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Recap of The Story so Far









Framed and expelled from the Academy of Magic, Gabriel Grimm registered with the Adventurer’s Guild. Desperate to keep a roof over his head, he joined a powerful sorceress and her party to delve the Dungeon of Lostbarrow.
The fortunate turn of events proved calamitous as the adventurers betrayed Gabriel, and he wound up the virgin sacrifice in a plot to steal a Domain Crystal.
Soul shredded by the ritual, Gabriel faced total annihilation until Merideva, a young Dungeon Core, saved him by claiming him as her Dungeon Master.
Grateful, he set out to recover the stolen crystal for his benefactor, but fully aware of how outclassed he was, he dove deeper into the dungeon, seeking allies stronger than the few goblins serving Merideva.
After a harrowing clash with a deranged minotaur, Gabriel stumbled into the hunting grounds of a greater gorgon. Instead of slaying or petrifying him, Sthuza Slytheria led him to her lair and offered to become his first bonded.
In addition to her incredible power, the gorgon, his Prime-bonded, suggested how he could further boost their chances against Estrial’s party.
Recruiting a salamander didn’t work out as she had planned. When ambushed by an arachne, they were aided by Cindra, a seruuberc hellhound. Claiming the shapeshifting canine monster girl as his second bonded, Gabriel headed back to Merideva, feeling better about their journey.
They had their first of many clashes with the undead, but Gabriel cast strange, terrifying magic that bested the malevolent monsters.
Back with his Core, Sthuza discovered that Swarm—a timeless, unrelenting psychic horror—had infested the deepest depths of Lostbarrow. But even that apocalyptic doom was meaningless if Gabriel failed to retrieve the Domain Crystal in time.
Before they could set out after Estrial, Kelith led a huge band of guards and mages into the dungeon. The baron’s only son had been the second-best student at the Academy, and the one who framed Gabriel.
His party sought Merideva. After several clashes, Gabriel stood victorious over the wounded mage, but at a high cost. Kelith’s final attack killed Sthuza, but thanks to Merideva’s guidance, Gabriel managed to rip the other man’s soul out and use it to resurrect his fallen bonded.
The next day, they headed into the city to track Estrial. They settled into the same inn where he had stayed before his death, and rumors led them to Baron Alberik’s sex dungeon.
Reyna, a female werebadger, had been captured by Estrial’s party and sold as a slave to the baron. She agreed to guide Gabriel to the elven sorceress, but only after he and his bonded helped her punish the man who had cost Reyna her sister.
Given the loss of so many guards in Kelith’s thwarted attack, Gabriel felt they actually had a chance to pull off an attack on the castle.
His two bonded and Reyna led the assault, drawing the guards out while he prepared the most powerful spell he had ever attempted. Using Fireball, which he’d just learned, Gabriel blasted the primary barracks and High Wizard Falken’s tower.
That gave them the edge, and his bonded slaughtered all who resisted up to the baron’s receiving hall. After a pitched battle, Gabriel spared the devastated baroness, Elaine, while Alberik was handed over to Reyna for punishment.
Sthuza helped the lycan steal the noble’s soul, and after looting the castle, they returned to their inn, only to be awoken by a frantic plea from Merideva.
Yesera, the arachne who murdered Cindra’s old Pack, had attacked. They raced back and barely defeated the arachnid monster girl and her numerous sisters.
Mortally wounded and forced to draw on the Swarm’s power to win, Gabriel survived only because Reyna bonded with him, gifting a portion of her lycan regeneration.
Weary the following day, and troubled after the revelation of the Swarm’s tendrils burrowing in Gabriel’s soul, they readied to track down Estrial.
An undead horde invaded Merideva’s Domain before they left. The battle was rough, but they were winning until Dougraine, an imposing death knight, joined the fray. It took everything Gabriel and his bonded could muster to win, and then they had to rush off after the elven sorceress.
A chance encounter with bandits left a score or more dead on the side of the road. Camping was almost pleasant, with good food, drink, and company. Reyna dragged Gabriel off to “fulfill a bet” from earlier, and they picked up a new friend: Gwenaelle, a lonely wolf drake.
Reaching Stillcrest, they learned more about Reyna’s troubled history. Confusing Estrial for another beautiful but arrogant female adventurer, Gabriel and the others met Brynja, an enslaved valkyrie shieldmaiden whose wings had been clipped.
In exchange for dealing with Jessandra, the spoiled summoner daughter of Count Maddis, Sir Darren transferred Brynja to Gabriel’s party.
The public duel outside of Stillcrest made several people happy. The cruel ex who’d sold off Reyna’s innocent twin sister lay dead, drowned in his own blood as his boss, Jessandra, had her flawless face ruined and her crimes exposed publicly.
Illanaya, the elven Guild Rep, hired a diviner and set them back on Estrial’s trail.
They rushed onward, mounted on horses taken from the arrogant adventurers. Once close enough for Gabriel to locate their target, they set up an ambush on the road.
With his powerful bonded and magic, Gabriel had no fear of his former companions. Until Sthuza went mad, shifting into her larger, four-armed form, and hurled herself at Estrial, screaming.
Brynja, Cindra, and Reyna annihilated Torrik, Derek, and Dresk, while Gabriel pursued his Prime and Estrial. Sthuza’s unthinking assault left her vulnerable against the Gold-ranked sorceress, and Gabriel struggled to save her from Estrial’s trump card.
By the time he caught up with Estrial again, she had been captured by orcs. They took the brutally maimed elf back to their village, forcing Gabriel to plan an attack.
They crushed the orcs, slaughtering everyone who resisted until the handful left surrendered in despair. Meeting up with a dying Estrial, he found himself pitying the elf who had clearly been tormenting herself over betraying him.
Estrial had sold the crystal, but she identified the buyer, Duyaris Galamore, a Mithril-ranked mage.
At Sthuza's suggestion, Gabriel dueled Brynja in the Astral Realm. Brynja bonded with him following her loss,  and Gabriel was able to heal her mangled wings.
In a frantic rush as Merideva felt the Domain Crystal losing attunement, they raced after the elf and his entourage.
Their first warning was a Lightning Bolt blasting Brynja from the sky. A chaotic battle ensued, with his bonded facing off against Duyaris’ elite companions and guards as Gabriel struggled to match the powerful mage.
Even drawing on the Swarm magic wasn’t enough to win. Throwing everything into a single, heavily enhanced Aetheric Lance, Gabriel finally dropped the elven mage, but too late to save himself.
Reyna leapt into the path of Duyaris’ lethal attack, saving Gabriel. After she died in his arms and Sthuza was unable to capture her soul, they despaired.
The Domain Crystal’s attunement was worsening; they were too late.
Using items and potions they’d looted, Brynja flew a levitating Gabriel back to Lostbarrow. The pair crashed heavily into the main square, drawing far too much attention before forcing their way into the dungeon.
Relief filled Gabriel once they’d made it, only for terror to take over as the Swarm used the attunement process to attack Merideva.
He shifted into the Astral Realm, drawing all his bonded to his side, and struggled against unending hordes of Swarm-infested monsters besieging a beautiful crystalline castle.
In the end, they barely held out, but now Merideva was safe. It took a week for Cindra and Sthuza to return with Reyna’s remains and a band of orc survivors.
Despite the sadness of losing his bristly lycan bonded, Gabriel was determined to persevere, protecting the rest of his bonded and his Dungeon Core.




Chapter One







Gabriel tightened the straps of his black brigandine, then grabbed the dark bracers from his dresser. Before standing, he focused on his Dungeon Interface and pulled up his personal statistics pane.
A month ago, he hadn’t thought to check until after Sthuza and Cindra had returned safely. But after noticing his Soul Essence increasing, he had made a habit of glancing at it daily.
Gabriel Grimm
Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Human)
Sex: Male
Age: 25
Soul Essence: 1750
Unassigned Essence: 404
Dungeon Master to Core #143,643,664
Level: 5
Hmm, looks like it didn’t go up last night, either. That’s three days in a row, which meshes with Sthuza’s hypothesis.
After a frantic reunion with his first two bonded following a week of separation—something which Cindra flatly declared unacceptable—Gabriel had found that his Soul Essence had climbed over two hundred points.
That was the kind of growth elite adventurers struggled, bled, and often died to achieve. Most mortals, at least those with souls as relatively low-powered as humans, would not see that kind of growth over a lifetime.
When he woke the next day, he was surprised to find his Essence up by another twenty points. He had sent a powerful surge across his bonds, waking everyone.
Cindra and Brynja were profuse with cheers and congratulations. Merideva sputtered about how it was only natural her Dungeon Master would grow so rapidly.
Sthuza had been intrigued, and after discussing it with him for a while, they concluded it might be a result of his damaged soul and brand new body still adapting to the unprecedented changes he had experienced.
