white snow blasted in through a single window far above them.

They were outside again, but the endless fields of snow gave way to rich green valleys and hills. Standing atop the highest, Gabriel looked down upon hundreds of squat wood and stone homes built into the cliffside. Here and there, winged women went about their day. They walked and flew in equal measure, and he absorbed more context from Brynja.

The town before them was Arigarðr, and a thousand memories of life there flashed through his mind. He took deep breaths and struggled to contain the massive influx of experiences.

Months passed in seconds, and he watched valkyries race about. The gentle spring gave way to a pleasant summer, and then the winds returned. Snow appeared and swarmed the pair once more.

Again and again, more memories played out before them. Brynja cried and laughed and shouted as the scenes played out at an unbelievable pace.

After witnessing almost two decades of life in the peaceful hills west of the Dragonspine Mountains, Gabriel frowned when he realized the young valkyrie was preparing for her journey south.

A tearful goodbye soon gave way to misery, deception, and hurled epithets. Sad and alone, Brynja flew farther and farther from the only home she had ever known.

She stopped in town after town, visited three cities, and tried to befriend the locals, but always it ended poorly. Wicked men were drawn to her stunning beauty and blatant wealth, while petty women showered her with envy and hatred.

Once she helped a traveling merchant, but the man tried to murder the sleeping valkyrie after she put her armor away for the night. She killed him but fled, desperate to find her “destiny.”

Gabriel struggled to make sense of the clashing memories that flowed from the valkyrie to him. She had not wanted to leave her mother’s Aerie, but none of the visions that flitted past revealed why she left.

Soon, the swirling snows dwindled to a handful of flakes. Those last memories were tinged with pain and humiliation. And fear.

Despair.

Gabriel screamed at the ethereal vision of Jessandra as the petty woman butchered Brynja’s beautiful wings. The men held the valkyrie down and laughed as she struggled against her bonds.

They leered at her topless body. Gabriel feared what was to come, but the summoner snarled and slapped Thomas. Red-faced, she shouted at him and pointed to Brynja. The men glared but ceased lusting and began to apply low-grade alchemical salves to those bloody, brutalized wings.

Both Brynjas sobbed as Thomas held the valkyrie still, and Jessandra poured a thick, sludgy healing potion down her throat. Gabriel held his valkyrie close, turning her back to the horrific spectacle.

Mercifully, the scene faded away, and a rapid series of events played out until they first met. Gabriel laughed when the real Brynja blushed beet red at her over-the-top antics with Sir Darren.

The last memory yielded to the shadows, and Gabriel blinked as a new room appeared around them. He looked around the well-appointed room in the Guildhall while Brynja stepped away from him.

“Ah… please be gentle with me, Gabriel,” she whispered.

Confused, he stared back at her. Her face reddened, and she reached up to slip her simple white dress off. “Reyna s-said that ‘spirit sex doesn’t count.’”

“Wait, is that what you want?” he asked. The valkyrie was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and after witnessing so much of her life, he knew the type of person she was. But he also felt a hesitance through their new bond.

“R-Reyna went into great detail about your—I mean, the process. Is it truly not part of the ritual?” Brynja asked. She let the soft white fabric drop to the floor and stood nude before him.

Gabriel swallowed and forced his eyes to meet hers. Those silver-blue orbs stared back at him with a frightening intensity. “… it’s not. At least, I don’t think so. Nothing of the sort happened when I bonded Sthuza or Cindra.”

Brynja’s blond eyebrows arched. “Do you not desire me? I-I thought I felt your interest in me. My body.”

“You’re incredibly beautiful, Brynja. And I have seen how honorable and wonderful you are. Yes, I’m interested, but I got the impression you would want to wait.”

For the first time since she stripped, Brynja lowered her gaze. “Ah, yes… I would prefer to wait until you can meet my mother. As her heir, I should receive her blessing before consummation.” The valkyrie glanced up at him, looking guilty. “Actually, it was sort of like she already gave it, wasn’t it?”

Gabriel chuckled. “Something like that, but if you’d prefer, we could take our time. Once Meri’s established, we can make a trip back to your home, if you wish. I would love to see your Aerie in person.”

Brynja let out a deep breath. “Thank you, that is a relief.” She raised her head and smiled. “You do not mind waiting for… this?” she asked, nodding toward the large bed.

“Once we recover the crystal, we’ll have all the time in the world. There’s no reason to rush.”

Flashing an ecstatic smile, the nude valkyrie rushed him. She wrapped toned arms around his chest and hugged him tight.

He returned her embrace and enjoyed the fresh, woodsy scent of her hair. Brynja held him longer than expected. After several minutes, the Guildhall vanished around them, and Gabriel smelled cinnamon.

◆◆◆

Feeling wearier than expected, Gabriel cracked his eyes open and stared into Cindra’s brilliant blue-on-black eyes.

She flashed him a huge, fang-filled grin before pulling him and Brynja into a hug.

“Why are you naked?” he asked.

“Cindra thought Packmaster might want to mate after adding Birdsister to Pack,” the hellhound said.

“Not tonight. We’ve got to rest up while we can. Duyaris Galamore is Mithril-ranked. Which means he’s a lot more dangerous than Estrial was.”

“Yes, Master. Plus, he has at least a few allies. I strongly suspect they will not be as highly ranked, but four or five Silver-ranked warriors with a powerful mage to support them could pose quite a threat.”

Reyna snickered. “We’ll find a way. If we take care of the goons, I’m sure your boytoy can handle the slimy shitsack.”

Her fellow bonded laughed, and Gabriel glanced at the women around him. He smiled and tried to believe the werebadger’s confident boast.

‘I have faith in you, Master. This mage will be a threat, but you have made excellent progress in a very short time.’

‘Thanks.’ Gabriel looked to his Prime and beckoned her over. Cindra shifted, making space for the gorgon to join her group hug.

Sthuza rolled her eyes but slithered over and coiled herself beside him. She looked to Reyna and smiled. “There is space enough if you wish to sit, Miss Reyna.”

“Nah, I’m good, thanks. Not looking to get crushed between all of those giant tits,” Reyna said, glaring at Brynja and Cindra—especially at their well-endowed chests. Then she turned her angry gaze on Sthuza’s barely concealed breasts.

“How many mana potions do we have left?” Gabriel asked to deter the oncoming argument.

Sthuza opened her satchel and pulled out several small vials. “We have three higher tier ones and five weaker ones.”

Gabriel nodded and considered how best to use them.

“I would suggest you, Brynja, and Miss Reyna consume the superior ones while Cindra and I make use of the lesser potions,” Sthuza said.

“I’ll be fine with a basic one,” Reyna said.

Sthuza turned and frowned at her. “Your regeneration relies on your innate store of mana, and you have burned through quite a bit of it lately. You ran completely dry during the fight against those undead.”

Reyna winced. “But I didn’t get hurt as much today. I’ve got plenty left, and me healing won’t put arrogant fuckers like this mage down. But I’ve seen you magicking your arrows. You need it more than I do. Shifting like that cost you a lot, right?”

“That is why I will remain in this form until after we recover the Domain Crystal. Truthfully, I doubt even one of the high-grade elixirs would restore enough for me to safely shift back before the fight. The transformation is rather taxing. I am confident even the least potent will aid me in recovering enough mana for what is needed in battle. But—”

Gabriel tuned out the others and brought up his Interface.

Mana 24%

Sthuza 12%

Cindra 42%

Reyna 27%

Brynja 65%

Looks like Brynja and Cindra should be fine. Given how low Sthuza is now, she wasn’t lying about how expensive it is for her to shapeshift.

He turned his attention back to the others and raised a hand to pause the discussion. “I just checked everyone’s mana. Sthuza and Reyna are by far the lowest. I think the best plan is for the three of us to take the good ones while Brynja and Cindra each take a lesser one. We want to be as rested and recharged as possible.”

“Ah, that simplifies things, Master. My assumption had been that Brynja would be very low after her ordeal.”

Reyna stared at him for a few seconds, then nodded. “I guess that’s fine. Makes sense.”

Cindra and Brynja quickly agreed, and the lycan soon shifted the topic to the other loot they had collected from Estrial’s party.

Gabriel relaxed while his bonded discussed what to do with the weapons, armor, and trinkets for several minutes, but he soon grew tired and leaned against Cindra.

“Master.” Sthuza brushed his hair back from his face, and he opened his eyes. “Perhaps you should lie down on a bedroll before going to sleep?”

He covered up a yawn. “Yeah. I think bonding Brynja after everything else exhausted me.”

“I feel rather tired as well,” the valkyrie replied.

Sthuza smiled and rose on her thick coils. “I am pleased your bonding was successful.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” Gabriel said.

“Master?”

He turned to grin at Brynja. “I need to see about healing your wings.”

Her silver-blue eyes flared wide, and her crippled wings fluttered. “Truly?”

“Are you sure you are up to it tonight, Master? I had thought you might wish to rest and attempt it tomorrow morning.”

“I’ve got a good feeling about it. There’s no reason to put it off, and I bet Brynja will sleep better afterward.”

Since becoming a DM, I’ve had more intuition, and it’s usually worked out.

Unassigned Essence: 101

Hope that’s enough. I doubt there’ll be simple option like when I upgraded Cuix.

Even though his bond with Brynja was new, he felt a massive upsurge of emotions from her. Within that soul-deep connection, her inner self roiled with eagerness and fear in equal measures. But, as she approached and settled at his side, the only visible sign of her excitement was in the depths of her enthralling gaze.

Cindra and Reyna started into some sort of argument. Gabriel blocked out the boisterous pair and focused on the valkyrie. The world around him fell away, and he dove deep into their bond.

He concentrated on her physical body, seeking out her wings. When he located the damage Jessandra inflicted, white-hot rage filled him. Viewed in the nonphysical, the valkyrie’s being was a stunning work of art—horribly marred by the envious woman’s brutality. Countless glowing leylines spread throughout her wings in beautiful geometric patterns. But most were now tangled in twisted knots or chopped, causing the mana within to stagnate and foul.

‘Okay, when I healed Reyna, I was just boosting her natural regeneration. First thing to do is check Brynja’s condition.’

HP: 195/195

BP: 175/175

‘That’s… unfortunate but to be expected. Means I’ve got to find a way to restore those delicate leylines running through her wings. Until I do, there’s no way to estimate how much SE it’ll cost.’

‘I have complete faith in your success, Master.’ Sthuza’s mind-voice was accompanied by a rush of support across their bond. He paused for a moment to luxuriate in that unwavering love and reminded himself of how great his new life was.

‘I will heal her. Not gonna let that bitch take the sky from her.’

Gabriel shifted his focus back to the myriad tangle of severed and twisted leylines which ran the length of the Brynja’s feathered wings. After a detailed study, he tried to visualize a pair of the severed strands rejoining.

It felt like minutes passed before he saw the slightest shiver among the split leyline. Slowly, they shifted and straightened, then pressed together.

There was a brief flare, and it was impossible to locate the damaged bit afterward.

‘I think I’ve found a way,’ he sent to his Prime before devoting his entire focus to the torturous tangle of split and twisted leylines.

Time lost all meaning as Gabriel brushed at the mangled energy twisted up in those delicate wings. He obeyed his instincts, smoothing and straightening the beautiful, feathery strands of power.

Devotion and awe flooded across his bond with Brynja. He took her growing excitement as encouragement and redoubled his work.

Finally, Gabriel pulled back. Within his nonphysical view, the valkyrie’s wings glowed with a brilliant radiance that bathed him in gratitude. He knew she was healed even before he withdrew from their bond.

“Thank you!” Brynja cried, ecstatic. The beautiful woman squeezed him against her in a convincing imitation of Cindra.

Gabriel gasped for breath, then chuckled when she loosened her crushing embrace. “I’m glad it worked. Jessandra’s actions were deplorable, but at least you don’t have to bear the physical wounds any longer.”

Brynja sniffled and rubbed her face against his cheek. “Thank you, my lord. Though Sthuza spoke confidently, I scarcely dared hope you could do such a thing. My wings feel so light.”

“Yay, Birdsister!” Cindra cheered. The hellhound grabbed both of them and lifted them into the air. “Packmaster takes great care of Pack.”

Sthuza glared at the exuberant hellhound. “Cccindra! Put them down. Master is tired and needs to rest.”

Gray cheeks darkening, Cindra ducked her head. “Oops, sorry.” She lowered the pair to their feet but flashed Gabriel an infectious grin.

He chuckled and shook his head, then started toward their tent. “Now, I know I’m ready to sleep. Mind if I take the last watch?”

Reyna snickered. “There’s enough of us bitches now for you to take the whole night to sleep. Not that I expect any animals or monsters to approach a thirty-foot-long gorgon. Drink that nasty crud and get rested. You’re the one who has to beat that fancy pants mage. I just know that fucker’s gonna have a bunch of spells and shit to protect his rich ass.”

His other bonded spoke up in agreement, and Gabriel let the naked hellhound all but carry him into their tent. She stripped his clothes, despite his half-hearted protestations. After downing Estrial’s finest mana potion and almost gagging on the cloying syrup, he lay back on his bedroll.

Cindra cuddled up against him, her bare skin almost hot. With the combination of soothing heat and a surprisingly soft bedroll, his mind drifted toward sleep.

He heard the soft rustle of scales, and Cindra shifted next to him. Sthuza coiled her massive bulk around the pair then whispered something to the hellhound.

Gabriel felt a surge of arousal from two of his bonds before his Prime spoke in his mind.

‘If it truly does not tax you, Master, would you like to return the three of us to the Astral Realm for… a little privacy?’

A faint smile spread across Gabriel’s face as his mind shifted away.


Chapter Forty-Eight










Gabriel woke with a smile. Another night without any pestering from the Swarm left him feeling more rested than he could remember. The wonderful time with his bonded in the Astral Realm had no doubt helped with that.

He brushed his fingers along the two nude women cuddled against him and allowed himself a few minutes to luxuriate in their presence.

I could get used to this. And once Meri’s settled, we can get one of those high-end beds. Then it’ll really be hard to get up every morning.

Gabriel was tempted to go back to sleep, but a single thought of Merideva reminded him they had a pressing issue to resolve. With a loud sigh, he leaned over and kissed Sthuza. “Come on, my Prime, it’s time to rise.”

The four-armed gorgon shifted her scaled bulk and pressed her humanoid aspect tighter against him.

Soft hisses announced at least a few head-snakes were awake, and he smiled at them. “Hey, can you ladies wake her?”

The small serpents watched Gabriel, then two nodded, mischief in their tiny green eyes. While they curled around and brushed against Sthuza’s peaceful, sleek face, he turned his attention to Cindra.

Kissing her the same way he had Sthuza, Gabriel brushed several locks of wild gray hair from her face. Her lips parted, and she let out a quiet moan.

With the hellhound pressed against him tight as a second skin, he felt every tremor as Cindra slowly woke. She started her day by pulling him in for a deeper kiss.

Once she released him, beaming, she rose, and all three of them dressed. Sthuza took only a moment to bind her breasts and strap on her collection of pouches and belts. She hung a green cloth from one to conceal her sex.

They exited the enchanted tent and found his other two bonded seated together before the small firepit.

“Did you both take the last shift?” he asked.

Reyna jerked at his voice and stuffed her hand into the pack sitting on the ground before her.

“Hey, guys,” she said with false cheer, pretending he had not just seen her hide an S-Crystal. “And no, we didn’t. I woke up early and figured I’d keep her company.”

“My watch has been uneventful,” Brynja said. She rose gracefully from the log they had shared. She stretched her wings out then flashed him a huge smile. “Thank you again for healing my wings. It was a struggle not to leap into the sky immediately despite the late hour.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” he said. “Do you want to fly while we chase Duyaris?”

“Would that be all right?”

Gabriel smiled. “Of course.”

Brynja bowed. “Thank you, Gabriel.”

Cindra rushed over and pulled the valkyrie into a hug before she could escape. “Morning, Birdsister.”

“Ah, good morning,” Brynja said. She patted the larger woman’s back awkwardly.

“You’re way too amped up for this early,” Reyna muttered. The lycan stretched her arms overhead and yawned. “We taking the time to cook or just gonna mount up and ride?”

Gabriel paused to consider the idea, but Sthuza slithered over and spoke.

“I can prepare something quick if the rest of you will break camp and ready the horses. It will take a little while to get everything together.”

“Sounds good to me,” Gabriel said. His other bonded agreed, and they set to work while Sthuza took over the firepit.

He was helping Reyna break down the larger tent when an unsettling feeling grew within him. What started out as a mild discomfort soon surged into an identifiable sense of terror.

Taking a second to check, Gabriel confirmed the fear came from his bond with Merideva. “Meri’s in danger!”