After all, most novice Dungeon Masters didn’t bond a greater gorgon and a seruuberc hellhound during their first two days on the job.
He monitored his Soul Essence as it climbed steadily, gaining almost fifty per day at the peak before growth slowed to a crawl. Now, three days had passed without a single point increase.
Still, it’s an incredible boost. Even with her knowledge and experience serving under Iylara, Sthuza can’t identify what exactly I did that generated so much growth. But it should come in handy when we face off against that undead necromancer. And once we’ve dealt with her, we’ll be ready to take on the Swarm.
‘It’s about time you got your sorry ass moving,’ Reyna muttered. ‘Better get going if you don’t want Boobs coming back in here for another round.’
Gabriel sighed. “What are you complaining about now?” He finished attaching his armor, secured his sword belt, then headed for the large oak door dominating the far wall.
‘You’ve been sitting around here moping for almost a month, damn it! Stop feeling sorry for yourself and start doing your fucking job!’
Gabriel frowned. “What?”
The werebadger’s gruff mind-voice was as strong as ever, reverberating in his head much like his Prime’s whenever they communed silently.
‘You haven’t left the dungeon since you brought that crystal back. Don’t you need to get some books on magic or any shit like that?’
“I’ve been busy.”
‘Yeah, sure. “Busy,”’ Reyna replied. ‘I’m tired of watching you sit around meditating over shiny rocks or fucking Boobs and Snakes. You should go check in with that innkeeper or the Guild.’
“Look, I’m still grieving. And that ‘meditating’ is important. I’ve been charging all of the arcanite I have now and crafting spell tokens. With my mana pool full, I’ve got a lot more power available now. I-I won’t let things get out of hand like before.”
Reyna snorted. ‘You’ve been mourning my short ass long enough, Fucker. Get out there and do some Dungeon Master shit.’
Gabriel didn’t reply, instead pushing the door open and stepping into the spacious lounge that connected his quarters to Merideva’s new Core Room.
Past another heavy door, he entered her brightly lit sanctum and grinned as she spotted him.
“Gabriel!” she chirped.
Three of his Minions lounged near the ornate marble pillar she rested on. Gwenaelle yawned, revealing her sharp fangs, before turning her head and giving him a lazy nod.
“Greetings, Chief,” Kestria called out, the small kobold waving.
Cuix opened her mouth, but Gwenaelle’s tail thwacked the goblin before she could speak, causing her to stumble, then turn and glower at the wolf drake’s mischievous grin.
“Hello, ladies. Everything going all right?”
Merideva floated up from her pink, silken cushion and bobbed. “Yep. There are over three dozen adventurers in my Domain today! I’m making tons of DE!”
Stepping over to the floating orb, Gabriel smiled and stroked her crystalline body. “That’s great.” He paused and glanced around, a little surprised that none of his living bonded were with the Dungeon Core.
“Looking for Sthuza?” Merideva asked.
“Just noticed none of my bonded are here. Usually, one of them stays nearby to keep watch.”
“Yep. But your Prime wanted to recover some books and other junk from her old lair, so she took Cindra and Brynja with her.”
Gabriel nodded, then turned his attention inward, seeking his bonds with the three powerful monster girls. He located them several floors deeper in the dungeon, but hesitancy or dread permeated their bonds, unsettling him.
‘Sthuza? What’s wrong?’ he sent to his Prime. A single thought brought up his Dungeon Interface, and he confirmed that all three women were uninjured.
‘You are awake, Master?’ the greater gorgon asked.
‘Yeah, but what’s wrong with you three?’
He sensed Sthuza sigh over their telepathic connection. ‘I fear we waited too long, Master. The Swarm has expanded up to claim the thirteenth floor.’
‘Shit.’
‘It is… unfortunate, but they do not appear to have entered my lair. Still, given the number of corrupted monsters patrolling the area, I thought it best we withdraw before detection.’
‘Good thinking. Losing access to the rest of what you had there sucks, but we can survive this.’
‘Yes, Master. We just started back toward Lady Merideva’s Domain, but it will take a few hours to reach you.’
Gabriel gave a sad chuckle. ‘Which is why we didn’t make the dozen or so trips needed to gather the rest of your belongings already. It’s fine, Sthuza. I’ll see how I can help Meri while you three make your way home. See you soon.’
It didn’t take long for Gabriel to relay the bad news to Merideva and his Minions.
‘The nasty shit that tried to steal your fancy rock is expanding? Is that gonna be a problem?’
“Oh no. What do we do, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. Her pink hue darkened to a somber blue as she floated over to press against him.
Gabriel wrapped a hand around her and stroked her smooth surface. “Don’t worry. It’s troubling but hardly an insurmountable obstacle. Most of the dungeon has been under Swarm control for a while. Right now, we need to focus on safely expanding your Domain. There are seven more floors between your lowest and the Swarm’s highest, and undead plague several of them. Let’s focus on those first.”
“Okay. D-does that mean you want to go deal with the minotaurs now?” Merideva asked.
Gabriel’s eyes darted over to his goblin Minion. Cuix stared back at him with a lecherous grin.
“Yeah. Yeah, it’s time. I know Sthuza’s made inroads with their matriarch, so hopefully, that won’t be much trouble.”
‘Yeah, long as she doesn’t make you claim one of them as a bonded. Much as Boobs and Snakes wear you out, imagine having a seven-foot-tall minotaur demanding a ride every night. Think you’d survive a week?’
Gabriel scowled at Reyna’s comment. “Anyway… for now, I’m going to check in on the traps and spawners while we wait for Sthuza and the others to get back.”
“Okay. I’ll be watching these cute new adventurers who are exploring the third floor,” Merideva said.
Gabriel sat in one of the stone chairs decorating Merideva’s Core Room. With his Interface already open, he shifted his vision to Dungeon Sense even as he spoke again. “What makes this new group special?”
“There’s only two of them, but they look super similar and smile a lot. Plus, they’ve gone further into the new area we added last week than anyone else has.”
“If Boss Guy is up, maybe I’s going out and leading some of my boys,” Cuix said. The goblin leapt to her feet. “Don’t want them adventurers thinking Gem Boss’ dungeon is too weak. Plus, maybe we’s can find some creepy crawlies. Been harder to find lately.”
Gabriel nodded, then focused on Dungeon Sense. A flash of light disoriented him, but when his vision recovered, he stared down at a pair of young women with furry white tails sticking out beneath their red gambesons. Their canine ears poked up through thick white hair.
“Inutari, and they look like twins,” Gabriel muttered.
“Twins?” Merideva asked.
“Yeah, like… Reyna and Raeya.”
‘Hey, don’t go getting all mopey and shit again, dickhead. You got me more revenge than I ever dreamed of. There’s no reason to be feeling shitty now.’
Gabriel shifted his focus away from Merideva’s and sought out the dozens of bright presences he sensed within her Domain.
All the current dungeon spawners were ones they had reactivated after Merideva claimed the Domain Crystal a month ago. They kept the dungeon populated and drew in the adventurers Merideva needed to earn Dungeon Essence. After restoring the third, fourth, and fifth floors, Gabriel and his bonded had hunted down and claimed the crystal managing the first and second floors.
Merideva’s Dungeon Essence income had grown, but given how little she had stockpiled, they left the upper floors unchanged. Gabriel and Sthuza insisted on moving the Core Room down to the fifth floor, and Merideva had restructured a large space to give them private and more secure quarters.
Once Gabriel confirmed all the spawners were working as intended, he spent a few more minutes scouting out Merideva’s Domain.
She held absolute control over her five floors, but Gabriel still felt the need to check that no Swarm threatened her. Different presences scattered throughout her Domain drew his attention, but he paid the low-rank adventurers scant attention.
With the spawners reactivated, there were more monsters to slay, and the Adventurer’s Guild had wasted little time. Several parties wandered about the second and third floors. A band of four faced off against a sizable squad of goblins.
Gabriel shifted his attention past the group before noticing Cuix’s presence and focusing on his unintended Minion.
The goblin war leader stood behind four spear-wielding males. Two more flanked her, with crude wooden shields and axes at the ready. Cuix shouted, spurring the front warriors to attack.
Two of the adventurers wore mail hauberks and carried large round shields. They took up position guarding their companions as the rearmost pair, a man and a woman, drew back their bowstrings and loosed.
“That ain’t fair!” Cuix cried after half of her armored goblins dropped to the ground. She raised her staff, the old branch Merideva had originally given Gabriel, and began chanting.
“Oh, shit. There’s a shaman,” one of the armored men called out.
“I got him,” the female archer replied.
Cuix huffed. “I is very fertile female!” she cried. She twisted to her right, and an arrow scored a gouge along her leather breastplate.
“Hurry up and kill it,” the man from before said.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m working on it. Hope these have better stones than the last group,” the woman muttered.
Cuix finished her spellcast just before the woman loosed another arrow. A wave of intentioned mana washed out over the remaining goblins, and they all shivered as Cuix’s magic accelerated them.
“Haste?” the other armored adventurer asked. He barely got his shield up in time to deflect a spear thrust, grunting and yielding ground as two goblins rushed at him with zero hesitation.
“Yeah! Get ‘em, boys!” Cuix shouted. She pumped her gnarled staff overhead and hopped from foot to foot.
The female archer aimed at the dancing goblin and loosed. Still cheering, Cuix screeched when the arrow punched straight through her biceps.
Blood gushed from the small hole in her arm, and she started ranting. She stumbled back and ducked behind the closest goblin.
“There, the shaman’s cowering,” the woman said. “Now let’s finish these guys before any more show up.”
Despite almost a month of watching adventurers delving into Merideva’s Domain, Gabriel was still conflicted about which side he should be cheering for.
Two months earlier, he had been in the Academy, studying magic with the goal of working for the Adventurer’s Guild. Now he was responsible for at least a hundred dead, many of them adventurers.
‘Eh, there’s no point in getting your panties in a twist over it. You’re a fucking Dungeon Master. You have to fight adventurers to fuel that goofy rock girl, so what? It’s what adventurers are here for, right?’
Gabriel smirked. ‘You have a point. I probably wouldn’t feel so conflicted if it wasn’t Cuix out there leading the attack.’
Reyna snorted, a strange experience since she only existed in his mind. ‘Hah, yeah. I swear, that little green cock gobbler is the luckiest bitch alive. Remember when those four Bronze adventurers chased her for half an hour?’
‘I still can’t believe she survived.’
‘Don’t look now, but I think she’s gonna escape again,’ Reyna replied.
Gabriel refocused on the battle. Sure enough, Cuix was sprinting away while the adventurers finished off the two ax-wielding goblins.
The female archer took aim at the fleeing war leader, but when her companion shot the last male goblin, the little monster spun to the left and stumbled into her shot.
That second arrow sank to the fletchings in the male’s face, and he collapsed to the stone floor.
“Damn. So close,” the woman muttered.
The other archer snickered. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got another six Magic Stones to loot. Not a bad haul for the day.”
“Too right. I say we cut these out, then head back. I’m in the mood for a night of drinking,” one of the armored men said.
The woman clucked her tongue, then sighed. “Fine. But I’m keeping an eye out in case that shaman comes back.”
Gabriel shifted his focus back to Merideva’s Core Room. Before he could open his eyes, Merideva cried out in his mind.
“Gabriel!”
◆◆◆
 
Merideva’s panicked shout unsettled Gabriel, but he anchored his mind back in his body, then reached out to grab the darkened Dungeon Core.
“What’s wrong, Meri?”
“Oh, thank ED, you’re back. There are undead invading my Domain again!”
“Wait. What?” Gabriel growled. His hands clenched her crystalline orb as he shifted his mind back to Dungeon Sense.
“Where are they?” he called out both through their bond and aloud.
“On the third floor,” she replied. “Oh no…”
“What?”
“They’re going to attack those fluffy adventurers I was following.” Merideva sniffled. “I really liked them. They were so friendly and chatty.”
“We don’t need any adventurers encountering undead down here.” Gabriel entwined his focus with Merideva and located the necrotic intruders.
Six dark, armored figures stalked through one of the unfinished tunnels along the outer section of the third floor. They weren’t very deep into Merideva’s Domain, but their presence was already a drain on her Essence.
A second later, Gabriel spotted the adventurers Merideva had mentioned. The inutari were sitting, backs against a dead-end, as they chatted and drank from waterskins.
There were two paths the undead could take, only one of which would lead them to the unsuspecting adventurers.
Gabriel focused on the intruders and tried to identify them.
Not that it really matters. Without silver or magic, Meri’s goblins and kobolds would be useless against them.
He started to message his Prime, but a quick check confirmed his bonded were still several floors below Merideva’s Domain.
“W-what should I do?” the Dungeon Core whispered.
Gabriel pulled back from the Interface, exhaled, then opened his eyes. “If I go now, I can intercept them before they cause too much mischief.”
“What?”
‘Think Snakes would approve of that?’ Reyna asked.
‘Probably not, no. But we don’t have a lot of choices right now.’
Gabriel rose to his feet, then turned his attention to Kestria and Gwen. “Gwen, you’re with me. Kestria, I’ll have Meri summon the others back here to join you. Make sure to protect her.”
The kobold gave a deep bow. “Yes, War Chief.”
“I’ll let them know, Gabriel. A-are you sure this is okay?” Merideva asked.
“Relax, Meri. Despite what Reyna may think, I haven’t been sitting on my ass for the past month.”




Chapter Two







Kestria closed the heavy door to Merideva’s Core Room as Gabriel stepped out into the dense, gloomy forest beyond.
His Darkvision pierced the total darkness of the foreboding chamber, and he jogged along the winding path. Dozens of giant pines and oaks loomed over rocky outcroppings, giving the high-ceilinged area a claustrophobic feel.
Gwenaelle trotted at his side, her steps silent. Several sets of yellow eyes peeked out from between the shadowy trees.
Gabriel gave a quick wave. “Got some undead to slay. You guys keep guarding Meri’s room.”
A wolf drake almost twice the size of Gwenaelle stepped forward, let out a deep rumbling howl, then dipped in a low bow. Five more mirrored their alpha, and Gwenaelle chirped in amusement.
“You can go play with them later, Gwen. Now, let’s see who gets there first.” Gabriel double-checked where the undead were before sending the location to his Minion.
Gwen sprinted ahead, her sleek, armored form disappearing along the path through the shadowy forest. Her amused chuff echoed back, and Gabriel grinned.
Reyna snickered. ‘There’s no way you can keep up with a wolf drake.’
“Wanna bet?” Even as he replied, Gabriel reached for his belt. Drawing an inscribed copper disk, he glanced down to confirm it was one of his first attempts at Haste.
‘You’re going to use a spell token just to get there quicker?’
“Why not? With my huge mana pool, I’ve made over two dozen already. Besides, the copper and clay ones were just for practice. I’ll save the good ones for emergencies.”
‘Right. You can always make more thanks to that silly gem. Still… you’re sure this is a good idea?’
Gabriel nodded. Without missing a step, he snapped the copper disk, triggering the well-constructed Haste enchantment stored within.
The world around him seemed to slow, but he focused on the path ahead. He rushed forward, confident he was headed toward the hidden exit.
Gabriel checked on the undead and the adventurers twice more using Dungeon Sense before he reached the staircase to the third floor. The necrotic monsters stalked straight toward the unaware pair of inutari women.
“It’s almost like they’re hunting the adventurers.”
‘Can they do that?’ Reyna asked.
“I don’t know. Doesn’t seem likely, though. Not from so far away… unless they have some kind of scrying.”
Gabriel sent his concern to Merideva, but the Dungeon Core assured him she would sense anyone using scrying magic in her Domain.
Probably.
After racing up the stairs, Gabriel spotted Gwenaelle. The wolf drake turned and flashed him a fang-filled grin as he caught up. He stroked her head scales with his right hand while reaching for his wand holster with his left.
Sthuza had looted the enchanted container from the female mage they killed during the battle with Duyaris. The ornate, silver-gray holster had a minor storage enchantment. Its primary value, though, was the ability to ready the desired implement.
Hand pressed against it, Gabriel focused, and a Firebolt wand sprang into his grip. A thought toward his Interface, and he confirmed the undead had already caught up to the adventurers.
‘Think you can save them?’ Reyna asked.
‘Yeah. Well, long as there aren’t any like Dougraine.’
‘Fuck that guy. Y-you wouldn’t try to face another death knight alone, would you?’
Gabriel shook his head, then glanced at Gwenaelle. ‘No. The worst I see looks like a pair of ghasts or ghouls.’
As Gabriel and Gwenaelle rushed along the stone corridors, he picked up the sounds of battle ahead.
“Stay back!” one of the inutari cried. The woman grunted, and there was a resounding clash of steel.
Gabriel sprinted around the corner, pressing his free hand against the rough stone wall. He spotted eight figures at the far end of a broad cavern.
The undead had the two adventurers pinned into a curved recess. All six monsters spread out, trying to flank the pair as the one wearing a flowing white robe beneath her red gambeson cowered behind her armored companion.
“Calli, can you buff my mace?” the closest inutari asked. She swiped at a heavily armored skeleton, but it deflected the blow with a rusty black shield.
“Not before they tear us to shreds,” the robed woman, Calli, replied.
‘You have a plan, right?’ Reyna and Merideva asked at the same time.
Gabriel chuckled. ‘I do. Going to even the odds a bit first.’
With that, he raised the wand and took aim at the undead furthest from the two women. He pressed his thumb to the activation rune as he jogged forward, and a blazing bolt of magical fire shot from the wand.