Reyna’s amber eyes widened when he dropped to his knees, already shifting his awareness back to the dungeon. Sthuza shouted something, but the world around him vanished.

◆◆◆

The glowing Core was pressed in tight against Gabriel’s mental avatar by the time he completed his shift. She shivered in fear, and he spent precious seconds surrounding her with soothing thoughts.

When Merideva calmed down, he asked, “What happened?”

“That nasty meanie is doing something to my crystal again.”

Gabriel wrapped his mental self around the Dungeon Core and tried to shield her. At the same time, he reached out carefully, seeking out the hostile presence. He sensed Cuix in the Core Room, likely guarding Merideva’s physical body, but he left the goblin alone.

There’s no point in viewing the dungeon physically. This threat is entirely within whatever space connects the crystal to Meri and the dungeon. Whether it’s Duyaris or not, I’ve got to shut him out before his tampering shears the connection. Or worse. I’m not sure how much longer it’ll remain attuned to the dungeon.

“Estrial sold the crystal to a Mithril-ranked mage. Seems likely the last attack was the same guy as well,” Gabriel said. It took him only a thought to send her the details of their recent adventure.

Merideva sighed and calmed once he enveloped her within a dome of his own Essence. He interwove sharpened spikes within the barrier to discourage another crushing attack.

Like the last time Gabriel had shielded her, he could feel the entropy eating away at them. Until they recovered the Domain Crystal, Merideva’s connection with it would continue to weaken, costing her Essence and endangering control of her Domain.

With the Core safely ensconced, he devoted more of his awareness to the search for who he assumed was Duyaris.

He sensed hundreds of vague presences which surrounded them. Their mere existence was disrupting the region around them. Visible signs of the weakening bond of the Domain Crystal.

Pushing beyond those, he located a single, blinding font of Essence. A second’s focus confirmed it was the same attacker from the previous time. Duyaris’ presence spread out through the cracked, shrinking Domain. Twisted veins of rot tunneled through the ground around him.

“That’s not good. He feels a lot stronger than that night in the inn, which was already worse than Estrial’s intrusions… Was that just a test?”

“Bu-but you can beat him, right?” Merideva asked. She trembled within his protective embrace, and her fear raced across their bond.

“Don’t have a choice. I’m not letting Duyaris take you away. Or ruin the crystal.”

Like a child reassured by their mother, Merideva calmed, and her dark-blue glow brightened. “That’s right, you’re my chosen DM. So go kick his stupid, greedy butt and save my crystal.”

Gabriel shunted all of his attention away from her when several of those lesser presences struck out against his shield as one. Each strike drained the barrier’s strength.

Metaphysical claws and fists scratched and bashed. Gabriel held firm against the dozen or so attackers, but fear bloomed within him as more and more of the strange beings surged toward Merideva.

Holding strong against the siege, he felt the blazing entity shift and begin to move. It picked up speed and soon loomed over the flood of attackers tearing at his defenses. The lesser monstrosities encircled them and rained blows down in a relentless flurry.

Sthuza thinks I’m a psyker. I should be able to beat a mage in this formless place. It’s not a matter of mana but of will.

Gabriel screamed in rage. A blinding purple-pink wave of force rippled out from the shield.

Hundreds of attackers were hurled back, their weak forms exploding into clouds of Essence. While the blast devastated most of the attackers, it had little effect on Duyaris’ more powerful presence. The singular giant raised its fist and slammed down on the energy shield.

The blow shattered Gabriel’s thoughts and left him with a splitting headache. Everything around him blurred, and he stared up at hazy twin images of the massive brute. Again it struck, and he threw himself into the defense.

The swirl of Essence in the distance vanished, then the distance itself disappeared. The strange metaphysical reality fell away inch by inch until the only thing which remained outside of Gabriel’s shield was the giant.

His shield shifted from a large dome to a semicircle. Merideva pressed in tight against his back, and the radiant barrier shrank further until it was a narrow tower shield between Gabriel and Duyaris.

Again the massive giant lashed out. A powerful blow rippled through Gabriel’s body, but the narrowed shield held.

Duyaris’ avatar let out an unintelligible roar and shuffled to one side. Without pause, Gabriel shifted to match him. Another strike crashed against his shield with a terrifying boom that threatened to deafen him.

Each time the Mithril mage moved, Gabriel countered him. But with every blow, he felt his will weaken.

How long can he keep this up?

Gabriel devoted all the focus he could spare to formulating a better defense, but Duyaris never let up. Gabriel had no clue how long he shielded Merideva, but he continued to block the giant’s storm of blows. His glowing barrier dimmed, and cracks began to form.

“I think he’s slowing down,” Merideva whispered. She was pressed in tight against Gabriel’s back. Their bond was a tangled knot of fear and despair and trust. The Dungeon Core trusted him, but she feared for his safety.

Feared that she would lose him.

Screw this!

Gabriel gripped the weakened shield and surged ahead. He infused everything he could into it, his focus on reinforcing it the same way Brynja reinforced hers.

His mad rush caught Duyaris’ oversized avatar unprepared. The giant had its arm raised high, and the shield slammed against its chest.

Gabriel screamed himself raw, anything to push a little harder. The massive attacker roared but staggered back.

One step. Two steps. Further and further, Gabriel pushed the mithril mage back.

Before long, they stood back where he had first sensed the powerful presence. The mage still glowed bright with concentrated Essence, but not as strong.

They ground to a standstill, but it felt like Gabriel’s head was being crushed. Pressure built, and he screamed. Even while Duyaris attacked his mind, tendrils of black rot struck at his shrunken shield. They burrowed through it, seeking his Essence.

One broke through and bit into Gabriel’s arm. Every nerve screamed in agony, but he refused to yield. He redoubled his effort and expanded the Reinforcement effect. The glowing field sheared off the rotten tendrils, and he felt the other mage begin to retreat.

His head throbbed, but Gabriel threw everything he had into strengthening his barrier.

Duyaris’ giant glared, its inhuman face radiating annoyance. He stared down at Gabriel for several seconds, then snorted and vanished.

With no resistance, Gabriel stumbled and fell face-first. Merideva screamed his name, and the Dungeon Core was at his side. Her dim blue had shifted to a soft yellow.

“You beat him,” she cheered. “I knew you would. He’s no match for us.”

Gabriel rolled over and sighed. He focused on the glowing Core and considered his response. Giving her reason to worry would only make things worse, so he chose to be positive.

“Don’t worry, Meri,” he said. “We’re close. I’ll catch him soon and recover the crystal, then we’ll be back in just a couple days. Well short of Sthuza’s estimate. I promise.”

Merideva flared bright, her dull yellow morphing to a brilliant pink. “Thank you, Gabriel!”

Guilt tore at him, but he focused on the faith and joy radiating from the Core.

We have to succeed. If I have to use that Swarm power to beat him, so be it. As long as we get the crystal back before it loses attunement, Sthuza can guide Meri through the rest even if the Swarm corrupts or kills me.

Conflicted but hiding it, Gabriel checked on Merideva’s defenses. He sensed Cuix still on guard along with a dozen others. The traps were both reset, and numerous kobolds patrolled her Domain.

That’s the best we can do for now.

Once they said their goodbyes, he returned his awareness to his body.


Chapter Forty-Nine










Strong arms cradled Gabriel against a firm pair of breasts. Four arms. There was a sidewinding motion, and his eyes snapped open.

A pair of head-snakes hovered scant inches from his face. He blinked, and the two serpents hissed in excitement.

“Welcome back, Master,” Sthuza said. The head-snakes withdrew, so she could gaze down at him.

“Why are you carrying me?” He looked around and noticed that she was racing along a rough dirt trail, her massive tail slithering across smoothly. “Are we running from someone?”

“You sounded panicked when you shouted, so we packed up and set off. I assumed you would prefer we not waste time.”

“How long has it been?”

“Over an hour, Master, almost twice the length of your previous trip.”

“Oi, you finally back with us now?” Reyna asked.

Gabriel turned toward her voice and found her riding to his left. “Yeah, sorry for worrying you.”

The lycan’s lips twisted, and she glanced away before meeting his gaze again. “Not worried, but we’ll need your stupid magic when we find this ass maggot.”

Gabriel shook his head but refrained from laughing. Looking up, he noticed Sthuza roll her eyes.

“Packmaster want to ride Cindra instead?” the hellhound growled. He couldn’t see her, but her gruffer voice made it obvious she was in her canine voice.

“Is there any reason I shouldn’t ride Nocturne?”

Sthuza shook her head. “We have him saddled and readied. And the twins’ geldings as well, for when he tires.” She paused and lowered Gabriel to his feet.

“Thank you.”

The gorgon nodded, and he stepped away. Brynja offered Nocturne’s reins to him, and he mounted up.

Gabriel turned to look at his bonded. “Okay, let’s see how quickly we can catch them. That attack was worse than the others. I-I don’t think I could stop him again.”

Cindra looked doubtful, and Reyna frowned.

Worry flashed across Sthuza’s face before she put on a neutral mask. “Then we will catch him before he can launch another attack.”

The others nodded agreement, and he smiled.

They raced along the narrow hunter’s trail at a breakneck pace. Nocturne labored beneath him, the horse’s coat lathered with sweat. Every hour or so, they rested for a few minutes then swapped horses.

They reached the trade road just after their third break and, so far, had been fortunate enough not to encounter any other travelers. Cindra and Sthuza showed no signs of strain, even as the others’ mounts began to slow four hours later.

“Master,” Sthuza said when they stopped again near an idyllic brook. “I fear they will not last much longer. We have pushed them too hard. Even so, I worry Duyaris and his party may reach Kormyr before we can locate them.”

She slithered off the road and curled up beneath an oak near the brook.

Reyna groaned and stretched. “My ass ain’t gonna last too much longer. My whole damn crotch is fucking raw. Lycan healing is keeping it right on the edge constantly. Hurts worse than getting stabbed. Bet these loose-ass britches are half of it.”

Gabriel exhaled slowly, then nodded. “We don’t have much choice. Let’s take a longer break and see if they can catch a second wind. If we’re lucky, we’re already ahead of Duyaris, and we can set up to greet him somewhere out here away from the border and other travelers.”

Brynja led their spare horses over and let them drink from the babbling brook. “A rest would be welcome. If we stay long enough, perhaps I can stretch my wings and scout out the area.”

“If you feel up to, sure,” Gabriel said. “We’ll rest here for a while.”

The valkyrie’s stoic face lit up, and she triggered her armor storage. Her amulet, bracers, and sabatons flared. A second later, ornate vanguard plate covered her from neck to toe. “I will be careful and keep my eyes sharp for our target.”

Shifting back to her humanoid form, Cindra walked over to join him as Brynja took flight. “Birdsister can fly with her armor?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Apparently, she lifted off like it was no challenge at all.”

“For her, it was quite easy, Master. Brynja’s Reinforcement ability is an extension of a valkyrie’s innate magic. They enhance their wings with magic which allows them to carry far more weight while flying than would otherwise be possible. Their wings are highly sophisticated and filled with intricate magic. That is why the wounds Jessandra inflicted upon them left her completely flightless. Even if her wings were physically intact, the delicate leylines within were ruined.”

The hellhound watched as Brynja spiraled through the sky. “Think Birdsister could carry Cindra?”

Gabriel brushed the bond he shared with the muscular woman and smiled at the eager excitement welling inside her. “Maybe, but if she can’t, I’ll take you flying one day.”

Cindra turned to him with a huge grin. He braced himself a second before she leapt. Squeezed tight against her armored form, he laughed and let her dance around with him.

They watched Brynja fly in loops, climb high, dash across the sky, and dive down to the treetops. Darting up again, she flew out of sight.

She returned several minutes later and touched down in front of the trio, a smile worthy of Cindra on her beautiful face.

“Have fun?” he asked.

Brynja bobbed her head, then rushed right at him. She wrapped her arms around him and crushed herself against him. “Thank you so much! You fixed them perfectly.”

With her wings flapping and twitching behind her, the best Gabriel could manage was to pat her lower back. “Glad to help. You’re a good person, and it was a terrible crime.”

“W-when I woke up in chains, my wings heavy and pained, I… I despaired. I thought it was the end. That I would never feel the wind again.”

Hot tears splashed against his neck, and soft sobs wracked the tall woman’s athletic body. The unbridled joy flooding across their bond left him unable to speak, so he held her and let her stand there until she was satisfied.

Once Brynja settled down, the five of them checked their weapons and ensured they were ready for the coming battle. Sthuza slithered out into the brook and speared several fish to grill.

“I take it you did not spot any targets worth speaking of?” the gorgon asked Brynja.

“No. I searched yet found no sign of any adventurers. There were several wild animals, but the only people I saw were clearly not wealthy. They appeared to be refugees.”

“Damn. We’ve got to figure out whether Duyaris is ahead of or behind us now. Estrial gave no clue on how quickly he’d be traveling, so it could be either,” Gabriel said. He shifted his thoughts back to the spell token he had used to locate Estrial’s party, then went to their gear and withdrew Kelith’s spellbook.

“Do you believe you can handle the scrying spell, Master?”

“I’m confident I can form all of the glyphs, but whether I can locate him with the few details we have on him, I don’t know.”

“How the hells will you find someone you’ve never met?” Reyna asked. The lycan sat kicking her bare feet in the shallow water. She fiddled with an S-Crystal, and he could sense her turmoil. Part of her wanted to dive into the crystal and torment the soul within. Even as she knew it would bring no relief.

“Remember when we talked about aiming spells through the Weave instead of with the eye? In theory, a caster doesn’t need to see someone at all to affect them with magic. We can aim a spell at anything through the Weave of Creation, regardless of distance. But in practice, it’s rather hard to pull off.”

“That’s why Packmaster threw a Fireball at Cindra.” The hellhound sat near Brynja, eating the last of the fish. Gabriel was still surprised to see her eating them bones and all.

“Yeah. Our intimacy makes you a lot easier to define,” he said. “The more precise I can be with selecting the target, the more accurate and efficient the spell. With most Divination magic, such as Lesser Scrying, the more detailed your focus on the desired target, the more likely the spell will work.”

Reyna glanced over at him, her eyes gleaming. “Co-could you have found Raeya just from me describing her in-depth?”

He paused to consider how to answer. “Before I bonded with Meri, I would have been too weak and inexperienced, even with your closeness. Now? Yeah, it would be easy to locate anyone close to one of you, assuming they aren’t well shielded or across the continent.”

The lycan sniffled then asked, “But what about a specialist? Like an Iron-ranked Diviner?”

Gabriel frowned. “Yeah… they should have an easy time unless the target was shielded, in which case they’d likely realize it.”

Reyna’s expression darkened, and she turned back to the brook. “Is it true they can see the future? Did that bitch know what would…”

Gabriel glanced to his Prime and saw her concerned look matched his own. “I-I don’t know, Reyna. Supposedly, but only a rare few can since it’s an innate talent they nurture rather than learn.”

Sthuza slithered over and coiled herself at the werebadger’s side. “Would you like to talk about it later, Miss Reyna?” she asked softly.

Reyna cleared her throat and shook her head, then nodded. “I’d like that.” She turned back to face Gabriel, her amber eyes bright and focused. “But you were explaining how you plan on finding this guy with just a name.”

Seeing the smirk starting to form on her face, Gabriel grinned back. “I’ve heard a few stories of the elven mage, so I’m hopeful it’ll be enough. Besides, whether ahead of or behind us, he should be fairly close. The short distance helps reduce the difficulty.”

“You intend to pour extra mana into the scrying to forcefully overcome his resistance?” Sthuza asked. A hesitant look crossed her exotic features.

“Resistance?” Brynja asked.

Gabriel turned to the valkyrie and spotted her sitting behind Cindra. She had Cindra’s silver brush in hand and was carefully grooming the taller woman’s wild gray mane.

‘It’s good to see them getting along.’

‘Quite, Master. I was confident that Brynja would make an excellent addition to our small… Pack.’

Eyes on the valkyrie, Gabriel said, “Every living thing has an innate resistance to magic that a caster has to overcome. When they fail to resist, the spell affects them. The results can be well…” he glanced to Reyna. “You saw what happened to that bandit I shot, right?”

Reyna chortled. “Fuck yeah. You turned his head into a damn canoe. Raping asshole had it coming.”

Sthuza and Cindra were quick to agree with the werebadger.

“Effectively, I’m going to try doing the same thing with scrying Duyaris. It’ll take more mana than that attack. But given the short range and limited number of people in the area, especially elves like him, I’m cautiously optimistic I can overwhelm his defenses and locate him.”

Looking mildly concerned, Sthuza wrapped her lower arms beneath her breasts. “A reasonable plan, but please be careful. If he detects your attempt and raises an active defense, withdraw rather than risk a prolonged battle against him.”

“Yeah, don’t worry, I’ve got no interest in facing a Mithril-ranked mage in a straight fight.”

Everyone seemed to calm at his statement, and Brynja asked about the bandit story from earlier. When Reyna began to recount the battle, Gabriel left them to it and turned his focus inward.
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Estrial’s potion helped quite a bit. Better than tripled my recovery rate?

Gabriel thought back to what he had told the others about Divination magic. While he had not focused on it at the Academy, he understood the fundamentals. That was why he had resisted the urge to try scrying the Mithril adventurer ever since Estrial gave them Duyaris’ name.

Since he couldn’t increase the details around which to anchor the magic, he had waited until they shortened the distance between them.

Though… this’ll all be in vain if Duyaris didn’t stick to the trade road.

He pushed aside his worries and ran through a lengthy centering routine before attempting the spell.

◆◆◆

Gabriel started to weave the Lesser Scrying spell he had found in Kelith’s spellbook. While he had never used more than half of the glyphs in a single spell before, he felt confident enough to attempt it.

Discarding any doubts, Gabriel took his time and concentrated on each glyph. Mana flowed from his pool and filled the spell construct. Given his plan to forcibly locate Duyaris, there was no way to eliminate the increased mana cost. Still, he focused on ensuring the magic was as efficient as he could manage.

In the back of his mind, he was dimly aware of his bonded around him. He trusted them all and knew Sthuza would handle any issues that cropped up.

When he completed the spell, he drew in a slow breath, his mind focused solely on the minimal knowledge he had of Duyaris Galamore. With a mental image of the elven mage ensconced in his mind, he released the magic.

His focus shifted, and his vision blurred. Rapid movement left him disoriented, but he tried to settle himself. It felt like he was not too far from his starting point.

Seconds passed before he stared down at a well-traveled road that cut through the thick forest. A sizable clearing with unusual shapes drew his attention.

He blinked, and his perspective zoomed in closer. A moment of study left him confident that he looked down on a different section of the same road they were on. Off to one side, he saw what looked like the same brook cutting a trail through the forest. Considering the position of the brook and the sun overhead, he felt almost positive he was north from where his bonded waited.

A large black shape drew his attention. Its solid black, square shape revealed it as unnatural, and once he drew closer, he realized it was a sturdy carriage. Ornate silver trim decorated its side, and a team of black horses grazed nearby.

Gabriel’s vision shimmered and swirled. He felt a powerful pressure, and the scene shrank before him. Desperate for details, he looked about in all directions. A half-dozen armored men were spread across the clearing. Some tended to another group of horses.

The force pushing him away increased, and he felt an additional presence. A powerful aura of magic radiated from the carriage, so he threw all of his might at that source. There were others within, but an alarm spell tripped when he pressed in.

“Ah, I wondered if you would have the sense to scry for me before attacking,” a man said. His voice dripped with contempt and caused a spike of anger to war with the confusion which flooded Gabriel’s mind.

“When I felt a second presence within the crystal resist me, I checked in on Estrial. Even a quick peek confirmed it wasn’t her, but I decided to monitor her, just in case. You might have had a chance with an ambush against me if I hadn’t.” The condescension in the man’s, who had to be Duyaris, voice sent a shiver of dread down Gabriel’s spine.

“Fortunately for me, you wasted your sole advantage when your pet gorgon revealed her true self. Turn back, I have no interest in killing you or your women, but I will not hesitate to slaughter anyone who threatens me and mine. And do not think your ability to cloak your party from scrying will matter if you continue to pursue me.”

Cloak my party?

An unfathomable weight struck Gabriel, and he slammed back into his body with a groan.

“Master?” Cool hands cupped his cheeks, and someone caught him from behind.

“The fuck happened to you?” Reyna asked.

Gabriel opened his eyes to find three of his bonded staring down at him. A peek over his shoulder confirmed that Cindra held him from behind.

The hellhound flashed a wide smile, then leaned forward and kissed him.

“Cccindra. Thisss isss important.”

His bonded broke the kiss and shot a sheepish glance at Sthuza. “Sorry, Snakey. Packmaster looked so tasty.”

The gorgon blew out a loud breath then chuckled. “Yes, of course.” She turned her attention back to Gabriel. “What happened, Master?”

Gabriel stretched his neck, causing a couple loud pops, and leaned back against Cindra. He felt exhausted but figured it was the feedback from his spell being forcibly severed. “I found them, but Duyaris knew I was coming and kicked my ass back here.”

“Does that mean we lost the element of surprise?” Reyna asked.

Reaching up to stroke Cindra’s cheek over his shoulder, Gabriel shook his head. “We’d already lost it. Bastard saw us attack Estrial. Or her party, I suppose. And he knows about Sthuza, which means he’ll probably prepare a counter for her gaze.”

All of his bonded spoke at once, so he let them sort it out. Worried that being forcefully ejected might have drained more mana, he checked his pool.
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Looks like it wasn’t too expensive. Still, don’t want to do that again.

His head throbbed, and he idly wished they had a potion for headaches.

‘Remind me to buy some Refreshing Brews when we get back. That wasn’t fun.’

Instead of sending a reply, Sthuza leaned in close and placed her cool palms against his temples. Strong, slender fingers kneaded his scalp, and he sighed in relaxation.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime, Master.”

Reyna squatted down beside him. “What did he do to you?”

“Duyaris demonstrated his power against me. Felt like he dropped an iron golem on me.”

Cindra rumbled behind him but calmed when he resumed stroking her cheek.

“I am grateful you escaped with only a headache, Master. Given he was prepared for your presence, it could have gone much worse.”

Gabriel grunted. “Yeah, I definitely need to improve my mental defenses. First all those attacks and dreams from the Swarm, and now a Mithril mage dropkicked me in the head.”

They remained as they were for a few minutes, but Gabriel sighed and rose as soon as the worst of the pain subsided. He recounted what he could of his brief reconnaissance, mentioning the six armored men and the large carriage. His best guess put Duyaris and his party no more than an hour or two away.

They readied the three horses they got from Estrial’s party. Brynja and Reyna left the others hitched near the brook where they rested.

Sthuza and Cindra easily kept pace alongside the horses as they raced toward the Mithril-ranked mage. They traveled in silence, each thinking ahead to the inevitable battle.

Gabriel kept his mind from spiraling downward by reviewing his spells and the several enchanted items they had looted. He didn’t like the idea of relying on the Necromantic rod to best Duyaris. But every time he recalled how powerful the mage felt when attacking Merideva, he shivered.

Get it together. This is just one more fight. Sthuza and the others are more than a match for whatever assholes he has with him. All I have to do is keep him busy long enough to turn the odds in our favor.

Even with most of his focus centered on preparing himself for battle, Gabriel remained alert for any sign of the stretch of road he had spied.

After half an hour, Sthuza called them to a halt. She approached Brynja, and after a short talk, the valkyrie dismounted and restored her armor. Her white wings spread wide, flapped once, and the armored valkyrie streaked into the sky.

“Hopefully, she will spot them before they detect us,” Sthuza said. Gabriel nodded, and they resumed riding.


Chapter Fifty










The black gelding labored for breath beneath Gabriel. The horse’s flanks were soaked with white lather, but it continued to gallop. They slowed only slightly to turn where the road split away from the brook again.

The area looked familiar to Gabriel, and he glanced up at the valkyrie flying far overhead. Brynja showed no sign of worry, but something felt off.

Triggering Magesight, he surveyed their surroundings again. He saw nothing for several seconds, but when they reached the next bend, a veritable storm of arcane magic flared within the forest just ahead.

As he opened his mouth to shout, a bolt of lightning tore through the afternoon sky.

The blue-white flash struck Brynja, and the valkyrie plummeted, smoke billowing from her singed wings.

Even as his bonded fell, Gabriel pulled a Shield spell token. Someone shouted, and a writhing orange-white orb shot from the forest.

“Scatter,” he cried, triggering the jade token. The single-use enchantment flared, but the Fireball raced toward them.

Gabriel raised his arms to protect his face as an inferno of roiling flames exploded a few feet away. Fire scorched his exposed skin, and the stench of burnt hair filled his nose.

His horse let out a tortured whine then collapsed beneath him. Kicking free of the saddle, Gabriel rolled hard to his left. He got his leg out of the way a split second before the huge animal could crush him.

He scrambled to his feet just as a tight gray shield finished materializing around him. Superheated air scorched his lungs. Once the worst of the magical fire burned out, he summoned his available Minions.

Gwen and the two kobolds burst into action the moment their feet touched the blackened dirt. Still smoking, Brynja leapt ten feet up and raced toward the brewing melee.

“Packmaster?” Cindra shouted, having already shifted back to her humanoid form. The hellhound rushed through the smoke.

He started to warn her off then realized she came to retrieve her sword from its scabbard on Reyna’s horse. The feisty lycan was trapped beneath her dead mount. Cindra jerked the half-ton horse aside, freeing her greatsword and the transforming werebadger in a single motion.

A man screamed in pain, and Gabriel turned toward the sound.

“Get the gorgon, you fools,” another man shouted. It was the same voice Gabriel had heard while scrying.

Unable to see, Gabriel tapped his bond with Cindra, and the smoke faded into translucence. The stench of burned hair and flesh remained thick and foul. He drew his conduit and dove into a Haste spell.

Movement between the trees warned him a second before another bolt of lightning struck. He was already dodging, but the crackling streak of energy clipped his hazy shield. Lightning danced over the barrier, weakening it.

An arrow hit his shield but deflected away, and he felt a spike of pain from Reyna as another archer targeted on her.

‘Focus on the mage, Master. I will deal with the archers.’

Duyaris began chanting, and Gabriel rushed the glyphs for his spell. Once the Haste magic was anchored to his bonded, he released it and drew Jessandra’s Acid Bolt wand.

The black-tipped wand he’d taken from Jessandra’s companion in his offhand, he pointed at a man in vanguard plate and triggered it twice. A pair of vitriolic green bolts shot forth. They slammed into the armored man but did little more than deface his breastplate and vambraces.

Acid resistance?

Gabriel tossed the useless wand aside and searched for Duyaris with Magesight. Nine hostile figures glowed, three still hidden in the woods.

They all bore a Haste effect, a shadowy haze around their heads, and five of them shone with an assortment of additional magical enhancements. A potent Force Dome blazed with immense power around one.

Two armored men charged Cindra and Reyna. The pair of monster girls growled and met them head-on. The clash of their blades assaulted Gabriel’s ears, and he fought against the fear mounting as his bonded struggled to face their ambushers.

Sthuza lunged out of the woods to the left, hissing angrily. The greater gorgon showed no burns, though one of her pouches was blackened, and a splatter of blood across her tail hinted at the archers’ fate.

She crashed upon the man facing Reyna like an enraged juggernaut. Wielding the twin poleaxes looted from Jessandra’s crew, the greater gorgon assaulted the Silver-ranked fighter with relentless blows.

Despite the onslaught, the man’s enchanted vanguard armor held up. He parried and dodged with the supernatural agility of a potent Haste spell. Even as Sthuza pressed him, more attackers rushed from the trees.

Gwen and the kobolds intercepted, darting about in an attempt to distract them.

Gabriel wove the beginnings of another spell. Punching through such heavy armor would take a sizable investment, so he focused on a basic Aetheric Lance, then devoted the rest of his awareness into weaving multiple penetration glyphs into the spell.
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He tapped his pool and flooded mana into the magic while keeping an eye on the vague figures hidden within the forest.

Another spell began to form, and he knew Duyaris was casting. Multiple spell circles coalesced near one figure, and Gabriel strained to decipher the glyphs before they finished.

Duyaris layered his spell with an elegance Gabriel had never seen. Despite having started first, Gabriel finished his cast a half-second after the Mithril mage.

Gabriel’s heart froze when Duyaris loosed a veritable barrage of Corrosive Bolts at Sthuza. Dozens of oozing dark-green darts struck the gorgon from all sides. She hissed but refused to retreat. When the puffs of acrid smoke dissipated, several of her scales were missing or blackened.

A flurry of rapid slashes unbalanced her opponent, then thunder cracked as her tail swept across. She took the man’s legs out, and he hit the ground hard.

Reyna seized the moment and leapt on the downed warrior. Her swords fell, and the man screamed.

Gabriel picked his target out within the Weave and released the spell. A purple-pink lance formed, then streaked through the air and took Cindra’s foe in the back.

The Aetheric Lance ripped through the thick rear plate of his vanguard cuirass, but the stocky, heavily armored man only grunted before dancing away from her next strike.

He launched a quick counterattack.

Cindra parried most of the blow, but he adjusted his sword’s angle and pressed his blade against her arm. A swift draw cut tore through her armor, and bright-blue blood sprayed.

Sounds of battle echoed from behind Gabriel, and he glanced back to spot Brynja fighting two men in mail and brigandine. Black patches marred her mithril armor and wings. She crashed against them with her massive lance, but their shields glowed bright and deflected her flight-enhanced thrusts.

They countered with supernaturally quick slashes before she took wing again.

Gabriel returned his attention to Duyaris. The tall elven mage stepped clear of the trees less than a hundred feet away.

He wore rune-covered red robes, and a mithril circlet held his dark hair back. As he turned to glare at Gabriel, his circlet flared with magic. A second later, a helmet of hardened Aether encompassed his head. “You should have stayed away.”

“Give me the crystal and we’ll leave you alone,” Gabriel countered.

A disdainful snort was Duyaris’ only reply. He raised a silver-wrapped bone staff and began another spell. Though he encrypted his glyphs, Gabriel identified the magic quicker this time.

Given the elven mage’s prowess, he didn’t trust even his dungeon-enhanced power to overwhelm the experienced adventurer directly. Instead, he focused on preparing a counterspell to negate the Darkness spell Duyaris wove.

Gabriel rushed, his internal leylines burning as he forced mana into the spell. Glyphs flickered, but he growled, and the spell construct settled into reality just in time.

Releasing his magic right after Duyaris, Gabriel held his breath as the Darkness manifested. The sky around them darkened for an instant. A black so deep his Darkvision did nothing. His own magic activated and set to work unraveling the intricate spellwork.

Then the sunlight returned, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

“That fucking sucked,” Reyna muttered. The lycan panted, and she was covered with blood and burned fur. The man beneath her ceased struggling, and she rose to her feet.

A bolt of lightning from the woods ripped through her back.

Gabriel screamed in sync with her, his mind wracked by the psychic feedback from his bonded as the powerful magic tried to fry her from the inside.

Reyna fell to her knees, but Gabriel couldn’t pause to check on her. Agony radiated across their bond, and he prayed it meant she was still alive.

He turned to where a second mage stood half-hidden behind a thick oak. The blond adventurer glowed with powerful enchantments and wielded a pair of mithril-capped wands.

Seeing the half-elven woman raise her second wand, Gabriel instinctively reached inward for the foul, Swarm-tainted magic he had used against Kelith and Yesera.

A whispered hiss from Sthuza announced her fear, but he ignored her and focused on the alien glyphs that formed the unsettling miasmic spell.

Unlike each time before, no horrific presence filled his mind, and the glyphs did not manifest in an instant. Instead, he had to weave them one by one, but while it took precious seconds, the sinister magic barely made him retch.

Ignoring the absence of the Swarm voice trying to tempt him, and the unsettling implications of still being able to use the tainted magic, Gabriel targeted the wand wielder and Duyaris. The Mithril mage noticed him and shouted something, but Gabriel ignored it.

When the final alien glyph of the foul magic formed, Gabriel released it. Snaking tendrils of purple-black miasma shot forth. Their very presence felt wrong. Without the sickness which had distracted him each time before, he felt compelled to stare as they ripped a distorted path through the air around them.

The sounds of battle dimmed, and all eyes turned to watch the writhing tentacles of death streak toward the mages. The blond woman screamed and dropped a wand, her hand going to her belt.

Duyaris’ hard, brown eyes widened behind the transparent face of his force helm, and he abandoned the partial spell forming before him. Even as a trio of noxious miasma tendrils raced toward him, he dove into another spellcast. Unencrypted glyphs flared into being around him.

Just before Gabriel’s attack reached him, the Mithril mage snapcast his spell, and a shimmer washed over his Force Dome, an additional enchantment reinforcing it.

One tendril punched through the barrier just ahead of the spreading enhancement, while two impacted on the other side of the glowing transition.

Duyaris gasped in pain when the first tentacle struck the Spell Mantle draped around him and bored right through. He cursed and poured more mana into his Force Dome, which expanded farther and cut off the miasmic tendril.

Blood sprayed from his wounded shoulder after the severed tendril disintegrated.