The crackling flames were inaudible over the sounds of battle and the moaning of the lesser undead.
Another skeleton attacked the armored inutari. Its spearhead slipped under her shield and slashed her leg, causing her to gasp and stagger back.
“Claire!” Calli screamed.
“I’m fine. Focus on casting something—”
Gabriel’s Firebolt struck the back of an unarmored zombie’s head, silencing both women. The magic blasted through the rotten skull and exploded, spraying black goo and bone shards.
“Nice!” Claire shouted. She took advantage of the distraction and smashed the first skeleton in the face with her mace. The undead staggered back, but her attack drew the other’s attention.
“How did you do that?” one of the armored figures rasped. He stepped to the side, trying to approach the female caster.
“That wasn’t me,” Calli replied as Gabriel shifted his aim to another zombie.
Claire said something else, and several undead groaned, but Gabriel focused on his target.
His second Firebolt took a skeleton in the neck and was almost as effective. The armored figure staggered, its head flopping to the side and bouncing off a pitted pauldron.
The undead who had spoken turned and spotted Gabriel. Red, malevolent eyes glared at the Dungeon Master, who couldn’t resist smirking.
Reyna snickered. ‘Looks like you got his attention.’
Gabriel snorted and opened his mouth to speak, but the ghast tilted his head to the side, then nodded.
“As you command, Mistress,” the undead rasped. “Ghoul, attend me.” He gestured at the other three armored undead. “Slay the women.”
“Yeah. Not happening,” Gabriel said. He shifted his aim to the other skeleton.
The fleshless monster raised a rusted falchion, preparing to strike Claire. Gabriel triggered the wand again, and a bolt of compressed flame streaked out. Detonating against the skeleton’s unprotected head, it exploded the skull, spraying out flaming bone shards.
“Hells yeah!” Claire cheered. She shield-bashed the crippled monster, following up with a powerful overhead swing of her mace that smashed down onto its unprotected clavicle.
The added abuse was enough to overpower the necrotic enchantment binding the skeleton together, and it fell apart in a rattle and clang of bone and armor.
“Watch out,” Callie said, but Gabriel was already shifting his attention to the pair charging at him.
The ghoul led by several steps, its massive iron-capped maul raised high.
‘Shit! Dodge, Fucker!’ Reyna cried.
Instead, Gabriel clenched his left hand into a fist and triggered the shielding enchantment of his bracers. A translucent blue targe manifested around his hand, and he raised it to catch the powerful attack.
Seeing the ghast closing in just behind the ghoul, Gabriel shifted part of his focus to the Spell Mantle fused to his black-and-silver brigandine. A single thought triggered the layered enchantment, and a silver-gray, amorphous barrier oozed out from multiple anchors, enclosing his form in seconds.
‘What the fuck was that?’ Reyna asked.
‘Spell Mantle. Now, quiet. I’ve got to concentrate.’
Another thought activated the Force Helm enchantment bound to Duyaris’ silver circlet. A helmet of hardened Aether formed around his head.
The ghoul bringing its maul down seemed to move in slow motion, though Gabriel knew it was due to his potent Haste spell. Without concern, he caught the slow but powerful blow on his intangible shield.
Gabriel grunted at the impact but doubted anyone heard him over the ghoul’s shocked groan.
The ghast slowed his charge, sword held before him. He glanced back at the pair facing the inutari adventurers. Scowling, he turned back to Gabriel just in time to see the Dungeon Master deploy his glowing Force Helm.
Before the ghoul could strike again, Gabriel shifted away, aimed his wand, and loosed another Firebolt at the last zombie.
The magical fire struck the undead monster square in the back, and it staggered. It groaned in anger but lashed out against Claire again.
The inutari fighter caught its attack on her shield, wincing under the heavy impact. Before she could retaliate, a shadowy shape darted by.
Gwenaelle struck with her tail as she raced past. The zombie fell on its back, and Claire didn’t miss her chance.
The armored woman gripped her mace with both hands and brought it down on the zombie’s helmet.
Pinned between her polished weapon and the stone floor, rusted metal yielded, buckling with a sickening squelch as she crushed the monster’s head.
“Claire, help!”
The wounded skeleton had slipped past the armored inutari and now had her robed sister flinching back against the cavern wall.
Claire turned, then froze as Gwenaelle launched herself at the unsuspecting skeleton.
Almost a month of good eating had added weight to the still-sleek wolf drake, and she had no trouble knocking the skeleton to the ground.
Bones snapped, and the monster gnashed its teeth as Gwenaelle tore into it with fangs and claws.
“Good girl, Gwen,” Gabriel said.
The ghast’s head snapped around, and he glared hatefully at the Dungeon Master.
Before the angry undead could respond, Gabriel triggered his wand again, blasting the ghoul square in the face.
Rotten, torn skin burned away beneath the intense magical flames, revealing a horrific death’s head as the ghoul attacked again without hesitation.
‘Damn! And I thought that skank was ugly to start with.’
Reyna’s comment caused Gabriel to take a second look and realize the ghoul was—or had been—female.
Shaking the thought aside, he twirled the spent wand and holstered it.
‘Show off.’
Gabriel grinned at the lycan’s commentary as he drew his sword. The ornate elven-crafted mithril blade was not only his arcane conduit but also a heavily enchanted weapon in its own right.
‘You sure this is still a good idea? You lost most of the sword fights I’ve seen you in.’
‘That guy in the castle doesn’t count. Besides, I’ve been training with Brynja.’
‘Excuse me, but no you haven’t, Fucker,’ Reyna said. ‘All you do is sleep, eat, fuck, meditate, and make those magical trinkets.’
‘I don’t actually meditate that often. Pretty sure you’re talking about when I was in the Astral Realm.’
‘Oh… Oh.’
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Sword in hand, Gabriel blocked the ghoul’s next strike to his left, shifted right, and slashed for the monster’s exposed throat.
His blade bit deep, but it felt far tougher than a human corpse had any right to be. The resistance lessened when the sharp edge severed its spine, but the ghoul remained upright.
“Figured that wouldn’t be enough.”
“You are more dangerous than the mistress warned,” the ghast said.
Gabriel lessened the opacity of his Force Helm and flashed the intelligent undead a smug grin. “Tell her to stay away from the upper floors, and I promise not to come down there and kick her ass anytime soon.”
Overcome with rage, the ghast released an ear-piercing screech, his lower jaw dislocating. “If the mistress did not want you alive…”
Gabriel ignored the ghast and threw a quick look over toward the adventurers and Gwenaelle. The two women had grouped up again, with Claire shielding Callie as the pair shifted their attention between him and the wolf drake, who had already curled up on the stone floor and begun gnawing on a femur.
Gwenaelle let out a questioning trill, and Gabriel reached out to reassure the wolf drake. She nodded and turned back to her chew toy.
He split off half of his focus to Dungeon Sense, studying the battle from a better vantage point.
The ghast worked to circle around Gabriel, a hateful snarl on its gray face. Before it could join the melee, Gabriel pressed at the wounded ghoul. The faceless female swung her massive maul, but he danced aside and retaliated by slicing at her leg.
Enchanted mithril carved through armor and rotten flesh, then destroyed the monster’s knee. She groaned, struggling to stay upright, but her unwieldy weapon left her overexposed.
Gabriel struck the ghoul’s lower back, severing her spine again. She collapsed face-first, but unlike the other downed undead, she continued to flail about.
“Look out!” Callie shouted as her sister rushed over to help Gabriel.
The Dungeon Master raised his targe to block the attack behind him. He caught it with the glowing shield centered around his left hand, drawing gasps from the inutari and an enraged snarl from the ghast.
“How did you do that?” Claire asked. The armored beastkin rushed over to stand by Gabriel as he turned to face the ghast.
‘You cheated. That’s how you did it, Fucker.’
Gabriel grinned at Reyna’s snarky retort but kept his attention on his foe. Even with his Haste spell, he found himself only just able to deflect the ghast’s skilled attacks.
The undead wore almost as much armor as Gabriel and quickly demonstrated his martial prowess.
They danced back and forth, with Gabriel giving up ground as he studied the monstrous swordsman. Claire tried to attack, but without Gabriel’s magical speed, she failed to land any blows. More often than not, she had to leap back and cower behind her shield whenever the ghast shifted his attention to the inutari warrior.
‘You have been training with Birdbrain in your mental sex dungeon, haven’t ya?’ Reyna asked after Gabriel blocked a swift thrust, then countered, slashing into the ghast’s lightly armored shoulder.
‘Yeah. Since exhaustion and wounds from there don’t carry over, it made sense.’
Reyna muttered something in reply, but Gabriel missed it as the ghast feinted, then kicked him in the knee.
Wincing in pain, he staggered back, buying time, only to realize the undead swordsman hadn’t followed up.
The ghast focused on Claire, charging in and launching a flurry of powerful slashes. She blocked several before he slammed forward, knocking her shield back against her. The rim caught her face, and she cried out.