The rest of the Swarm-corrupted magic spread across the barrier. Chaotic strands of furry purple-black roots scored it’s surface but failed to penetrate again. As Duyaris drew a potion vial, the other mage screamed.

A glance at the blond mage revealed the same fate as everyone else Gabriel had used the spell on. The purple-black tendrils had cut right through the woman’s spellshield and enchanted gambeson. They burrowed deeper, and she wailed in agony.

“Alisa!” Duyaris cried out, fear replacing his previous condescension.

The woman fell to her knees. Beautiful, terrible purple-black flowers blossomed from her wounds.

“You’re a psyker?” Duyaris asked, turning back toward Gabriel. “That explains what happened with the crystal.” The elf glared at Gabriel for a second, then shook his head. “Damn it, Alisa is going to be pissed after this. Do you have any idea how hard it is for us to earn Favors?”

Duyaris spun up a new spell circle, and Gabriel spotted a dozen glyphs he didn’t recognize. Still surprised at how the man resisted the foul attack, he struggled to fight down his queasy stomach.

Sthuza shouted and struck out against two vanguard fighters. Their thick armor mitigated her heavy blows, and the pair spread out around her. Despite being flanked, she managed to parry most of their hasted attacks, seemingly wielding her twin polearms independent of each other.

The fighters worked well together, constantly forcing her to shift away whenever she gained an advantage over the other.

She countered with vicious tail lashes, but so far, both avoided being struck. Several gashes marred her scaly bulk, but the wounds did not slow her.

A hint of something wrong, an unsettling darkness, chewed at Gabriel’s awareness, threatening to drag his consciousness down, and he swallowed hard.

Not sure I should risk that spell again. Even if it was easier to cast, there’s still something wrong about it. And Duyaris clearly knows how to counter it.

Gabriel drew the necromantic rod and pointed it toward Duyaris. The man’s eyes widened, and he pulled a spell token from his belt.

Gabriel triggered the spell stored within the ornate rod, and a shadowy bolt of necrotic energy shot forth.

Duyaris was a second slow to activate his spell token, and the attack struck his Force Dome. A sickening blackness spread over the mage’s shield and began eating away at the glowing barrier. He triggered the token, and a blast of brilliant white blew away the Necromantic magic.

“That’s a dangerous toy you’ve got,” Duyaris said.

Mouth ajar, Gabriel stared at the other mage. That attack had almost killed him. Only the presence of that foul Swarm being had saved him. But Duyaris shrugged it off with little more than some light damage to his Force Dome.

‘Do not despair, Master. You can defeat him.’

Sthuza’s supportive mind-voice rekindled a spark of confidence in Gabriel’s mind. They needed the Domain Crystal, and he had no choice but to best the elven mage.

Cindra howled, and he glanced to the powerful hellhound twenty feet down the road. Blood flowed from her wounded arm. She lashed out with supernatural speed, but the armored man before her twisted aside with the same magical quickness.

He countered with a shield bash that staggered the heavy monster girl. Unbalanced, she failed to parry his next sword strike.

She can’t keep relying on athleticism to beat these guys. They’re too skilled.

Blue blood ran the length of the man’s enchanted longsword, and he shouted something at Cindra.

The hellhound growled out a reply, but her leather helmet dampened her words enough that Gabriel couldn’t understand over the clamor of battle. The pain and rage that filled her bond was enough to tell him it wasn’t civil.

Even more pain radiated from Reyna’s bond, but at least the lycan was still alive. Standing with his Minions, she snarled and lunged at a slender fighter in vanguard plate.

Kestria worked to support her, jabbing with her black spear as Sathru and Gwen struggled to hold off another man.

A wicked slash along the wolf drake’s flank explained the suffering Gabriel sensed from Gwen, but she darted in and snapped at the man’s lightly armored legs.

Despite the newness of Brynja’s bond, Gabriel could feel her pain. The lightning bolt and her subsequent crash had left her battered and burned. The heavy crack of her lance against armor or shield rang out behind him. He caught the occasional glimpse of her as she zipped back and forth, fighting a pair of heavily armored women.

Gabriel had no choice but to pull back from all of their bonds. The pain that radiated from each of them tore at his heart.

Blocking out the cries of battle and the clash of steel, he refocused his mind in time to spot Duyaris weaving another spell. It took him precious seconds to decipher the glyphs, but then he rushed to form a counterspell.

The mithril mage was weaving a terrifyingly potent Acid Storm. The spell was a popular battlefield choice, so the Academy taught the fundamentals needed to neutralize it.

It’s easier to dilute than dispel outright.

Flawless glyphs blazed into reality around Duyaris at a rate Gabriel struggled to match. But thankfully, the spell was complex enough to give him time to cast his much simpler counter.

Both mages finished simultaneously, and Gabriel sagged with relief as his spell turned the lethal magic into a foul-smelling rain of slightly acidic water instead of armor-eating acid.

“Your spellwork is simplistic but powerful,” Duyaris said. “Like an outrageously talented child. Why are you willing to die over the crystal when you couldn’t possibly make use of it?”

Sweat beading his brow, Gabriel took the opportunity to catch his breath before he answered. “It belongs to someone else. She’ll die without it.”

Duyaris shook his head. “Well, at least then she won’t have to mourn your death for long.”

While the elven mage stood still, Gabriel traced his gaze over the battlefield.

Kestria and Sathru fought beside Reyna, helping the werebadger hold her own against a massive man in a brown-and-green brigandine. The trio spread around him, but he showed only the slightest hint of injuries so far.

Cindra still dueled the same adventurer as the last time Gabriel had checked. Her adamantite greatsword arced in unbelievable strikes, but the vanguard-plated man appeared uninjured. She growled and dodged his thrust, then whipped her sword around.

Even the brief glimpses he caught of the hellhound’s fight reminded him of her inexperience with swordplay.

Wish we’d had time for Brynja to start training her.

Sthuza hissed in pain, and Gabriel’s heart clenched at the sound. The four-armed gorgon struggled to fend off her two heavily armored opponents.

A long bloody gash marred her scaled lower half. The two-foot-long wound would have split a human in half, but Sthuza continued to fight.

She spun and snapped her tail around at the leftmost man, but he caught the blow on his shield. It warped and twisted about his arm, and he slid back four feet.

Sthuza parried the other man’s glowing mace with both of her poleaxes crossed between them. Before she could counterattack and overwhelm the lone fighter, the first man rushed back into the fight and forced her to split her focus.

Duyaris started casting another spell before Gabriel could locate Brynja. Despite the mage’s attempt at encryption, he quickly discerned the magic forming.

Domination?

Gabriel growled at the thought of anyone messing with the minds of his bonded. He prepared the best counter he could manage. Splitting his focus, he began to weave an enhanced Aetheric Lance as well.

He had managed two at a time before, but he paused when a thought occurred to him. While focusing his attack spell through Jessandra’s ring, he channeled his counter through the mithril sword Sthuza had given.

The slight offset between the two made it easier to keep them separate. Partway through, Gabriel realized he could alternate reciting the arcane syllables, allowing him to enhance the Aetheric Lance and his counterspell.

The crash and clatter of battle droned on around him. A man screamed, and Reyna growled. A swoosh behind him likely signaled Brynja racing past, but he kept what little awareness he could spare focused on the elven mage.

Duyaris finished his spell, and Gabriel felt it manifest around Reyna. A sinister, foul-tasting ichor coated her mind and began to ooze into their bond.

Reyna growled, and he felt her fierce resistance, but the magic soaked in, dulling her thoughts and their connection. Her awareness of the power working to strip away control of her own thoughts caused terror to spike across their bond.

Gabriel anchored his counterspell to the werebadger, released it, and sighed in relief when his magic began to dissolve Duyaris’ mental attack.

The second Reyna felt the Domination effect waver, she lashed out with pure rage, obliterating the magic outright.

“The fuck was that?” she growled. Fear, pain, and outrage colored her voice, but Gabriel felt her determination through their bond.

Gabriel picked the man towering over her as his target. He spared a half-second to anchor his spell, then an Aetheric Lance manifested before him and leapt toward the brigandine-wearing fighter.

“How did you do that?” Duyaris snapped when he realized Gabriel had worked two spells at once. It was the first time Gabriel heard the slightest hint of worry in the man’s arrogant voice.

Instead of answering, Gabriel shot the mage a smirk and began weaving a new spell even before the first one struck. He spared a brief thought to his mana pool to keep a vague sense of the drain.
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Not bad, considering Haste and all the frantic casting. Just have to finish him before I run dry.

The enhanced Aetheric Lance caught the armored man in the shoulder. Arcane runes blazed in visibility across his steel pauldron for a split second. Then the enchantment failed, and Gabriel’s spell tore through the metal.

Blood sprayed out as the magical javelin exploded inside, drawing a tortured wail from the man. His shield arm hung limp, and Reyna didn’t waste the opportunity.

The lycan ducked beneath his outstretched sword and drove both of her curved blades up into the distracted man’s crotch. The deluge of blood that followed dwarfed the arterial spray from his mutilated shoulder.

“Thanks for the assist,” Reyna said. She withdrew her blades, the man fell to his knees, and she slipped one through the narrow slit of his helmet’s visor.

Duyaris shouted in rage and dove into another spell. This one took Gabriel precious seconds to decipher, and he was halfway through his own cast before he had it.

A barrier against magical projectiles?

He recognized most of the glyphs but didn’t recognize what spell the combination formed. Unable to counter it, he doubled down on his almost ready Aetheric Lance.

Imbuing the spell with the same explosive and penetration modifiers he had used on the previous one, Gabriel rushed to finish casting.

Waste mana radiated from Duyaris, and Gabriel swallowed at the sheer scale of the mage’s growing spell. His own magic finished, and he released it while Duyaris was still casting.

Another purple-pink Lance coalesced, and it streaked toward the man with the warped shield. Before he could strike at Sthuza again, the glowing javelin tore into his thigh.

He screamed as it punched through his armor, then dropped to the ground when the Lance exploded, ruining his leg. Chunks of flesh and bits of bone sprayed out from the hole in his thigh plate.

Sthuza capitalized on the moment. She spun her leftmost poleaxe so the rear spike struck the man’s helmet as she brought it down.

The enchanted weapon pierced through thick steel, and the man collapsed in a sprawl.

On her right side, the other vanguard-plated adventurer swung his elven glaive at her. Several head-snakes hissed and stared at the man as her right hands rose to counter his attack.

‘Thank you, Master. Now focus on Duyaris.’

Gabriel nodded. Then Duyaris’ magic finished and radiated out over the entire area.

A powerful field pressed down on everyone, and Gabriel struggled to comprehend the magic. Given the wide variety of included glyphs, he assumed it was intended to suppress any offensive spells.

Any thought of dispelling the magic vanished when Gabriel saw the mage draw another wand and trigger it. A ray of brilliant light burned a straight line toward Gabriel.

It melted a hole through his weakened shield spell, leaving several hexagons blackened and flickering. The beam burned through his gambeson with the same ease. A massive spike of pain shot down his right arm, and he clenched his teeth.

The mithril sword, which served as his arcane conduit, fell from nerveless fingers. Gabriel growled and tried to suppress the pain, reducing it slightly, but his arm hung limp at his side.

All that matters is recovering the crystal in time. I’m sure Sthuza will take care of Meri if I fall. I just have to deal with Duyaris.

Gabriel focused on Jessandra’s ring. Using it as a replacement conduit, he harnessed as much mana as he could and tied it into his faltering spellshield. Despite having used a spell token to cast it because of the ambush, he had enough experience to reinforce the spell with his own mana.

The broken hexagons reformed, and it glowed an intense, hazy blue. He checked his pool before dumping too much.

Mana 19%

Shit. Getting way too low. I’ve got to end this before the bastard kills anyone. Keep trading with him like this, and I’ll run dry before he drains all of his items.

Gabriel tightened the channel of mana reinforcing his spellshield, then split his focus and began to weave a dual-circle Aetheric Lance. He layered the basic spell into the inner circle while working to fill the outer with penetration-enhancing glyphs.

Across from him, Duyaris triggered the same wand, and a bright ray struck Gabriel’s shield. It splattered against the barrier, cracking multiple hazy gray hexagons but failed to punch through.

Forcing down all worry about what the mage would throw at him next, Gabriel filled his fledgling spell construct with as much mana as he could pump into it. Glyphs glowed bright, their forms solidifying beneath his concentrated focus.

He heard more shouts and the clash of battle but kept his attention fully on his magic.

I have to trust them to hold out long enough for me to beat this asshole.

“What are you doing?” Duyaris asked. “Why won’t you give up?”

Gabriel didn’t respond. He didn’t even look at the man, every fiber of his being devoted to forming the strongest Aetheric Lance he could weave.

The sheer number of penetration glyphs meant it would take more mana than anything he had cast since the Fireball when they attacked the baron.

Another attack struck his spellshield, but he tuned it out and pushed harder on his magic. Combining so many glyphs into a single spell took every bit of focus he could muster. A stabbing pain blossomed behind his eyes, straining him further.

The spell circles glowed brighter, rotating slowly as he continued to enhance the burgeoning magic. Even once the basic spell was finished, he continued to reinforce it with every penetration and power-enhancing glyph he knew.

Gabriel’s legs weakened as he poured more and more mana into the hungry spell. The smell of blood grew so great he could taste it. He reached out through the Weave and began anchoring the spell to his target. A growing disturbance of the Aether around him warned that Duyaris was weaving a potent magic of his own.

Before Gabriel could finish, he felt the other mage complete his spell, and Sthuza screamed. “Massster!”

More voices cried out, all in fear, and Gabriel diverted a sliver of his mind to check the battlefield.

Reyna stood on unsteady legs, her swords sunk deep inside a man’s armpits. Sthuza still crossed blades with the swordsman who had gouged her tail, though he moved slower and bled heavily.

Not far from the gorgon, Kestria limped along, leaning heavily on Gwenaelle. They were both drenched in blood, and the wolf drake had a vicious-looking wound in her left flank.

Cindra lay face down in the bloody dirt, unmoving. Gabriel’s heart froze, but he clamped down on his despair before his spellwork could flicker.

Brynja stood near the downed hellhound, her shield arm hanging limp. She wove her spear one-handed with effortless grace and lashed out against the only other of Duyaris’s allies still standing.

While the valkyrie and her opponent had eyes only for each other, everyone else stared in awe and terror at the whirling disk of death Duyaris had conjured.

A four-foot circle of hardened Aether spun in a blur. The Mithril mage panted with effort, but he pointed his staff at Gabriel.

Is that an Annihilation Disk?

Gabriel had never seen the spell cast but had heard students talk of the high-powered attack magic. The lethal disk shot across the open ground. It slammed against his spellshield, and the resulting squeal pierced his eardrums as the two magics clashed.

Reyna screamed, and someone cursed. A rush of panicked desperation flooded Gabriel’s bond with Sthuza, but the gorgon was so distraught he couldn’t understand her words.

Doesn’t matter. Finish the fucking spell and kill him. Meri needs that crystal!

Duyaris glared, and the disk arced around to strike again. It crashed against his weakened barrier, and several hexagons shattered. The shield resisted, and he felt it draw on his mana pool.

The ear-bleeding whine grew, but the disk swept away and around for another strike. It arced out wide, but Gabriel knew attempting to dodge was pointless since the magic would track him.

Blood running cold at the thought of his shield failing against the next strike, Gabriel widened the tap on his pool even as he rushed to finalize the last glyphs.

Just need a few more seconds.


Chapter Fifty-One










The jagged disk of spinning Aether struck his barrier again. It shredded several hazy hexagons, but the shield did its job and deflected the disk off to one side.

Despite the stabbing pain behind his eyes, Gabriel tried to pour more mana into the spell. The battered magic defense flickered and dimmed. A second later, the hazy shield shattered into tiny fragments that vanished in the air.

Almost finished with his dual-circle Aetheric Lance, Gabriel didn’t dare lower his only working arm to draw another spell token. Feeling had begun returning to his wounded right arm, but the fingers spasmed and cramped. His grip on the expensive spell was tenuous, and he doubted he had enough mana left to restore it if he messed up.

Can’t afford to lose control of this spell. It’s all I can do to hold this together.

Mana 4%

Fighting down every instinct that screamed for him to abandon his attack and find cover, he redoubled his focus on the paired spell circles before him. The glyphs glowed with a brilliant radiance from the sheer quantity of mana infused within them.

The whirling buzz of the vicious Annihilation Disk altered pitch, a panic-inducing warning that the magical construct was headed back his way. Gabriel ignored it and worked to bind the twin spell circles.

I’m not gonna make it.

The ear-rending sound swelled, the disk fast approaching, but he refused to look away from his work. Fear blossomed in his thoughts as he reached through the Weave of Creation and confirmed his target.

‘Master!’ Sthuza screamed in Gabriel’s mind. Pain filled her voice, either from her wounds or the despair of his impending demise.

The spell circles pulsed brighter. Eyes locked onto the elf’s handsome face, Gabriel cut the magical construct free. His whole body sagged beneath the strain caused by expending so much mana.

In an instant, Duyaris’ focused look morphed to disbelief, then terror as a painfully bright Aetheric Lance manifested before Gabriel and streaked across the open space between them.

A swirling flicker to his side drew Gabriel’s focus from the elven mage and his glowing Force Dome.

Guess I wasn’t quick enough.

Duyaris screamed in a guttural tongue, but Gabriel didn’t listen. The whirling Annihilation Disk had his full attention.

Or rather, the small figure that had just leapt into the lethal missile’s path.

“No!” he screamed. A deep welling of pain and terror fueled the strange powers he had, and a wave of purple-black energy erupted out around him. Time seemed to slow, but his own movements were sluggish.

The spinning disk caught Reyna in the gut.

Unable to look away, Gabriel stared on in abject horror. The whirling blade carved into Yesera’s enchanted breastplate, and he willed the armor to hold. To shield his battered, weary bonded from the terrible magic’s vicious edges.

Powerful runes shattered with the ring of a hundred chimes. The hardened steel ripped apart in torturous detail.

Blood sprayed, and the droplets seemed to float in the air, painting the world red.

Reyna cried out, a wordless groan of agony that reverberated through the bond she shared with Gabriel. The wave of dark energy flared about her, and the Annihilation Disk quivered and disintegrated, its enchantment dispelled.

She started to fall, a curtain of blood dropping with her. Beyond the stricken lycan, Duyaris’ Force Dome exploded into jagged hunks of crystallized Aether.

Transparent shards of force tore through the air. Reyna’s limp body jerked when struck by the almost invisible missiles.

Jagged bits stabbed and slashed at Gabriel’s armor. A finger-sized splinter of shattered Aether tore a burning line along his left cheek. Another struck his ear, but he ignored them, his entire mind drawn to the spectacle before him.

Before Reyna fell to the bloody ground, the overpowered missile he had launched blasted through Duyaris’ heavily enchanted robes. A riotous tumult of sound and light exploded, centered around the Mithril mage.

Reyna hit the ground hard, and time sped back up. Smoke and debris began to settle and revealed the results of Gabriel’s final attack.

The mage’s powerfully enchanted robes were little more than tattered scraps. Blackened patches of charred skin gave way to jagged bits of bone. Duyaris stood motionless for a moment, then his head hung limp, and he collapsed.

The Interface flashed as the mage’s eviscerated body dropped. Gabriel ignored it all and stumbled over to Reyna’s still form. His legs felt like lead, and he struggled to stay upright.

Please be alive!

He slid to his knees beside the gasping, pale-faced woman. Back in her human form, Reyna looked so tiny. She was covered in blood. Blood that pumped out of her, pooled on the ground, and soaked his pants. She had one hand pressed against the leaking gash that split her abdomen.

Bloodshot amber eyes cracked open, and the slightest hint of a smile graced her tortured expression. She opened her mouth to speak but coughed blood instead.

“Come on, Reyna, you’ve got this. You’re too tough to die, right? You’re a damn werebadger,” Gabriel practically shouted at her when her eyelids drooped again. He grabbed her small hand in his, frowning at how cold and clammy it already felt.

Reyna blinked one eye open and stared up at Gabriel. “S-sorry, Alpha,” she choked out.

Tears streamed down his cheeks. He ignored them, let go of her hand, and reached for the horrific gash visible beneath the sundered breastplate. Cutting his hands on the jagged edges of the armor, he pressed down on her wound, desperate to stem the steady pulse of her lifeblood flowing out.

Reyna snorted, her tiny figure shaking, and she coughed wetly. “I-I couldn’t lose my family. Not again.”

“No, you’re going to be fine, damn it! Don’t talk like it’s over,” he growled. Half-blind from tears, he scowled at her sad smile.

A ragged cough rocked her ravaged body. Blood leaked from dozens of lesser wounds.

His damn dome was rigged to explode! Those shards shredded her on top of the attack she took for me. And all after she fought those fucking adventurers!

Reyna

BP: 10/145

HP: 0/165

No! No! No!

Even as he stared in horror, her BP ticked down. Incensed by the numbers, Gabriel reached inward to heal her like he had a few days earlier. His mind was sluggish, and his head throbbed, but he forced past the pain and tried to spend Soul Essence to boost both her HP and BP.

Her BP continued to tick down. Growling, he brought up his Interface and confirmed he had Essence available, then tried again.

Reyna’s BP ticked down to zero.

“Why can’t I heal her? It worked before.” 

A gentle touch on his shoulder told him one of his bonded had joined him. He turned toward the hand but paused when he noticed the dancing reflection of light from his left bracer. The polished black stones blazed in the shifting light of the fires their battle had started.

“She isss gone, Massster,” Sthuza said softly. “I am sssorry—”

“No, she can’t be!” he growled. Throat tightening, he looked back to Reyna.

The last of her breath escaped, and she went limp.

His breathing spiked, sucking in air with rapid, sobbing gasps. Sthuza said something, but he couldn’t understand over the thump of his pulse as it filled his head.

He leaned in closer, seeking some sign, any sign, that Reyna still lived. Ear pressed against her mouth, he held his breath, hoping to feel something. Anything.

The surly werebadger lay perfectly still.

Lifting his head, he sucked in a ragged breath and fumbled for the clasps holding her armor closed. Tears poured from his eyes, and he sniffled loudly before he tore the leather straps free, loosening the destroyed breastplate.

“Come on, Reyna,” he muttered. “Wake up! You can’t die; I won’t allow it!”

He jerked the sundered armor off to the side, and his heart climbed into his throat even as he collapsed back onto his butt.

Blood was everywhere, but already, it had ceased pumping out of the jagged gashes that rent her petite body.

Swallowing hard, he sniffled again, and silent sobs wracked his body.

Gwen limped over and nuzzled against Reyna’s cheek. Trilling sadly, she pressed against Gabriel’s side.

“Move aside, Master. I will try to at least capture her soul with one of the S-Crystals. Per-perhaps we can…” Sthuza trailed off into a faint, hissing mumble.

A heavy hand gripped his shoulder. When he failed to shake it off, he turned to see Cindra’s blood-soaked, gray hand.

He traced up her arm with his eyes. Her armor was tattered and cut in a dozen places, and he saw far too much of her bright-blue blood coating the leather and bronze. She stood close enough that her large bust blocked his view of her beautiful face.

Cindra dropped heavily to one knee with a loud grunt, and her sorrowful eyes met his. Blood, sweat, and dirt caked her face.

Her pained expression looked so intense that it cut through his grief, and he reached over to her. He tried to pull her into a hug but failed to budge the powerful hellhound. She showed him the slightest bit of a sad smile, then yanked him in tight against her.

Her one-armed embrace blasted what little breath he had from his lungs, and he gasped at the renewed pain from his numerous wounds. He didn’t care.

“It’s okay to be sad, Packmaster,” she whispered into his ear.

Wrapping his arms around her muscular form, Gabriel clung to Cindra and yielded to his grief.

◆◆◆

Cindra’s arm held him tight as he watched his Prime work over Reyna for several minutes. Half of her head-snakes stared down at the pale lycan while the others watched him with sad green eyes.

Sthuza muttered and cursed under her breath in some language he couldn’t begin to recognize. Her shoulders slumped, then several of the small serpents leaned in and brushed against her cheek, and he knew.

Knew that the experienced gorgon couldn’t save Reyna.

He turned his weary mind inward. Seeking out the dark Swarm presence that had taunted, tortured, and saved him twice now.

‘I know you’re there. Help me!’

Sthuza turned to face him, her beautiful, alien features locked in a mask of anguish and sympathy. Her mouth opened as though she spoke, but he heard nothing.

He waited for the Swarm to reply. To taunt him or offer some infernal deal in exchange for saving his lycan bonded.

The silence was deafening.

Cindra’s sole working arm tightened around him, and she rested her chin on his shoulder. Sthuza slithered over and wrapped them both in her four powerful arms, pressing him tight against her impressive bulk.

A lone head-snake ducked lower and met his gaze. Unbearable sorrow stared out from those tiny, emerald eyes before it inched closer and brushed against his cheek.

Sound returned as Cindra whimpered behind him, and Sthuza let out a sorrowful hiss.

“I am sssorry, Master. I… I tried to trap her in an Sss-Cccrystal,” she whispered. “Her sssoul wasss already missssing before I reached her.”

Reyna’s voice rang out in his mind. ‘Don’t look so sad, Fucker. It’s probably better this way. Doubt you could’ve handled me in the physical world anyway.’

‘Reyna?’

‘She is gone, Master.’

‘No, she can’t be… I just heard her.’

Sthuza squeezed tighter, pressing him against Cindra. “When Mistress Iylara… severed my bond, I thought I heard her voice several times, Master. The intimacy of bonding means you can imagine what they would say, long after they are gone,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

He shook his head but had no strength to argue with her.

Brynja knelt down at the trio’s side, and they all turned to the battered valkyrie.

“I did not know her long, but I will grieve the loss of my battle sister,” she said. “Not now, though. Her heroic sacrifice enabled our victory, so we must fulfill your quest.”

Blood covered the beautiful woman’s mithril armor. She had returned her helmet to its ornate jeweled headband, and her face looked surprisingly clean against the ash, blood, and mud splattered across her silvery vanguard plate. She held out a small ironwood box and opened it. “This is the Domain Crystal, is it not?”

Gabriel blinked at the dimly glowing gemstone. Larger than a fist, the crystal’s potent enchantment called to his senses, even as weak as it had grown.

Sthuza nodded and released her four-armed embrace. “She is right. We have recovered it, but you must return it to Lady Merideva before its connection to the dungeon fails entirely.” Sthuza carefully extracted the dim orb from the velvet-lined box.

Eyes glowing, the gorgon stared deep into the crystal. After several long seconds, she sighed. Her head-snakes turned to Gabriel and shook their little heads. “The connection is far more tenuous than I feared. It could fail in a matter of hours. Whatever Duyaris and Estrial did must have damaged the attunement.”

Icy talons of fear clawed at his heart, and he raged at the thought of Reyna’s death being meaningless. He scowled and wracked his mind for any way to reinforce the deteriorating magic.

“Could Birdsister fly it back?” Cindra asked. The hellhound accepted a healing potion from Sthuza and quickly popped it open.

Gabriel stared as the wounded beastkin threw her head back and chugged the rich liquid. He considered her suggestion for a moment, then muttered, “That’s it.”

“What is?” Brynja asked.

Sthuza shook her head. “No, Master. Even if Brynja could return the Domain Crystal before the last threads sever, Lady Merideva would require your assistance to merge her Domain with it.”

“I am in no condition to fly any meaningful distance at this moment, and I am not sure where precisely Lostbarrow is,” the valkyrie said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Gabriel replied. Body aching from mana exhaustion, he clambered to his feet and staggered over to Duyaris’ corpse. The mage had been searched, and several enchanted items lay strewn about him.

Gabriel ignored the wands and magical grenades. The dead mage’s mithril circlet had been set in front and caught his eye.

“The circlet created the force helmet, Master. Combined with your brigandine, it should serve you well.”

He nodded numbly and picked it up. The simple headband shifted to fit the moment Gabriel picked it up. He slipped it onto his head then returned to the loot. His fingers cramped as he tugged the small metal and crystal vials secured inside an ornate adventurer’s belt.

He piled them all up beside him and patted the dead mage down, searching for any more hidden away.

“Master? What are you thinking?” Sthuza asked. She slithered over to his side and began to sort through the assortment of potions.

“How many Magic Stones do we have left?” he replied instead of answering her question.

The weary gorgon frowned. “We have four more from Yesera’s sisters. But recharging the wand will—”

“Jessandra’s ring,” he said.

Sthuza blinked. “Her ring…” She blinked again, then nodded and refocused on identifying the potions. One of her lower arms reached into a pouch at her waist. “Of courssse, Brynja could carry you back if you reduccce your weight. But she would need healing.”

“Is Lostbarrow not days away by horse? That would be a hard flight, even without my injuries and exhaustion,” Brynja said.

Gabriel looked up at the bloody valkyrie. Her spectacular mithril vanguard armor was dented and rent. One of her wings folded back at an odd angle. Then he looked to Sthuza.

“How many of those Vigor potions could Brynja drink safely?” he asked.

The valkyrie shieldmaiden blushed beet red, and her silver-blue eyes flared wide. “I-I do not t-think thi—”

“Seven, maybe eight, Master,” Sthuza said. “Even then, there would be consequences.”

He nodded to himself and dug another bundle of spell tokens from Duyaris’ gear. “Think that’d be enough for her to fly back? Assuming I can maintain the Levitation spell?”

Sthuza stared off into space. Her mouth cracked open, and her slender tongue darted out, licking along her lips as she pondered. “Perhaps? It is hard to estimate, and I rather doubt Brynja has attempted such an alchemical-fueled flight. Still, it is our best chance.”

“Ah, you meant for flying, not for…” Brynja whispered.

“Packmaster will fly crystal back to Glowy Lady?” Cindra rumbled. She dropped down heavily to sit next to Gabriel.

“Hopefully,” he said. “We have the crystal, but it’s pointless unless we get it back to Meri.”

Brynja pulled herself up to her full height and nodded. “I will do my part, my lord.”

Gabriel flashed her a weary, heartbroken smile. “I know you will.”

His bond with the winged beauty was still new and lacked the intimacy he had with his other bonded. But he detected a swirl of pride and satisfaction rise within her.

“You two should rest,” Sthuza said. “Cindra and I will ready the potions and the ring.” She looked to Cindra. “Master is counting on us.”

The hellhound nodded. “Time to save Pack’s home.”


Chapter Fifty-Two










The flight back to Lostbarrow was simultaneously exhilarating and terrifying. Gabriel hung beneath the valkyrie, a rope belting them together. They kept their arms wrapped around each other, and he hooked his ankles behind hers to minimize the drag as they flew. It took him several minutes to grow used to the flapping of her majestic wings before he tried turning his head to see below them.

Gabriel struggled to identify landmarks from the sky, but he felt reasonably confident they were headed the right way. The bird’s-eye view was spectacular, but with the pain of Reyna’s death and his growing fear for Merideva, he struggled to appreciate it.

Hugged tight against Brynja’s unarmored form, Gabriel managed to grow even more impressed with the valkyrie shieldmaiden despite his dark thoughts. The blonde had downed a healing potion taken from Duyaris and then drained her first stamina potion without the slightest complaint.

Her arms were strong as she held him, and the steady beat of her wings and heart combined to a soothing rhythm that threatened to lull him to sleep. Given how battered and exhausted his body felt after burning so much of his mana pool, he struggled against the siren call of slumber, knowing full well the failure that would cause.

They chatted a bit at first, but she had to focus on flying, and it took most of Gabriel’s focus to maintain the Levitation spell, even utilizing the ring. He had to regulate the ring’s magic to avoid burning through their Magic Stones too fast.

He knew the enchanted item was never intended for the prolonged way he was using it. So instead of completely negating his weight, he kept it down to a small fraction of normal. The need to focus helped distract from his grief over Reyna’s death, but his thoughts always circled back to the werebadger’s sacrifice.

Barely half an hour in, the valkyrie began to tire, her wings slowing, and Gabriel readied another of Jessandra’s stamina potions. Brynja drank it without pausing, but the empty naquala vial slipped from her trembling fingers to plummet down to the ground. Her heart rate spiked soon after, but she never complained or slowed.

At first, Gabriel had little trouble maintaining the Levitation effect from the cloudsteel ring. But by the time Brynja had finished her third potion, his mind began to drift.

When he felt the ring’s power grow weaker, he fumbled the first Magic Stone and dropped it not far from Stillcrest. A second attempt let him recharge the ring.

Brynja struggled to hold the fourth potion, and Gabriel wound up pouring it down her throat, but they made it work.

His tenuous connection to Merideva was a constant stream of despair. She felt the Domain Crystal losing attunement. He couldn’t spare the focus for a serious talk with her, but he did his best to comfort her, promising they were on the way. Not long after draining the third Magic Stone, he ceased being able to contact the scared Core, but he kept the bond active in the hope she could sense his presence.

It took over three hours and seven stamina potions. But when Gabriel glanced ahead and spotted the sprawling spires of the Academy of Magic, he let out an excited cheer and pointed in the direction of the open square in front of the dungeon.