As she flinched, he stomped on her foot, drawing a pained growl.
“Claire, behind you,” Callie said.
Gabriel spotted the danger first, cursing when he realized the ghast’s intent.
The faceless, mangled ghoul reached out and grasped Claire’s back foot, tripping her. She went down with a strangled yelp, and her sister rushed toward her.
Huffing, the ghast turned away from the entangled inutari and smirked at Gabriel. “There, now we can have a proper duel.”
Not wanting to risk the two adventurers any further, Gabriel beckoned with his left hand. “Then come over here so I can be done with this. I’ve got other things to do today.”
“Doubtful. The mistress is quite insistent I bring you to her.”
“Yeah, good luck with that.”
‘I don’t know. You got another trick up your sleeve? Cause otherwise, I kind of don’t think you’re gonna beat him. Birdbrain’s definitely trained you up, but that cocky cadaver’s pretty fucking skilled. Maybe you should have Gwen help out?’
Gabriel chuckled at Reyna’s worry but kept his focus on the approaching undead. He let his opponent take the lead this time. Between his small force targe and careful parries, he had only a little trouble blocking all of the ghast’s attacks.
He countered every chance he saw, slashing and stabbing. But while many of the wounds would prove lethal for a mortal, the undying monster shrugged them off without concern.
Talking off to his left drew Gabriel’s attention, and he peeked over to spot the inutari adventurers. The pair knelt on the stone ground, Callie working to bind a bloody gash along her sister’s leg.
Gabriel scored another hit, sinking his mithril sword deep into the ghast’s underarm. Blackish blood oozed from the wound when he withdrew his blade, but the monster seemed unfazed.
“Let’s be done with this farce, Dungeon Master. You have proven yourself a better fighter than the mistress expected, but this has gone on long enough. Submit, and I will even spare the other filthy mortals. We have no need for them after all.”
Instead of a spoken reply, Gabriel only grinned and beckoned his foe forward again.
The ghast sighed. “Very well. I am sure the mistress will understand as long as I only cripple you a little.” His lips twisted in a cruel grin. “No doubt she can fix you well enough to suit her needs.”
In the blink of an eye, the ghast rushed forward, launching into a storm of whirling strikes. Gabriel blocked and parried, pushing at his Haste spell. He took several light cuts along his arms and upper legs, but his Spell Mantle held.
Gabriel worked to guide the ghast’s attacks, shifting until he saw the desired opening.
Parrying high to his right, Gabriel released his force shield and dropped his left hand to his waist. He indexed his grip with the round pommel and guard there.
In a single, smooth motion, he drew the silver rondel, rotated his wrist, then sheathed the gleaming dagger through the ghast’s chin. The long, piercing blade punched through rotten flesh, bone, and more, sinking all the way to the broad disk protecting his hand.
Baleful red eyes widened in surprise, then lost focus. The corpse collapsed as the animating energy was blasted from its form.
Gabriel released the dagger, letting the monster fall to the cavern floor. He glanced around, confirming all the threats were eliminated, before canceling his Haste effect and lowering his Spell Mantle.
‘Damn, Fucker. That was brutal. Was that your plan all along?’
Gabriel nodded. ‘Pretty much. If I’d played my hand with the ghoul, the ghast would have been watching for that dagger. I figured this was the safer choice. Though, hope that ghoul didn’t hurt her too badly.’
‘Figures. First adventurers you rescue from undead are two more fucking hotties. Gonna add them to your harem?’
‘What? No! I’m not recruiting anyone. But we can’t have undead slaughtering adventurers while we’re trying to draw in more people.’
Reyna snickered. ‘Heh. Betcha Boobs would want you to.’
‘That’s the last thing I need right now.’
Gabriel shifted his attention to Merideva and smiled when he felt her joy at his contact.
‘Gabriel! Thank you for destroying those rotten intruders.’
‘Hey, it’s all part of my job, right?’
‘Oh, what do you want to do with the two adventurers, Gabriel? I like them. They chatted a lot and watched each other’s back. So different from some of the foul-tempered ones I’ve seen.’
Gabriel glanced over to the inutari pair and chewed at his lip. Both women stood now, studying him. Claire had her mace strapped to her waist, but her hand remained near the grip.
‘I want to try and convince them the undead were related to the baron’s illicit adventure.’
‘Ooh, like Sthuza suggested?’
‘Yeah, it’s a good plan, and hopefully, they won’t ask too many questions.’
‘I’ll leave you to it then, Gabriel. There’s another party of six exploring on the second floor, and I want to make sure they don’t mess anything up.’
‘Let me know if you need me,’ Gabriel replied before fully shifting his focus back to his physical body.
“So, hi?” he said, waving at Claire and Callie.
Reyna cackled. ‘Seriously? Hi? You’re even more awkward than I am… Was.’
‘Hush, you. At least let me pretend I’m sane.’
Reyna laughed but pulled back enough that Gabriel could focus on the inutari.
“Hello,” Callie said. She flashed a broad, fang-baring smile and waved. “Thanks for saving us.”
Claire nodded. “Yeah. Thanks! I thought those horrible corpses were gonna kill us for sure!”
“Glad I could help.”
Claire took a hesitant step forward, then a grin split her pale face. She walked toward Gabriel, her sister rushing to join her. Both had huge grins when they reached him, and he worried they were going to tackle him.
“You were amazing!” they gushed.
The two women turned to stare at each other, their grins turning even goofier. Callie glanced back to Gabriel. “Were all those spells from wands? Are you a mage or a fighter or what?”
“What kind of shield was that? The way you blocked that heavy maul was so cool!” Claire added. She pressed closer, face smushing against her sister’s as she leaned in and stared up into Gabriel’s eyes.
He stepped back and studied the pair. With the danger eliminated, he confirmed they weren’t just sisters but twins.
Their dark-gray eyes stared at him from only a couple inches below his own. He figured they were at least as tall as Brynja, and given the way Callie’s tight robe strained against her curves, their builds weren’t too much smaller than Cindra’s.
‘Yeah. Big-boobed bimbos just keep falling in your damn lap. The fuck kind of luck is that? Is it cause you’re a Dungeon Master?’
The twins continued to barrage Gabriel with questions, their rising excitement obvious. Behind them, fluffy white tails wagged. He reached out, placing a hand on their shoulders, and stared back at them until they grew silent.
“Maybe we can talk about all that later. Right now, you two should probably head out.” He glanced down at the bloody bandage wrapped around Claire’s lower leg.
The armored inutari frowned and nodded. Her sister looked around at the scattered corpses, then back to Gabriel.
“Oh, yeah. Feel free to loot them first. Though, I’m pretty sure they don’t have Magic Stones.”
Both women blinked. “Huh? Why not?” Claire asked.
“There shouldn’t be any undead on floors this high up. Never have been. They only showed up after the baron sent a bunch of goons down here on some nefarious mission.”
“Really?” Callie asked. She and Claire stared at each other for several seconds, then she turned back to Gabriel. “That’s why the Guildmaster was replaced, and the baroness passed all those new rules, right?”
Gabriel nodded.
“Should we report this to the Guild?”
“I’ll take care of it soon enough,” Gabriel said. “I’ll make sure to stop in and let them know, but I have every intention of eliminating the problem outright.”
Four gray eyes widened, and the pair stared at him.
‘That sure as shit got their attention. I doubt you can hold it for long, though. Bet they’re even more easily distracted than Boobs.’
‘Not my problem. Now that they’re safe, they can return, and I’ll get back to Meri.’
Claire glanced at her sister, then flashed Gabriel a welcoming smile. “How about we head back together? You saved our lives, so the least we can do is buy you some drinks. You must have been on your way up already, right? Sis found us a great little inn. It’s a bit rundown, but the food’s delicious.”
Callie’s head bobbed vigorously, her shoulder-length white hair bouncing about. “She serves good drinks too. Please? Come on. You have to let us thank you.”
Gabriel stared at the pair as they continued to press closer, talking over each other as they begged him to join them.
He heard Reyna’s mocking laughter as Sthuza reached out for him.
Sighing, Gabriel focused on his bond with the greater gorgon. ‘What’s up, Sthuza?’
‘Master, Lady Merideva has kept me apprised of the situation, and I believe it wise for you to exit the dungeon with the inutari adventurers you rescued.’
‘What? Seriously?’
‘Indeed, Master. As you may be aware, inutari tend to be passionate and single-minded, not too dissimilar from hellhounds. If you brush them off, they may start stalking you, waiting to spot you leave the dungeon.’
‘Which risks them realizing I’m not a regular adventurer.’
‘Exactly. Besides, you have not left the dungeon in almost a month, Master. You need to let go and move on. We will meet you at the Careless Queen.’
‘Wait, I haven’t—’
Sthuza pulled back from their bond, signaling she felt satisfied, and Gabriel sighed.
“So, please? You just have to!” Callie said.
Sighing again, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, it’s about time to head out. I’ll join you two, if you don’t mind.”
“Oh? Yay!” Callie cried. She leapt forward and wrapped her arms around Gabriel, hugging him tight.
“Hey! No fair,” Claire said an instant before she copied her sister, hugging him from the other side.
“Um?” Gabriel muttered. While both women were stronger than the average human, neither was in the same league as Cindra. Still, he found being hugged by two strangers a little odd.
‘That’s what you find odd? What about the part where you casually slaughtered a whole band of undead without casting a spell?’
‘I used wands. It’s standard practice for most combat mages. You use precast items for common spells and save your mana pool for unexpected needs.’
Reyna huffed. ‘You could have told me you were spending all that time training in Fuck Space.’
‘It’s the Astral Realm, not “Fuck Space.”’
‘Whatever. But you better watch yourself with these two thirsty bitches. Bet they’ll try to get you drunk and drag your muscly ass to bed.’
Gabriel shook his head, then worked to pry off the two inutari. “Didn’t you want to loot the corpses?”
“Oh, right,” Claire said. She released him, followed a second later by her sister, then raced over to the ghoul she had finished off. “You sure you don’t mind us looting them all?”
“Be my guest.” Gabriel thought back to the vast collection of magical loot Sthuza and Cindra had brought with them when they returned with the orc tribe. “I’ve done pretty well lately. Feel free to take anything those bastards had. I’m sure the dungeon will absorb their remains soon enough.”
“Yeah. It’d be a waste to leave it all like that,” Callie said. She copied her sister and started searching the closest corpse.
Gabriel walked over to check on Gwenaelle while they worked. “How are you doing, girl?”
The wolf drake let out a happy yip, then twisted around to rip another bone from the skeleton next to her. Gabriel squatted and stroked her neck, teasing his fingers along the edge where scales gave way to fur.
“She a friend of yours?” Callie asked.
“Yeah. Gwen’s a dear friend and a great ally.”
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It did not take Callie and Claire long to gather what loot the undead carried. While they did, Gabriel groomed Gwenaelle. Once the sisters were ready to set out, he dismissed the wolf drake so as not to draw undue attention at the exit.
To say the inutari twins were thrilled to have Gabriel traveling with them was an understatement. They chattered nonstop, talking over each other and asking innocent questions.
“So you trained at the Academy but didn’t graduate?” Callie asked.
Gabriel nodded. He glanced ahead and spotted the tunnel leading to the Guild’s guardpost. “Yeah. It’s… complicated, but I completed most of the course.”
The robed woman bobbed her head. “I studied under our uncle. Jebi’s a sweet old man, but his teaching was a bit hit or miss.”
Claire laughed. “Yeah, he really had trouble explaining things, didn’t he?”
The sisters shared a look, then Claire spotted the fortified bunker, and the pair straightened up.
“I hope that rude guard isn’t still here,” Callie said.
Gabriel glanced over. “Which guard?”
“Oh, yeah, that one with the creepy gaze, right, Sis? What was his name? Har… How… Something like that.”
“Harold?” Gabriel asked.
Both women nodded. “Exactly!”
‘The more we hear about this shithead, the more I think he should be dead.’
Gabriel frowned. ‘You may have a point. His name’s come up often enough that it might be in our best interest to deal with him before he finds a way to cause a real problem.’
‘Yeah. Oh, that reminds me. Think any of the guards from your last time through will be here? Might be fun to see them freak out.’
‘I’m hoping they’ve forgotten all about that by now,’ Gabriel sent as he marched toward the half-open gate. Reyna’s only response was raucous laughter.
Claire stepped through into the defensive room first, followed by her sister. “Have a good hunt?” a man asked.
“Yep!” Callie replied cheerfully.
Gabriel walked through the gate, and four people turned as one, then froze.
Once again, two well-armored guards stood watch alongside a pair of casters. Each of them stared at him, motionless. One man wore a suit of battered and dented vanguard plate.
“Something wrong?” Claire asked. The inutari glanced at Gabriel, then at the armored guard.
After a lengthy pause, the man shook his head, tearing his gaze from Gabriel. “U-uh, no. No. Everything’s… fine.” He nodded but stepped away, putting his back to the closest stone wall.
“Hello, Gabriel Grimm. It has been quite a while since I’ve seen you around,” a woman all but purred.
Gabriel turned to face the speaker. Given her form-fitting gambeson and gilded helmet, it took him a moment to recognize the elf as one of the pair Sthuza had teased weeks ago.
‘Seriously? Is every woman panting for your ass?’
“I tend to delve on an… irregular schedule,” Gabriel said.
The elven woman grinned, her blue eyes flashing with mirth. “Of course.”
“Wait, how’d you know my name?”
One of the men muttered something, but she let out a throaty chuckle. “You have made quite a name for yourself in recent weeks. After all, there are only so many Silver-ranked adventurers in Lostbarrow.”
Both inutari turned to gape at Gabriel, who felt his cheeks heat. Reyna’s snickers echoed in his head.
A glance at the other three guards confirmed they all recognized him, but their reactions drastically differed from the elf’s.
‘They look terrified.’
‘Yeah, no shit. Remember when you and Birdbrain crashed into the city square, rushed into the dungeon, and you threatened to slaughter all the guards? Or how about the part where you displayed your trophy collection? Bet seeing that Mithril plate made a lasting impression.’
Sighing, Gabriel reached up and retrieved his concealed tag. He walked over to the simple stone device without a word and swiped the Silver plate against it.
“Oh wow, I knew you were strong, but I never imagined you were Silver-ranked,” Callie said.
“Yeah, I know, right? Crazy. But I’m not surprised after seeing how he dealt with those undead. He tore through them almost as quick as Dad would’ve.”
“Totally.”
All four guards turned to stare at Gabriel as both women moved to join him beside the tag reader.
“Undead?” the elven woman asked.
Gabriel sighed.
“Oops, you wanted to report it later, didn’t you?” Callie asked.
Her sister ducked her head, blushing. “Sorry.”
“Where did you see undead?” the armored man asked. “How many?”
Gabriel raised a hand in a calming gesture. “Don’t worry. It was just six, and I took care of them.”
The three male guards seemed to relax, but the elven caster frowned. “There haven’t been any reports of undead in over a century.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, that’s right… Sorry, I didn’t get your name earlier.”
The elven woman flashed him a resplendent smile. “I am Staryll Chaetoris, but please, call me Ryll.”
“Well, Ryll, I’m pretty sure these undead were related to those poor bastards the baron sent down a while back.”
“Really?”
The other robed guard nodded. “That makes sense. Remember that report the new Guildmaster passed out? Irenath and the baron sent over two dozen guards down, looking for some crazy artifact. Wouldn’t surprise me if it was part of a necromantic ritual.”
“Hmm, that is a good point. Still, we need to report this to the Guild,” Ryll said.
Biting back his frustration, Gabriel nodded. “Understandable. But just to make it clear, I have every intention of hunting down any remaining undead and eliminating the problem.”
Ryll’s angular eyes narrowed. “You will? Personally?”
“Better him than us,” the armored guard muttered.
Gabriel glanced at the man, who flinched. “Yes. I have my own reasons for wanting them destroyed, but you don’t need to worry. Besides, the rest of my party is still delving. If there are any more nearby, I’m sure Sthuza and the others will find them.”
“Y-you already have a party?” Claire asked.
Callie stared at him, sniffling and flashing sad puppy eyes worthy of Cindra. “But you’ll still let us buy you a drink, right? Right?” She leaned closer, unblinking.
“Yeah, you already agreed to join us. You can’t back out now. Besides, Sis and I’d happily buy a round for the rest of your party. I bet they’re great people since they’re with you.”
Ryll giggled. “If you are allowing ladies to buy you drinks, remember when Sarylira and I were chatting with your lovely red-haired friend? Perhaps we could get together and share stories?”
The other guards laughed as Gabriel blushed.
‘See? That glowy rock must have done something to your body. Gave you some kind of magic horny scent or something. Bitches are constantly thirsting for ya. Bet you’d even get that scrawny-ass widow wet if you went back to the castle.’
Gabriel resisted the urge to roll his eyes, but it was a struggle. ‘I imagine Elaine would rather never see me again.’ Stepping aside, he let the twins swipe their tags while he caught Sthuza up on what he’d been forced to tell the guards.
‘I do not believe Lady Merideva did anything so crass as intentionally enhance your sex appeal, Master. Though… you did mention she enlarged all aspects of your physical body, yes? I got the impression she was offended by what those loathsome adventurers said while you were pinned to the altar. Combined with her somewhat aggressive boosting of your Charisma, is it a surprise that you are garnering more female attention? After all, you are now confident, strong, wealthy, and quite handsome.’