Sweat-soaked and gasping for breath, Brynja nodded. Her pale eyes were bloodshot, and it looked as though her eyelids weighed more than Cindra.

Now that their goal was in sight, Gabriel felt a second wind, and he pulled out another of the stimulating potions.

The last one.

A single glance at his newest bonded confirmed she was in no condition to drink it. Brynja’s beautiful silver-blue eyes were dilated and unfocused. Her eyelids twitched and spasmed erratically, and she had begun muttering to herself.

No way she could handle another one. Hopefully, there won’t be a fight, but I’m not taking any chances at this point. We need every advantage we can gain, just in case.

One arm wrapped tight around the valkyrie’s slender waist, he popped the cork with his teeth, spat it away, and chugged the thick potion.

He shivered and grit his teeth as the potent elixir burned through his body, driving away the fatigue and aches. His pulse pounded in his ears, and his eyes burned, but he felt more alert than he had since the ambush.

They would both crash soon, but he didn’t have the luxury of concern for the future.

I just hope Brynja can last till we reach Meri. Then she can have all the sleep she needs.

The city below them swelled rapidly. They picked up speed, and the ground rushed toward them. Brynja’s grip on Gabriel loosened. She stretched her wings out with a pained growl, straining to halt their rapid descent.

He slammed his will into the enchanted cloudsteel ring. Instead of the subtle flow he had maintained for the past three hours, he pushed the spell to full strength. The last mana stored within drained in an instant, and he forced the dregs of his pool into the enchantment all at once.

The sudden weight shift made his head spin. Fully weightless, he tried to reduce Brynja’s weight as well, but they continued to hurtle downward.

His back struck the paved stone road, blasting his breath away. Then Brynja slammed down against his chest, and something cracked.

Several somethings.

Pain flared in his chest, but Gabriel pushed the exhausted valkyrie off to the side. Rolling to his left, he forced himself to his feet, even as he gasped for air. Unsteady, he reached down for his bonded.

Voices called out, forming an annoying din. Gabriel couldn’t make sense of them; his pain, grief, anger, and the jittery energy of the Vigor potion dulled his thoughts.

Brynja unhooked her spear and reverted it from mace form to full length, then used it to clamber up with his help. Sweat soaked her arming jacket, and her chest heaved, but the tall woman slapped the sapphire on her necklace. Her massive vanguard plate armor manifested in a bright flash, and the pair staggered toward the open gate.

Now that they weren’t hurtling through the sky, Gabriel could sense Merideva’s fear more clearly. He felt her obsession with the fraying Domain attunement, and he feared it was already too late.

When he tried to connect with her, a painful buzzing sound seemed to resonate within his head, and the Domain Crystal in his belt pouch vibrated ominously. Eerie thoughts of the Swarm picked at his mind, but he forced them aside.

“No time to spare,” he muttered, then winced at the sound.

Brynja nodded weakly.

Gabriel wracked his brain as he considered their options. Adventurers were given a lot of leeway, but he doubted the guards would overlook their reckless entrance.

As worn out and beat up as we both are, the guards should try and stop us from even entering the dungeon.

A city watchman rushed their way. “Hey! You can’t behave like that—”

Still shaking his head in a vain effort to counter the rocking of the planet beneath him, Gabriel turned a pitiless glare on the lightly armored guard.

“I said you—”

Gabriel clutched his head with one hand and slapped the man across the face with his other. The blow stunned the guard, and he tumbled to the side.

Voices shouted, but Gabriel blocked them out. Slipping one hand into his belt pouch, Gabriel strode past the groaning man and into the dungeon without a word.

The four guards inside turned disinterested eyes toward the pair as they opened the doors and stepped through to the heavily fortified chokepoint. Two male mages stared at Gabriel’s battered body and bloody armor. There was one male and one female armored guard today. The man’s vanguard plate was richly decorated, but dents and scorches scarred the expensive armor. An Iron tag hung by a tassel from his pauldron.

They both stared at Brynja as the valkyrie stalked into the room, shield and spear at the ready. The woman stepped back, closer to a scabbarded longsword resting against the wall.

The shorter mage, a dark-skinned man with an epic beard, reached for one of the wands belted at his waist.

Don’t have time for this shit. This’ll all have been pointless if I’m too late. Can I intimidate them enough to let us pass?

Gabriel frowned and dropped his still twitchy right hand to his sword hilt. He raised his left to display some of the collection of tags he’d acquired recently. He fanned them out then clenched his fist.

All four guards stared as he rolled each tag across his knuckles, one at a time.

Dwarven Steel.

Silver.

Gold.

Mithril.

“Don’t even start with me. We’re entering the dungeon now. Either open the gate, or I’ll rip out you gods-damned souls and add your tags to my collection,” he promised. His voice was dark and raw. Heavy with the weight of sincerity.

He activated Duyaris’ circlet, and a glowing shield expanded around his head.

Staring at Gabriel, the ornately armored man blinked and jerked back.

The shorter mage glared. “Who do you thi—”

“Shut up!” the Iron-ranked guard snapped. He thrust a trembling arm out in front of the bearded mage. “L-let him pass,” he muttered. “Open the gate.”

Gabriel started forward when the armored woman rushed to open the heavy doors sealing off the dungeon proper. Brynja nodded at the guard who’d intervened on their behalf.

The second mage stepped over to stand beside the leader. “Why are you letting them act like this?” he whispered.

The guard tracked Gabriel as he passed by in silence. “Cause that’s the guy who blew up the garrison the other day,” he replied. His muffled words were quiet, but to Gabriel’s enhanced hearing, he might as well have shouted.

“What?” the bearded mage gasped. The man’s green eyes widened, and he released his grip on the holstered wand.

“A couple guys were digging me free of the rubble while him and his party were leaving the keep—”

Gabriel ignored their continued whispers and swiped his new tag against the magical sensor. Brynja copied him, and the pair hustled over to help the woman open the gate.

Once it was open, they rushed past her, and she stared at the grim pair.

He didn’t bother pretending to draw any S-Crystals when he summoned his available Minions.

Kestria looked better than the last time he had seen her, but she still walked with a limp. Gwen whimpered but trotted over to walk at his side. Both were far cleaner, the almost comical coating of blood now gone, and simple cloth bandages covered their wounds.

With the disruption caused by the crystal, he didn’t dare reach out for Cuix or Meri. Before they turned the first corner, he heard someone mention contacting the Guildmaster.

And the baroness.

We’ll deal with that later. After Meri’s safe.

The terror bleeding into his mind through his bond with Merideva melded with his intense grief over Reyna’s death. He struggled to hold his thoughts close and prevent the dark emotions from flooding across to his bonded. Focusing on his goal, he pulled the crystal out.

The trio followed him without question, and they made good time. He felt goblins watching them. Each time, Gwen let out an angry hiss, and the cowardly monsters fled.

Once they reached the third floor, the dissonance from the Domain Crystal grew. It reverberated in his skull and disrupted his focus. They also ceased encountering any monsters.

The pressure grew, but he clenched the white stone in his hand as he rushed back to Meri’s Core Room.

To their home.

◆◆◆

What had begun as a disconcerting ringing in Gabriel’s head grew into an incessant thundering that deadened his mind. Several times he thought he heard the Swarm’s voice again, but the thunderous clamor left him doubting his senses. By the time they reached the fourth floor, Kestria had to take over and lead them back to Merideva.

The wounded kobold hobbled as fast as she could manage. Gwen kept pace with her while Brynja helped Gabriel stumble along behind them.

His head throbbed in time with the vibrating Domain Crystal, each pulsing blast of pressure and sound made him wince, and he tasted blood. It flowed freely from his ears, eyes, and nose like a delayed reaction to mana exhaustion, leaving him almost blind and deaf. All he could smell was the sharp, metallic tang of his own blood.

His thoughts swam with fragmented visions of the Swarm, and he struggled not to scream at the incoherent jumble filling his mind.

Brynja shook him, and his head flopped back and forth. A sharp chill made his bones ache. It took him a while to focus his eyes enough to see, and he struggled to swallow at the sight of Meri’s defenses.

Cuix, his unintended Minion, led a dozen armed and armored goblins. The last of them rushed out from the low-ceilinged tunnel and hurried over to him.

Finally, as the small green monsters reached out to support him, Gabriel relaxed. Every inch of his body ached. The wounds he’d suffered fighting Duyaris demanded attention, but he struggled to notice given the sheer exhaustion that saturated him, body and soul. He figured the boost he had gained from the Vigor potion had worn off.

“Rest, Boss,” Cuix croaked. “We’s got yous. Gem Boss is waiting for stone. She was worried, but I’s telling her Boss would come back.” The female goblin looked different than he remembered, and she grabbed his free hip.

“Forget me,” he mumbled. “Take the crystal to Meri. See if she can get it started before I get there.” He fell to his knees, the simple pain a pleasant distraction from the pressure still building in his head. “Hurry!” he gasped as he offered the dimly glowing Domain Crystal to Cuix.

The goblin leader’s large yellow eyes darted to the crystal, then his pale face, and back. After a brief hesitation, she bobbed her head and took the proffered gem.

Gabriel’s bloody eyes snapped shut. When he cracked them open again, she was gone. “Please don’t be too late,” he murmured.

Brynja’s strong hands clasped him under his shoulders, and the determined valkyrie dragged his limp form toward the crawlspace defense.

“We’re almost there, Gabriel. Hold on. You can’t give up now,” she said with a sad chuckle. “You’ve promised to meet my mother and wed me properly. I can’t let you go.”

The pressure in his head lessened. It still felt like his brain wanted to explode, but the worst of it faded, and he focused his eyes on the beautiful, bloody valkyrie face just inches from his.

Noticing his gaze, she flashed a bright white smile even as tears streamed down her high-boned cheeks.

“It’s all up to Meri now,” he began. “I-I don’t have any clue how to use that crystal.”

“That doesn’t matter. You’re her Dungeon Master. She needs you to finish this. Come on, I’ll drag you to her if you make me,” Brynja said.

Gabriel coughed but nodded. “You’re right. I’m her DM… she’s my Core. Let’s go.”

Kestria and several kobolds he hadn’t noticed enter the long room rushed over and helped Brynja drag him into the defensive chokepoint. When they reached the lowered ceiling, they gently rolled him over onto his stomach so he could crawl through.

He clawed his way forward, bit by agonizing bit, many tiny hands helping him stay up. The pain in his battered knees and palms rose, but he ignored it. Instead, he focused on seeing Merideva.

His Dungeon Core.

‘Come on, move your lazy ass, you big-dicked pyro. Go comfort that fancy rock.’ Reyna’s voice rang out in his head, and he choked back a rush of grief.

Even if she was only a figment of his imagination, as Sthuza said, she was right.

‘I’m not going to die here. Not going to give up or force the last work onto Meri.’

‘That’s right, Fucker! Never quit.’

Salty tears filled his eyes and traced pale lines down his bloody cheeks, but he kept moving. Then his hand struck the partially open door, and he noticed a bright light further ahead.

“Gabriel!” Merideva cried. The glowing blue orb tore through the air only to stop a half-inch from smashing into his face. She hovered just inside her Core Room, seeming afraid to leave it. “You recovered my crystal! Thank you!”

Armor sequestered in her jewelry again, Brynja rose beside him and lifted him to his feet. The battered valkyrie stood behind him, wrapping her arms and wings around him. “I have you, my lord. Now finish what you started. Complete your noble quest.”

Seeing Merideva lifted his spirit and filled him with a pleasant warmth that lessened the chill which continued to spread throughout his weary body.

“Wh-what happened to you? I could barely sense you after that horrible attack.” Merideva quavered. “You look worse than after that mean arachne stabbed you.”

“Doesn’t matter right now,” he said. “What… how do we use the Domain Crystal?”

The glowing Dungeon Core wobbled. “I had Cuix place it on the altar. Hopefully, that will restore its connection, but you’ll need to help attune it to me.”

Gabriel nodded, then instantly regretted it as his vision swam. Biting his lip, he said, “Help me over to it, please.”

“Of course,” Brynja said. Gently, she squeezed him tighter, pressing her soft breasts against him, and waddled over to the sinister black stone.

“Set him down on this side, so he can kneel and put both hands on the altar,” Merideva said, hovering off to his left.

The valkyrie obeyed without question, and Gabriel found himself kneeling on one of Sthuza’s plush pillows.

He leaned heavily on the cold black stone and studied the crystal that now glowed far brighter.

“When the light brightens, put your hands on my Core and the Domain Crystal.”

Merideva floated over and lowered herself to rest a foot from the bright crystal. When she touched the dark altar, her orb flashed.

Blinking his itchy, protesting eyes against the glare, Gabriel stared at the two crystalline orbs pulsing in sync.

He placed a hand on each when they brightened. Foul purple-black swirls began to spread, and he felt a surge of terror that he had made a horrible mistake.

The pressure in his head intensified. He reached out through his bond with the energetic Dungeon Core.

And slammed into a solid wall. A purple-black wall.

“No! Not again! She’s my Core. Leave us alone!”


Chapter Fifty-Three










After being repulsed for the eighth time by what had to be the Swarm’s psychic might, Gabriel clamped down on the terror welling within him. He took a deep breath and plodded through the basic centering meditation he had first learned as a small child.

The pressure in his head continued to throb, but the focusing technique allowed him to dampen its presence. Mostly. His instincts screamed for him to rush, but he forced himself to take his time.

When Gabriel finished, he adjusted his hands on the two glowing crystals, closed his eyes, and reached out with his mind, seeking Merideva.

The same impenetrable wall blocked his path. All he could feel of his bonded Dungeon Core was a faint trickle, but he knew she lay somewhere beyond that barrier.

Sthuza thinks I’m a psyker, and it would explain a few things. Psionics is supposed to be all about focus and intent.

He concentrated all his will into a single point. His focus amplified the pressure in his head, and it felt like his skull would explode.

Gabriel kept building up. Just when he feared he would lose control, he rushed forward and slammed a mental spike into the psychic wall.

His strike shattered the barrier. Jagged shards sprayed outward, several tearing at him, but he pushed ahead without hesitation.

The wall vanished, and Gabriel fell into absolute darkness. He tried to activate his Darkvision, but nothing changed.

Unable to see his hand in front of his face, he kept inching it closer until his palm passed through his nose.

Right… I’m not in the Mortal Realm. It’s mind related, so… Is this the Astral Realm where I’ve brought my bonded?

Gabriel exhaled then realized he didn’t need to breathe at all.

Intention and willpower are all there is to this place, right? I’ve had decades of practice at that. Focus.

He let go of his senses. Released everything except the concept of his bond with Merideva. Picturing the cheerful Dungeon Core, he dove into that connection.

Deeper and deeper, he sought to submerge himself entirely within, until all that existed was his mental avatar and Merideva.

A pink glow manifested far away, beyond a vast emptiness. Instinctively, Gabriel started toward it. His presence moved with only intention, but a purple-black fog began to surround him.

More and more, the absence of existence filled with a dark haze that coalesced and morphed into an all too familiar miasma.

“You had your chance, Dungeon Master. We have the Core now. What use is a frail mortal like you to our Swarm now?” The eerie, feminine voice sounded haughty and cruel. Each word it spoke struck Gabriel like a knife to the gut.

He struggled to push forward, but the miasma thickened and became a viscous goo that trapped his mental avatar.

“Gabriel?” Merideva cried softly.

“Meri! Are you okay?”

“Please save me!”

“What’s going on? Where are you?”

“I think they’re attacking my soul! It hurts so bad. Don’t let them claim me,” she wailed. As she spoke, a slender pink cord appeared, and he felt the Dungeon Core’s presence.

The terror and desperation in her voice filled him with righteous fury, and he howled like Cindra. The thick gelatinous goop restraining him recoiled.

He rushed ahead, and slimy tentacles of the shadow stuff lashed out. Juking and ducking to avoid them, he focused on the pink strand.

A tentacle of miasma latched onto his mental avatar, and he howled again. The vile substance shivered but didn’t release him. The viscous goo spread out around him, and more tentacles raced toward him.

I can’t let it stop me from reaching Meri!

Looking around in desperation, Gabriel noticed the blank white of the Realm’s barren vastness above him.

Soon as he realized it, he leapt up into the sky. Powerful wings of golden energy sprouted from his back and propelled him in a mad climb.

The lone tentacle attached to his leg stretched and stretched until it finally ruptured. Noxious fumes poisoned the air, and watery black droplets splattered across his avatar.

The foul liquid burned wherever it touched him, but he couldn’t care less. He blocked out the rotten, nausea-inducing stench and leveled off. Glancing down, he found the pink cord that connected him to Merideva and hurtled toward its source.

“No. You must not interfere. Disrupt our ritual, and the Core will be ruined for us both,” the Swarm called out, sounding almost fearful.