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel blinked against the brightness of the afternoon sun as they stepped out from the dungeon. Callie and Claire flanked him, the inutari twins standing rather close. With large sacks of gear from the undead thrown over their shoulders, they blocked out much of his peripheral view.
Dozens of people milled about the open square. There were more food stalls than Gabriel recalled seeing before and more guards on patrol.
“So, if you don’t have a preference,” Callie started. “Sis and I are staying at this quaint little inn not far from here. It might be a bit rundown for someone like you, but the owner serves this amazing stew!”
Gabriel laughed at the look on the pale-skinned inutari woman. It was a near mirror for Cindra’s whenever the topic of food came up. “Let me guess, the Careless Queen?”
The twins blinked at him, and his grin widened. “My party rented a couple of rooms there long-term.” Thinking back on how long it had been since he’d last visited reminded him of Reyna’s death.
‘Hey, don’t be acting all mopey on my account. Besides, it’s about damn time you dropped in to say hi to that rosy-cheeked woman. She clearly cares about you. I know Snakes and the others told her you’re fine, but she’ll want to see for herself.’
‘Yeah. I know I’ve got to stop putting it off. If I stay away too much longer, it’ll only raise more questions.’
There was a gentle pressure in his mind, and he felt Sthuza reach out to him. ‘This would actually be an excellent time for you to put in an appearance, Master. You can strengthen your cover, put Darlene’s worry to rest, and build ties with these adventurers all at once.’
‘What about you and the others?’
‘We are almost back to Lady Merideva’s Domain, Master. There are a few things I need to check on, then we will join you at the inn. Cindra and Brynja both seem quite eager to have dinner there.’
Gabriel laughed at Sthuza’s tone. He knew just how “eager” Cindra was when it came to food.
‘Okay. You three stay safe and catch up when you can.’
‘Have fun, Master.’
“So, you don’t mind joining us for an early dinner and maybe a few drinks?” Callie asked. She leaned in too close, her face only inches from Gabriel’s.
Chuckling at her Cindra-like manners, he nodded. “Sure, I could probably use a drink or two. The past few weeks have been rather busy.”
Both inutari beamed at him. “Awesome! We totally need to thank you for saving our butts like that,” Claire said.
“Yeah. I thought we were goners when those horrid undead ambushed us.” Callie shivered as she spoke, her fluffy white tail trembling behind her.
They started toward the inn, the two women chatting and waving to the various merchants lining the street. Once they left the square proper, the crowd thickened, and the pair stepped closer to Gabriel.
“Wow, it’s swamped for this time of day,” Claire said.
“It totally is,” Callie agreed with a strange, forced tone. They each grabbed one of Gabriel’s arms before he could open his mouth.
Panic snapped at Gabriel’s mind for a split second before he clamped down on his emotions and plotted his escape. He’d just decided how to break free when he felt the women press up against his arms.
Claire met his gaze, her pale face heating up, but her gray eyes flashed mischievously. “We wouldn’t want to get separated on the way to the tavern, now would we?” she asked before batting her eyelashes at him.
“Definitely not,” her sister agreed, squeezing his other arm against her robe-covered bust.
‘Damn! They’re almost as bad as Boobs. What are you gonna do now? Add ‘em to your collection?’
Gabriel bit back his initial reply, then exhaled slowly. “No… we wouldn’t want to get lost or separated.”
◆◆◆
 
The inutari sisters didn’t release Gabriel until they reached the Careless Queen Inn. They both sighed as they let go of his arms and stepped into the boisterous, smoky tavern of the first floor.
“Hello, dearies,” Mrs. Spaulding called out to the twins. “You two are back early today. Everything okay?”
“Hi, Darlene!” Callie replied. The robed adventurer waved at the older woman behind the age-worn counter. “We ran into a rough spot but lucked out and made a new friend, so we called it a day.”
“Oh?” Darlene replied. “Who’s your…” The cheerful innkeeper trailed off, staring at Gabriel as he entered the boisterous common room.
“Hey, Mrs. Spaulding,” Gabriel said. He gave a self-conscious wave, then winced at her shriek.
The rotund woman streaked across the room and slammed against his chest, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Gabriel, my word. I’ve been so worried, you naughty boy.”
All he could do was laugh and hug her back. “Sorry I’ve been away so long. It’s been… hectic lately.”
“That lovely friend of yours, Sthuza, has kept me up to date on everything, dearie. I’m so sorry about little Reyna. She was such a spunky gal and had a good heart.” Darlene sniffled and rubbed her face against his armored chest. “Why do the ones who burn so bright always get snuffed out so young?” she asked in a breathless whisper.
Hearing the name of his fallen bonded and the pain in the older woman’s voice made Gabriel flinch, but he exhaled and hugged Darlene tighter. “Yeah. Th-thanks. I know she really enjoyed the brief time we spent together here.”
“Oh no, you lost someone?” Callie asked, sounding horrified.
Her sister stood at her side, a similar look of despair on her attractive face. “And here we’ve been flirting with you since we met.” She sniffled and rushed in to wrap him and Darlene in a spine-cracking embrace. “I’m so sorry, Gabe.”
“Yeah. If you want to talk about her, we’d be happy to listen,” Callie said. She dashed over and joined the group hug.
‘Damn, all I had to do to get attention was drop dead?’
‘Hey! You’ve always had my attention, Reyna.’
‘Yeah, yeah, I know. Still, hearing this now, especially that sweet old woman…’ Reyna sniffled. ‘Kind of makes me long for what wasn’t meant to be.’
‘I haven’t given up on saving you.’
Reyna snorted. ‘I know. But given you can’t even prove I’m really real, how can you bring me back?’
Gabriel bit his lip and sighed. “Okay, you two can let go now,” he said, glancing at the faces staring up at him.
“Ar-are we bothering you?” Claire asked.
Her sister gazed up at him with unblinking eyes. “We can leave you alone, if you’d prefer.”
Remembering Sthuza’s suggestion of making friends with the adventurers and spending time in the tavern to allay suspicion, Gabriel shook his head. “It’s fine. But let’s go grab a table and get some drinks.”
“Oh! Then you could tell us some stories about your comrade,” Claire suggested as she and her sister stepped back. “It’s important to honor the memories of the fallen.”
Callie nodded in agreement. “We can drink to new friends and old.”
Darlene squeezed Gabriel’s waist once more, then released him. “I’ve got several casks of that rich gnomish brew Sthuza said you prefer. I’ll go get some for you three. And my dinner stew is almost ready.”
Gabriel smiled at the brown-haired matron. “Thanks, Mrs. Spaulding. That’d be great. Mind if we take that big table in the corner? Sthuza and the others will join us later.”
“That’s fine, dearie.” Darlene glanced at the large sacks the inutari twins had dropped earlier, then huffed. “But first, you ladies need to carry your gear up to your rooms. I’m not going to be responsible if you two get drunk and forget to put your stuff away again.”
Several patrons laughed at Darlene’s words, and the pair blushed. “Thanks for the reminder,” Claire said.
“We’ll be right back, so don’t disappear,” Callie added.
Gabriel waved them toward the stairs before making his way to the table he’d chosen. As he walked, he surveyed the crowded tavern.
When he first stayed at the Careless Queen, most of the customers had been day laborers or less fortunate travelers. Now, most of the tables were filled by armored men and women with Adventurer’s Guild tags.
‘Looks like Mrs. Spaulding is doing well. The tavern’s already filling up. I claimed that large table in the rear corner,’ he sent to his Prime. ‘Hopefully we won’t cause too big a scene.’
Sthuza’s amused laughter sounded in his head. ‘I have no doubt Cindra will find a way to draw everyone’s attention, Master.’
‘Yeah. Probably.’
◆◆◆
 
Darlene delivered three large tankards of gnomish ale before the twins returned. The pair spotted Gabriel and beamed as they rushed over to join him.
He smiled and raised his ale. “To new friends.”
Callie sat across from Gabriel, where Darlene had left the other two drinks. Claire skirted around the wide table and dropped into the chair beside him.
Her sister pushed a tankard over to her, then raised her own and rapped it against Gabriel’s. “To a new friend who totally saved our asses.”
Claire laughed and nodded. “Thanks again for rescuing us, Gabe. You were amazing.”
Gabriel bit back a frown at the inutari’s intimate tone.
Gods, the last thing I need is Cindra seeing them act like this. If I’m lucky, she’d just slaughter them. Otherwise… sh-she’d recruit them in a heartbeat, wouldn’t she?
“I’m glad I was able to intervene in time. Normally, there wouldn’t be anything that dangerous so high up in the dungeon.”
“Do you think there are more powerful monsters on the lower floors still?” Callie asked. The inutari mage leaned across the table, her gray eyes wide as she awaited his response.
Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure there are worse things than goblins and orcs on the lower levels. But there’s no reason to go messing around down there.”