Gabriel hesitated for a brief instance, but his bond with Merideva felt stronger, and he sensed a pulse of desire and sadness from his beloved Dungeon Core. In an instant, he knew what she wanted.

“She would rather die than serve you. So would I!” he growled back at the presence even as it rose from below.

Distance seemed like an illusion. He felt closer one second only to feel like he was moving farther away a moment later. Still, he raced along, following the faint glow of his bond with Merideva.

The purple-black miasma shot up thin lances, but he instinctively dodged between them.

One moment he was flying through the vast emptiness, the Swarm presence flooding up behind and beneath him. The next, he stared down at a massive crystal castle.

Translucent walls surrounded a polished tower that shone like a star gem. The entire complex radiated Merideva’s sweet, childish nature, and he arced down toward her.

“I’m coming, Meri!”

“Hurry, they almost have me,” she replied. Her voice was tight and full of fear, but Gabriel reached out to her with his mind. She latched onto him, and their bond glowed brighter.

Their bond felt more like it had before the Swarm’s attack, and her joy at seeing him mingled with the stark terror caused by the attack.

A second later, he landed inside the castle’s courtyard. The crystalline walls towered a hundred feet above him, and to his surprise, the foul tsunami of goo did not follow him over them.

“Why isn’t it flowing up over the walls?”

Merideva didn’t respond, but he felt the Dungeon Core practically wrap her true self around him like a blanket. Her Essence suffused him, filling him with a loving warmth that drove away a chill he hadn’t even noticed.

Something cracked, and he glanced toward the gates. The thick boards of crystallized wood warped and twisted as the Swarm goo attempted to break through.

Instead of flowing over the walls, the dark presence continued to smash against the strange, translucent gate. Again and again, it struck.

The massive doors began to splinter, sending javelin-sized crystal splinters flying about. The rough shards all avoided Gabriel, and he stared at the shadowy figure slowly coalescing beyond the battered gate.

Vaguely humanoid, it continued to thrash and claw at the crystal.

“Meri, do you have any idea what’s going on?”

Merideva’s presence shivered, and she shook her head. “No. But I’m really scared. Something bad will happen if that… that thing gets me. I just know it.”

Gabriel sighed, then remembered he didn’t need to breathe and chuckled. “Okay, then. Just have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

The goo struck again and sundered the gate. Instead of flowing inward, the huge amorphous blob shivered and writhed before a humanoid form emerged.

The broken bits swung open, and the shadowy monster stalked into the open courtyard. It raised an empty hand, and a massive greataxe appeared in its fist.

“Shit. Wait, this is the Astral?”

The thought had barely occurred to Gabriel, when a glowing, ethereal version of his arcane conduit manifested in his hand.

“You would dare stand against us?” the beast growled. Its voice was harsh and hate filled. And masculine. In an instant, Gabriel recognized it from Sthuza’s nightmare.

The shadows seemed to melt away, leaving a more distinct form. Short black fur covered its muscular body, and its red eyes flashed with malice. The gray ram-like horns on its head made it all too easy to remember.

“You’re the fucker that tortured Iylara! The one who hurt my Prime!” Gabriel screamed, fiery rage filling his mind. “I’m going to rip out your soul!”

“Unlikely. That disgusting scaled bitch was a threat to me back then, so I couldn’t risk facing her. But my queen rules in this place,” the hulking monster said.

More and more humanoid figures emerged from the formless miasma behind the large brute.

“Finish this and be done with it, Dryane,” a woman said.

Dryane? The Dungeon Master Sthuza despised? But if he was the one who tortured Iylara… How did he wind up as a DM? I thought the Swarm killed Iylara and he took her place.

Gabriel turned toward the female voice then frowned as she stepped closer.

She had too many legs.

Four too many.

From the waist up, she appeared as an achingly beautiful, armored catgirl. A shapely woman with white-and-black striped fur.

I-is that Nagirrek? Sthuza’s second?

Gabriel stared at her purple-black chitinous lower body. With a long armored thorax and six spike-tipped legs, she resembled nothing so much as an insectoid centaur. Her horrific appearance reminded him of the corrupted monsters he had seen when he first encountered the Swarm.

“You’ve no right to speak to me like that, Nagirrek. I am second only to her majesty,” Dryane growled.

“I don’t care. Finish this, so she can claim the Core.”

The pair of monsters glared at each other, and Gabriel took the time to survey the horde of chitinous creatures behind them.

“I-I don’t think I can hold off so many.”

“You can’t save me?” Merideva asked.

“There’s too many for me to face. And my pool is almost dry,” Gabriel replied. Even as he did, he brought up his Interface to verify.

Mana —

“What the hells? I’m… Right, this isn’t the Mortal Realm. Still doesn’t help with their numbers…”

Nagirrek shoved Dryane, and the seven-foot-tall, black-furred beast stumbled back. He growled, but Gabriel left them to their argument.

Several more shadowy monsters closed, and Gabriel considered what spells he could use to even the odds.

“C-could you bring some of my goblins here?” Merideva asked.

Arcane conduit drawn, Gabriel paused then reached out along his bonds. Ten glowing strands of ethereal energy appeared. Instead of seeking Merideva’s monsters, he ignored the pink cord that led into the polished crystal keep and focused on the other nine.

Less than a second passed, and he sensed his Prime. The gorgon leapt toward him, and he felt her presence rushing to join him.

He reached out, again and again, summoning his other bonded and his Minions. Slightly insubstantial versions of three kobolds, Cuix, Gwen, and his bonded appeared around him.

All of his bonded.

◆◆◆

“R-Reyna?” Gabriel gasped, his eyes burning.

“The fuck is this place? Didn’t know you had a damn castle here,” the petite woman muttered.

A nude Cindra turned at the shorter woman’s words and leapt at her. “Packsister!”

“Gah! Get off me, you damn booby monster,” Reyna grumbled. She put up half-hearted resistance as the muscular hellhound wrapped her in a spine-cracking hug.

To his surprise, Sthuza appeared in her humanoid form but wearing her armor, unlike the hellhound. He wondered at the discrepancy but brushed it aside.

“While I am quite pleased to see you,” Sthuza said, staring at Reyna for a moment before turning to Gabriel. “What is going on, Master?”

“The Swarm tried to steal Meri. We have to keep them out of the tower.” He pointed to the large crystal building, then at the swarm of monsters.

The elegant gorgon hissed in outrage when she caught sight of the arguing pair at the front of the horde. “Nagirrek? Betrayer! Deceitful coward!” she screamed. Unbridled rage and heartbreak flooded Gabriel’s bond with his Prime.

The torrent of turmoil washed over him. Centuries of grief and guilt and hate assailed him. It took all his focus to shield himself from Sthuza’s emotions.

Shifting into her larger, serpentine form, the gorgon surged toward Dryane and Nagirrek. She suddenly held the pair of poleaxes she had used against Duyaris’ allies. Her head-snakes strained toward the furry male.

Dryane and Nagirrek turned to glare. The catgirl hybrid yowled and drew a gleaming longsword. She screeched something at Sthuza, and the gorgon sped up.

“Shit. We’ll have to talk later,” Reyna said. Even as she spoke, Cindra released her, and they both rushed to assist Sthuza. The hellhound went from nude to fully armored and wielding her greatsword in a single step. Reyna shifted and drew Yesera’s swords from thin air.

“My lord, I shall guard you against this vermin. Please support and direct us as you will,” Brynja called out. She flapped her wings and shot ahead of his other bonded. Her armor and massive spear appeared around her graceful form.

“Looks like anyone can manifest things here. But are we limited to what we had in the Mortal Realm?” A dozen ideas flashed through Gabriel’s mind, but he chose defense first.

His free hand traced the glyphs for Haste with a precision and speed that defied belief. A completed spell circle spiraled into existence in a second. He filled the glowing glyphs with what felt like a never-ending torrent of mana.

Sthuza reached the chitinous catgirl and lashed out with both polearms. Nagirrek twisted and ducked her blows, then lashed out with her sword.

“Long time no see, my love,” the beastkin spat. “I was surprised to find you survived Iylara’s death. Guess you weren’t as close as you acted.”

The gorgon screamed a reply in a hissing language then lunged in again.

Cindra crashed into Dryane with a mighty roar. She brought her adamantite sword down on him, but the brute caught the razor-sharp blade with his bare hand.

Gabriel released his spell then shuddered against the surge of magic as it infused him.

“Out of the way! Heel like a good dog, and your submission will be less painful,” Dryane shouted at Cindra. He swung his greataxe at her head, and his blow clipped her helmet despite the Haste spell.

She spun with the impact. Her sword arced out wide and dug into the smooth ground.

Before he could follow up, Reyna rushed in and launched a vicious flurry of slashes. “Come on, Boobs. You’ve got to protect the Packmaster.”

Cindra stood straighter, howled, and leapt back to the offense. The pair hurled themselves at Dryane without hesitation, driving him backward.

A silver flash announced Brynja and her Reinforced shield. She slammed into the crowd of insectoid monsters swarming through the shattered gate. “Begone, you foul abominations!”

Gabriel was surprised she had rushed so far ahead but thankful for her quick action. Movement closer by caught his eye, and he noticed Kestria, Cuix, and his other Minions lined up before him.

“Shouldn’t you guys go help them?” he asked. Even as he spoke, he dove into a Fireball spell. Glyphs glowed before him, and he flooded them without concern for efficiency.

“We is protecting you, Boss Guy,” Cuix replied. The goblin wore an embroidered black gambeson with a stylized Dungeon Core centered above a crossed sword and staff.

Beside her, his three kobolds were similarly dressed, though they wielded spears instead of a sword like the goblin. Two of the small lizardmen had been killed and unavailable for summoning, but just like Reyna, they were whole and uninjured. They stood ready in formation while Gwen rushed over to his side.

“Stay alert. Protect Meri at all costs,” he said, then paused to consider. “And try not to die. I have no idea what would happen here.”

His Minions nodded, but he turned his attention back to the battle before him.

Sthuza hissed in a harsh, sibilant tongue as she struck again and again at the armored catgirl hybrid. Nagirrek fell back but managed to block or dodge most of the attacks. Glowing green ichor leaked from a handful of wounds, but she showed no sign of yielding.

Not far away, Dryane pressed Cindra with relentless brutality. He shrugged off heavy blows from her massive sword and ignored Reyna’s slashing strikes.

The sight of his dead bonded fighting shoulder to shoulder with the hellhound caused Gabriel’s throat to clench, but he focused on his spellwork.

Brynja struggled to hold back the oncoming horde of shadow monsters that tried to breach the gate. In just seconds, she had laid low two dozen of the assorted beasts, but an unending tide swarmed forward.

“Take cover, Brynja!” he shouted as he finalized his spell and released it. A fist-sized ball of blue fire shot from his outstretched sword.

The crackling flames swelled in a heartbeat. Halfway to the gate, the ball had grown to the size of what he had used in the baron’s castle.

Brynja waited until the last second then hurled herself up to land on the ramparts of the thick, crystal wall. The ball shot through the open gate and detonated amid the crowd.

A sheet of fire rushed back through the battered entrance. Monsters screamed and died by the dozen. Everything visible beyond the open gatehouse was swallowed with the brilliant glare of a blue-flamed inferno. The magical fire continued to swell, burning far longer than the last Fireball he had cast.

Dryane and Nagirrek glanced back, then turned to glare at Gabriel. “How did you do that?” the furry demon growled.

Cindra struck when he looked away. She caught him in the neck, and her greatsword gouged deep into his flesh. Reyna followed up and thrust both of her blades through his loincloth.

“Fucking die!” she grumbled, but Dryane leapt away.

“You’re as pathetic as ever, Dryane!” Nagirrek said. She feinted at Sthuza’s head with a staff but crouched and leapt back, then sprinted to Dryane’s side.

“Come back, you foul betrayer,” Sthuza hissed. The gorgon surged ahead, her massive body slithering across the ground in a hypnotic blur.

“You were the one who wasn’t there when I needed you!” Nagirrek shouted.

Brynja leapt down from her place on the wall and landed behind the pair of monsters. Her spear was back to normal size, and she thrust at the furry demon.

Dryane screamed as the tip tore into his back. He reached around and grabbed the silvery shaft before she could drive it any deeper. Growling, he ripped it from his flesh.

Eerie voices cried out from beyond the walls, and the two monsters turned and rushed toward the open gate, retreating behind their uncountable horde.

Brynja stood her ground before them, but Nagirrek raised an arm and blasted the valkyrie with a ray of purple light.

She cried out and staggered back, ducking behind her shield. The glare died a second later, revealing Brynja’s mithril armor was blackened but intact.

Gabriel began weaving a barrier spell when Merideva screamed in his head.

“They’re getting closer! Please, Gabriel, save me!”

The fear that flowed from his bond with the Core spiked, but Gabriel resisted it. He shifted his attention to sensing where the Swarm had attacked.

He reached out and located an enormous monstrosity burrowing deep beneath them. The instant he found the threat, he tried to shift his spell to block the oncoming monster.

His nascent spell had unraveled in the brief seconds he had been distracted, so Gabriel quickly spun up another spell construct and filled it with mana. His hand traced the same glyphs in what would be a suicidal rush back in the Mortal Realm.

“Weird that I let that spell fail…”

Gabriel frowned when he realized that he couldn’t focus on two distinct ideas at once. Despite having only had the ability for a few days, he had already grown used to it.

Focusing entirely on the spell, he completed it then visualized the magic forming beneath the keep to shield Merideva from the burrowing Swarm.

His bonded shouted and screamed, but he ignored them as he erected the barrier a split second before something huge slammed against it. There was a loud explosion, and a blastwave washed over him.

He looked to the crystal tower, his eyes widening at the churned earth and shattered stone. All of his bonded save for Sthuza surrounded a gaping hole in the ground.

They rushed into the fray, blades rising and falling upon a horde of short, multi-legged insects that swarmed up from beneath.

“Master, this is not working! There are too many of them,” Sthuza cried. She tore through more of the bugs near the castle entrance, but it was clear they were going to be overrun soon.

“If you’re going to do something clever, I’d suggest you do it now,” Reyna growled. She cut down three invaders within as many seconds, but five more flowed up behind them.

“Meri, can you hear me?” Gabriel called. He got no reply at first, so he closed his eyes and rushed through a centering routine. The sounds of battle rang out, but he ignored everything, trusting his bonded to keep them all safe.

Once he felt some semblance of calm, he reached out toward Merideva. Pressure built in his head. A thick sludge-like presence was trying to force its way in. Again, he ignored it, his entire being focused on connecting with his Dungeon Core.

“Gabriel!” she cried.

“How do we stop them?”

Fear and sadness flooded out from her, but then she flared within his senses. “I-I don’t know. I already feel it surrounding me. It’s everywhere. Ma-maybe we can’t stop it, but could you at least hold me? It feels so… so wrong. I’m scared, Gabriel… so scared. Please don’t leave me here all alone.”

Gabriel ground his teeth but nodded. He sprinted to the crystalline keep, which now leaned off to his left.

More of the burrowing monsters surged up, but he raced past them. He went so far as to leap over a new hole as a shadowy landshark tore up the ground beneath him.

Cuix and Gwen rushed in to intercept the new arrivals.

Gabriel pressed his free hand against the keep’s imposing door once he reached it. Barely a second passed, and the crystalline copy of wood and iron vanished. He almost fell but recovered and rushed inside.

Merideva’s presence was far stronger now. He felt her warmth and charm about him like a cloak.

“Hurry, please,” she begged.

All manner of crystalline chairs, tables, and books filled the large room. Gabriel rushed past the multicolored crystal furniture and ran straight to the staircase.

On the fourth step up, he paused and concentrated on Merideva.

“She’s down, not up?”

He spun around and headed into the bowels of the crystal keep. The staircase spiraled as it descended, and he stumbled several times due to taking too many at a time.

After a lifetime of descending, the staircase ended. Gabriel rushed into a yawning chamber with no visible walls or ceiling.

A glance back revealed the stairs were gone, so he reached out to Merideva. “How do I reach you?”

“Where are you, Gabriel?” she whispered from all around him.

“I’m here, Meri, but I can’t find you.”

“Please stop them,” Merideva cried. “It hurts. They’re trying to separate us!”

The emotions that seeped across their bond lessened, and Gabriel’s heart leapt into his throat. He could still sense the Dungeon Core, but her fear and terror subsided with each passing second.

“Where is she?”

Frustration morphed into fury, and Gabriel screamed. The space around him wavered. The spatial distortion caught his eye, and he tried it again.

With his attention entirely on the irregularity, he caught a glimmer of something beyond the nothingness that lay before him.

Hoping for more, Gabriel took a deep breath then screamed with all his might. The entire Realm seemed to shudder. He stumbled and fell to his knees when the ground shook.

Pain flared, but he ignored it. His eyes locked onto the source of a soft blue glow a few feet from him.

Merideva’s crystalline Core rested on an exact replica of the black altar in her Core Room. Next to her was the pulsing Domain Crystal.

But his attention was drawn to the twisted mass of shadows that reached out to the pair of glowing orbs.

“How did you break through? Stop this pointless resistance. You owe us your entire existence, Gabriel Grimm. Submit, and we will reward you. This world could be yours to rule,” the shapeless creature said in the Swarm’s voice.

The shadows shifted. They ballooned and shrank, then spun about until taking on a humanoid form.

A beautiful woman with flawless purple-black skin and inky hair that hung down to the floor stood by the altar. She stepped toward Gabriel, and red eyes flashed. “Come now, Dungeon Master. Join our Swarm and have everything you could ever desire.”

Instantly, thoughts of Reyna flashed through his mind. His mouth hung open, and he barely noticed when his arcane conduit dropped from loose fingers.

“We could bring her back for you. What does this world owe you? It took your mother. Those so-called nobles framed you, threw you out of the only home you ever knew. All so the elf could betray you and destroy your soul. Submit to us, and you can live a life of luxury with your little monster girls.”

The vast emptiness around them swirled then flashed bright, and Gabriel’s eyes widened.

They stood in a smooth-stone walled chamber larger than the baron’s receiving hall. Rich tapestries pronounced his rulership. He instinctively knew the crossed sword and staff was his symbol. Soft natural light lit the entire room, and a dozen scantily-clad women lounged about.

Each of his bonded and several beautiful monster girls he did not know sat or walked past. They laughed and talked, several busily eating from overburdened tables. Cindra looked in his direction and flashed that too happy grin she was always so quick to share.

He lifted a hand toward her then froze when he spotted Reyna.

The lycan piled meat onto a large plate beside the hellhound. She looked up, and their eyes met.

Gabriel forgot to breathe as she flashed him a smile even more brilliant than Cindra’s.

“There’s no way she could ever smile like that. Not after what happened to Raeya.”

There was a flash behind the werebadger who had died to save him. A near double for her peeked out from behind her. Raeya smiled shyly and set her own plate aside. She dashed toward Gabriel, and all he could do was stare.

Reyna rushed after her sister, and the pair almost knocked him to the ground despite their petite builds. Their arms wrapped around him, and Gabriel closed his eyes and sighed.

Sthuza and Cindra ran over and joined them. Brynja flew through the air. She wrapped her wings around the group, and Gabriel grinned.

With his women back in his arms, all was right.

“My women?”

His eyes snapped open, and he studied the smiling faces that surrounded him. Since when was Raeya one of his women?

Each of his bonded gazed back at him with the sort of expression he had only seen on Cindra. Even Raeya, a woman he had never met and who had been horribly abused, looked upon him with the raw lust and need of a hellhound in heat.

“This isn’t real. They would never act like this,” Gabriel said, his voice rising. “And I wouldn’t want them to. What have you done? Where is Merideva?”

“Forget about the Core. This is your last chance. Shun our Swarm, and we shall take everything from you. Do you think the loss of one feral bitch was painful? Soon you shall learn of true suffering.”

“Fuck you! I won’t let you. Now get lost!” Gabriel screamed. The world around him flashed, and the sycophantic women shimmered one by one then vanished. He stared on in mounting dread once the strangers were all gone. With agonizing slowness, his bonded disappeared in the same way.

His heart ached when Reyna was the last one to fade away, her loss tearing him apart again. Despite knowing it was fake, he reached out toward her, longing for more time with his lost bonded.

The lavish dining hall felt empty and sad now. Food still covered the tables, but as he watched, it rotted away in seconds.

A strong breeze whipped through the long chamber, and the tapestries and banners fluttered then turned to dust and blew away. Soon enough, the stone walls seemed to melt away, and his surroundings blurred again.

“Gabriel, you’re here!” Merideva cried.

He spun around and found her, glowing a soft pink, where she rested on the black altar. “Yeah. I swore I’d protect you, Meri. I’m your chosen Dungeon Master, right?”

She floated up and bobbed in that way he knew was a nod. “That’s right! Now help me finish before the Domain Crystal fails.”

Gabriel nodded and stepped to the altar. He placed a hand on each of the glowing crystals. An intense pulse of energy tried to enter his body. It felt warm and familiar.

Right.

He opened himself to the magic, and it surged through his internal leylines. Power flooded his being, more power than he could imagine. It flared within him, but instead of searing or bursting, it soothed his very soul.

A pleasant tranquility settled over him, and he felt Merideva envelop him in a warm embrace.

“Thank you, Gabriel Grimm, My Dungeon Master.”


Chapter Fifty-Four










Gabriel groaned, opened his eyes, and smiled at the soft pink glow which illuminated the room. His room.

“War Chief is awake?” Kestria whispered from nearby.

Gwen trilled softly as he leaned up and turned toward her voice to find the shadowstalker shaman squatting right beside his head.

Need to get the kobolds some underwear too.

His first Minion stared down at him with her huge purple eyes. She flashed him a smile worthy of Cindra, then stood and turned to where Merideva rested on the cushion Sthuza had set out for her use. “Crystal Chief, he is awake now,” she said.

The glowing Core trembled, and her pink light brightened. “Gabriel!”

“Hey, Meri,” he mumbled through a dry mouth. “Did it work?”

“Gabriel!” she shouted before she shot across the small room and hammered into his chest. Gwen let out a concerned yip.

He grunted in surprise but reached up to grasp the crystal orb. “Easy, Meri. Are you safe now?”

The Core bobbed, and he sagged back in relief. “Yep! You got my Domain Crystal back, and now I’m fully attuned.”

Gabriel sat upright. His body ached, and his mind felt sluggish. He tried to remember what had happened before the battle. Memories blurred, and he struggled to separate the intense fight in the Astral from his frantic rush to deliver the crystal.

Last thing I can remember before touching the crystals was Brynja helping me to the altar.

He held Meri up to eye level and smiled at her. “That’s great.” He looked around and realized the blond woman was nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Brynja?”

Even as he spoke, he brushed all of his bonds. The valkyrie was close. Cindra and Sthuza were far away, but they felt safe. There was another flicker, but his muddled mind could not identify it.

“Oh yeah, she looked super tired. I let her sleep in Reyna’s new room,” Merideva said.

The reminder of his fallen bonded caused a hollow ache in his gut. “Wh-what? Reyna’s…”

“Yep! I had my drone carve out another room while you guys were gone. I know she wanted her own place to sleep, so I put it opposite of yours. Now that I have the crystal, it was easy to add it to my Domain.”

“R-Reyna didn’t make it,” he whispered.

Merideva dimmed and wiggled about. “Didn’t make what?”

Gabriel swallowed against a painful lump in his throat. The feisty lycan’s final act played out in his mind again. He had kept it suppressed while he raced back to save Merideva, but now he couldn’t escape the memory. “She… she died… to save me.”

“Oh no,” Merideva whimpered. Her glow darkened to a deep blue, and she pressed in tight against his chest. She reached out to him through their bond, her tender presence wrapping about him gently. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel. I just assumed you left the others behind because you flew… Are the others…”

At her words, he instinctively reached out to his bonded.

“They’re fine. Sthuza knows the way back.” He paused to sniffle. “My other two kobold Minions fell, but they’ll come back, right?”

“Y-yes. Minions are super useful like that. But…” the Core sniffled and burrowed against him.

Kestria stood still at his side, but Gwen slunk over and pressed her armored head up through his arm. Wiggling closer, she rested her chin on his thigh and trillled.

Gabriel wiped at his damp eyes then reached down to pet the wolf drake.

“Um, by the way,” Merideva started. “Whatever that thing is stayed glued to your side while you slept. Does it have a name?”

“Sorry. Meri, this is Gwenaelle. Gwen, this is Merideva, our Dungeon Core,” he said with another sniffle.

The wolf drake trilled, then lunged forward and licked the dimly glowing orb.

“Eep!” Merideva cried as she tried to float out of reach.

Gabriel chuckled then turned to Kestria. “Did I summon you two and leave you out, or did…” he trailed off, uncertain of what had happened.

“Chief completed the crystal magic, then fainted. Kestria helped Chief’s Wings and Cuix carry you in here.”

The reminder of the goblin he had taken as a Minion sent his thoughts back to the first time he had seen the green-skinned monster.

“You guys didn’t leave Cuix and me alone in here, did you?” he asked while slipping a hand into his pants.

Thank the gods. Everything feels right.

“No, Chief’s Wings disliked the way Cuix looked at Chief, so she instructed Kestria to stand watch,” the black-scaled kobold said.

He sighed in relief. “Thanks.”

“Um, Gabriel,” Merideva asked.

“Yeah? Something the matter?”

“Thank you for choosing me,” she whispered.

Her simple words sent his thoughts back to the struggle to save her and the Swarm’s offer, but he blocked it from his mind and smiled. “Anytime, Meri. You’re my Dungeon Core. And one day soon, we’ll get rid of that horror. I’m not going to rest until this entire dungeon is yours.”

Merideva flared, her bright pink glow almost blinding him. “Ours!” she corrected, and he nodded, laughing.

“Our dungeon.”


Chapter Fifty-Five










For a week, Gabriel directed monsters and helped Merideva organize her much expanded Domain. Now that she was attuned to the crystal, she ruled over the entire breadth of the third, fourth, and fifth floors.

That attunement meant she was the true Dungeon Core for those three floors. And while they still faced numerous threats, Gabriel breathed a little easier now that there was no risk of her running out of Dungeon Essence.

Reyna’s death haunted his restless sleep, and he often thought he heard the snarky lycan’s voice in his head, but he had his hands full helping Merideva settle in.

It took them four days to reactivate all of the old Spawners that had been tied to the Domain Crystal. None of them had functioned since Estrial stole it.

As such, the third and fourth floors had become almost devoid of monsters for adventurers to hunt. By the time he reset the enchantment on the last one, the upper portion of Lostbarrow’s dungeon was filled with monsters again.

Gabriel chewed at his lip as he paced in front of the rough stone tunnel. Merideva had assured him the concealed entrance would work, but his nerves continued to grow ragged.

‘Relax, Master. We are almost there,’ Sthuza sent. It had been a major relief two days ago when he had heard his Prime’s mind-voice again. Their return trip had taken longer than he expected since Sthuza had to recover enough mana so she could shift back to her humanoid form.

“Calm down, Gabriel,” Merideva grumbled. “You’re going to wear a trench in my new floor if you keep that up.”

He gave a half-hearted chuckle but paused and looked to the Core.

Her glow softened, and she floated toward the dark opening. “Ooo, I can see them,” she said. The Core dimmed, and she muttered, “Ah, I see. Yeah, I’ll take her… I can handle the rest.”

“What?” Gabriel asked.

“Don’t worry about it. Why don’t you go meet them?”

Gwenaelle leapt up and rushed into the cave. She trilled happily, and a loud voice barked a reply.

Cindra!

The Dungeon Master raced after the wolf drake. He took the single turn at speed, bracing one foot on the rough stone wall.

As soon as he rounded the corner, he spotted the statuesque hellhound squatting in front of Gwen. Her leather and bronze armor was tattered and stained, but he saw only a few bandages beneath.

She looked up, flashed her cheerful grin, and all felt right in the world.

He had used his Interface to monitor their health, so he knew they had mostly recovered. Still, seeing her in person washed away a ton of stress.

Yipping in excitement, Cindra released the wolf drake and charged toward him. She leapt into the air and wrapped all four limbs around him.

She squeezed the air from his lungs a second before they slammed down on the dirty cavern floor.

Her arms and legs absorbed much of the impact, and her large tongue shot out to lick across his face as he gasped for breath.

“Hey, stop that, Cindra. I’m excited to see you too, but I can’t breathe,” he said.

“Cindra missed you, Packmaster!” She lowered her voice and continued in a not-so-subtle whisper, “Snakey missed you too.”

Laughing at her pointless attempt at stealth, Gabriel stroked her back. Movement above them drew his attention.

Sthuza gazed down upon them, her lips quirked to the side. “Cccindra, we dissscussssed thisss before we arrived, did we not?”

Cindra’s goofy grin shrank, slightly, and she glanced at him with a naughty look. “Cindra is sorry, but it’s been so long.”

He leaned up and kissed her nose. “It has, but I need to stand up.”

The hellhound sighed, then she flexed her legs and lifted them both. She squeezed Gabriel one more time before releasing him.

“Thanks, silly pup.” Gabriel turned to his Prime.

Though undisguised, the gorgon was back in her humanoid form. Her armor was badly torn, but she looked whole beneath it.

A heavy pack sat against the cave wall a few feet past where he had spotted Cindra. He looked around but did not find what he was looking for.

Sthuza’s slight smile sank, and she nodded. “Lady Merideva took possession of Miss Reyna’s… remains when we entered her Domain.” Several head-snakes watched Gabriel with sad eyes.

“Was that what you meant earlier?” he asked.

The Dungeon Core floated into view then bobbed. “Yes. I-I thought it would be better if you d-don’t see her again until I prepare her for, ah…”

“You have a tomb for her, Lady Merideva?”

Again the crystal orb bobbed. “Yep. We talked about moving my Core Room to the fifth floor, so I had Stuart carve a lovely chamber down there. I-it still needs some finishing. I was hoping you would help me.”

The gorgon nodded and reached over to take Gabriel’s hand. “It would be my honor. Though Miss Reyna was not with us for long, she more than earned her place as Master’s bonded.”

Gabriel struggled not to cry as they discussed entombing the fallen werebadger. At some point, Cindra stepped close and wrapped herself around him.

“I appreciate you two bringing her body home,” he began. “But I’m not ready to let her go. There has to be a way to bring her back.”

Sthuza frowned, but Cindra nodded eagerly. “Yep, Cindra thinks Lady Glowy can bring Grouchy Panties back. Maybe Packmaster needs to level up more?”

“Hmm, perhaps,” Sthuza muttered. “Once we get settled in, I… I could return to my lair and search my tomes. Maybe there…”

Held fast by the muscular hellhound, Gabriel reached out and pulled Sthuza into a hug. “Thank you, my Prime.”

Head-snakes leaned in, brushing against his face, and Cindra wrapped an arm around the gorgon as well. “It’s important for Pack to watch out for each other. Ooo! Where is Birdsister?”

Gabriel chuckled. “Brynja’s guarding Meri’s Domain. There have been a few adventurers delving the third and fourth floors since we got the Domain Crystal’s spawners functioning. I don’t feel comfortable leaving everything to it yet, so she’s keeping a watch to make sure they don’t do anything problematic.”

“A wise precaution, Master,” Sthuza said before she turned her head to glare at Cindra. “Now, please release me, furball. We still have much to do.”

The hellhound beamed at his Prime then winked at Gabriel before she leaned in and kissed Sthuza.

A head-snake caught Gabriel’s attention, even as the gorgon ceased protesting and pressed herself against the larger woman. The small serpent rolled its tiny emerald eyes and shook its head.

This is the life I want. We still have to deal with that undead woman and the Swarm, but I won’t let anyone stop us.

And just wait, Reyna, I will find a way to save you. Even if I have to invade the Realms of Heaven or Hell to do it.


Thank you for reading Dungeon Bound Three! It’s a year and four days later than planned, but I hope you enjoyed it.

If you did, please consider leaving a review. Even a brief sentence or two will mean a lot to me personally and help show Amazon the book is worth reading.

One of the biggest things you can do to support an indie author is to leave positive reviews.

While this is the end of Dungeon Bound’s first arc, Gabriel and his bonded have a lot more story to tell.

The best way to keep up to date on future releases is to join my mailing list. I also post updates on Facebook.

As an additional enticement, I’ve got a few scenes that didn’t quite fit in DB3 and the lead-up to book four which I intend to send out to my mailing list. So if you’re interested in getting a little more of Gabriel’s bonded, alternate Points of View—and maybe a cut sex scene or two—make sure to sign up.

Did I mess something up, or do you wish I’d spent more or fewer words on a particular aspect of the story? Hate or love a character? Share your thoughts with me at authorbastianknight@gmail.com

If you like harem stories and want a place to chat with similarly minded people, there are two Facebook Haremlit groups where I get my genre news. Many amazing authors and readers hang out there, eager to talk all things harem.

Haremlit

Gamelit Harem

If you enjoyed the dungeon aspects but aren’t a huge fan of monster girl shenanigans, there is an entire group on Facebook dedicated to cores, dungeons, and the monsters that fill them: Dungeon Corps.
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