Claire took a noisy sip of ale, then spoke, “Yeah. All that mess is the Guild’s responsibility to figure out.” She took another sip, smacking her lips as she savored the rich brew before glancing up at Gabriel. “We only arrived a week ago. Dad heard about the baroness passing those decrees recently, so we thought it might be a good chance to check out a real dungeon.”
Her sister nodded vigorously, causing her silken ears to flop about. “Yep!” Her cherubic grin drooped, and she sighed. “Even if it is dying. I wonder how impressive it must have been back in the day.”
Gabriel took a long drink of ale, savoring the rich, oaty flavor. The twins seemed content to speculate on the history of Lostbarrow without his input, and he found his thoughts turning to Merideva and the future.
What will this place look like in the end? Once Meri rules the entire dungeon, then what? Just live forever with my bonded? Eh, not the worst fate imaginable. Just have to keep moving in the right direction.
“Have you been delving in Lostbarrow for long?” Callie asked, drawing Gabriel from his thoughts.
He chuckled. “Not exactly. As I mentioned before, I was studying at the Academy until recently. I only took up as an adventurer a few weeks ago.”
“And you’re already Silver-ranked?” Claire asked, pressing against his side. Her sister pouted at her from across the table, then winked at Gabriel.
“My companions are highly capable, and we’ve run into some… extenuating circumstances that prompted quick promotion.”
Callie grinned at him. “Oh? And how many of these ‘highly capable’ companions are female?”
“We know of two so far, but do you have a full party?” her sister added.
Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh at their blatant displays of attraction, and he grinned at the irony of his situation. “Where were you two when I was alone and desperate for a party.”
“We were in Stillcrest,” Claire said.
Callie laughed. “Pretty sure he was being facetious, Sis.”
“Hey, never know if we don’t try, right?” Claire replied, grinning.
“Anyway, did you two delve into any other dungeons before coming to Lostbarrow?” Gabriel asked, eager to change the subject. He took a long drink of ale, then raised the tankard, signaling for another round.
The two inutari shook their heads, fluffy ears and white hair flapping. “Nope,” Claire said. “Mother’s really strict and barred us from joining the Guild until we came of age. Even then though, Dad wouldn’t let us travel too far, especially around here. He might be a little wild and reckless compared to Mother, but he’s much more protective of us. He did let us spend last winter down in Wildeport, where people are more… accepting of our kind.”
Callie nodded. “Yep. Lostbarrow’s the closest dungeon, but until recently, Dad said the entire barony’s off-limits.”
‘Guess blowing up the castle and killing that shitstick actually led to some real changes. Though… kind of wish that horse-faced cunt had gotten off her scrawny ass months ago.’ A sharp edge of pain and loss hid under Reyna’s humor, and Gabriel directed a comforting embrace toward her presence.
Is she real, or am I comforting myself?
Darlene stopped by and delivered three more large tankards. “Looks like you lot are getting along fine.” The older woman shot Gabriel an inquisitive glance. “Sthuza and your other two lady friends will be joining us tonight, right?”
Claire and Callie blushed, but both inutari flashed lecherous grins.
Gabriel laughed. “Yes, Mrs Spaulding. Sthuza will bring Cindra and Brynja by once they catch up.” He glanced at his tablemates and smirked. “And yes, they both know.”
A look of relief passed over Darlene’s face, and a mischievous twinkle flashed in her warm brown eyes. “Adventurer parties go up to six members, don’t they? I suppose you still have room for two more, but honestly, Gabriel. Don’t you think five ladies in a single party might wear you out a bit?”
Having just taken a sip of his fresh ale, Gabriel choked, gasping as the rich brew tried going down wrong.
The twins laughed at his mishap, then harder when Darlene grinned and patted his back.
‘Ha! I knew I liked her,’ Reyna sent.
“Very funny. And they’re not here for recruitment,” Gabriel said, glancing at the grinning pair. “I happened to help them out in the dungeon, and we’re having a drink or two to celebrate.”
“I’m glad all three of you made it out safely then,” Darlene replied, a serious look on her face.
“Me too,” Callie said. “Sis and I almost got gobbled up by a huge undead horde.”
“But then Gabe came blazing into the dark tunnel, and he—”
“It wasn’t a horde,” Gabriel grumbled. “And I don’t ‘blaze.’”
‘I don’t know. You were flinging a lot of fire shit. Oh, and there was how you were all hopped up on magic as you raced into the fight.’
Gabriel rolled his eyes at Reyna’s teasing. “Still, I’m glad I could help.”
Darlene patted his shoulder, then promised another round. As she left, the twins glanced at each other, then turned to stare at Gabriel.
“So… wanna tell us some stories about your fallen friend?” Callie asked.
Claire nodded. “Yeah, we can’t drink to her memory without hearing a little about her.”
Gabriel glanced up at the soot-stained wood ceiling.
“Yeah. Yeah, I think I would.”




Chapter Five







Recounting his brief time with Reyna reminded Gabriel of just how little time they had spent together. He altered enough details to conceal their attack on the baron, making it a distant crime boss. Estrial and Duyaris became cultists, and he replaced the Domain Crystal with a treasured heirloom needed for a noble’s succession.
A figment of his imagination or the real thing, Reyna grew quiet as he described their adventure to Claire and Callie. The inutari sisters cheered with each foe bested, but they grew somber, and tears flowed down Callie’s cheeks as Gabriel recalled Reyna’s ultimate sacrifice.
Claire raised her refilled tankard and flashed a sad smile. “To Reyna. She gave her life so you could live, but we can all keep her memory alive.”
“Yeah!” Callie added. She smashed her drink against her sister’s, sloshing ale about.
Gabriel matched their toast and took another sip of the rich, gnomish brew. The ale was just as good as before, but he barely tasted it. His thoughts focused on the dead lycan.
“She was very special to you, wasn’t she?” Claire asked.
Gabriel started to reply, but his voice caught in his throat. Clearing it, he tried again. “Ye-yeah. She was.”
“You must have been important to her as well. It takes a lot of love to sacrifice yourself for another,” Callie said. “At least, that’s what Dad used to say.”
Claire nodded. “Exactly. Now you have to live enough for the both of you.” She paused to slurp at her ale, then grinned. “Given how you helped out back in the dungeon, I bet she’d be proud of you.”
“Definitely,” Callie replied.
The raucous drone of the crowded tavern dipped into silence as Gabriel sipped at his third ale. Callie and Claire turned toward the entrance, their expressive eyes widening at seeing whoever had just entered.
“Oh, are those your companions, Gabe?” Claire asked.
Gabriel glanced up and spotted Brynja closing the weatherbeaten wood door. The statuesque valkyrie drew a great deal of attention, even with her mithril vanguard plate armor concealed within her jewelry.
The beautiful blonde alone would have turned most heads in the room. But with the other two women at her side, everyone stared, and the silence was almost deafening as the tallest person in the room spotted Gabriel.
“Hi!” Cindra yipped. The gray-skinned seruuberc hellhound waved happily, beaming at him. She towered over the already tall valkyrie, and given her skintight, leather armor, Gabriel knew most of the tavern goers were focused on the vivacious monster girl’s prodigious bust.
Sthuza, his Prime-bonded, ignored the stares. Her sharp, emerald eyes zeroed in on Gabriel’s table, and he saw the corner of her mouth twitch when she spotted the inutari twins sitting next to him.
The sleek greater gorgon was once again disguised as a beautiful redhead with thick dreadlocks. Her elegant green-and-white robe and light leather armor gave the impression of a spellcaster.
Combined with the colossal adamantite greatsword casually slung over Cindra’s shoulder and the veritable king’s ransom of mithril draped about Brynja, the trio looked every bit the dangerous party of elite adventurers.
“Wow, I totally didn’t think they’d be so badass,” Callie murmured.
Her sister turned and nodded vigorously. “Right? And so pretty as well.”
Gabriel sighed, then downed the rest of his tankard before beckoning his bonded over.
Darlene dashed out from the kitchen and intercepted the trio halfway across the tavern. Seeing the innkeeper’s jovial greeting, several voices spoke up, and most of the patrons had returned to normal by the time Cindra loomed over Gabriel.
With her standing so close, he had to stare straight up at the hellhound’s face. A half smile was plastered across her dark-gray cheeks, and she tilted her head to one side, then the other, as her glowing blue eyes studied the pair of inutari flanking him.
Gabriel snorted in mild amusement. “Hey, Cindra. So, want to sit down and join us?”
Before she could reply, Claire and Callie both leapt to their feet. They flashed huge, goofy smiles and spoke over each other as they greeted the hellhound who pretended to be an exotic inutari.
Their words blurred together, and Gabriel missed everything, but his furry bonded must have understood them. Her head bobbed, and a huge grin spread across her face before she reached out and pulled the smaller women into a crushing embrace.
Callie and Claire gasped, then squealed, making several people wince, including Gabriel.
“Of course, the Furball cannot even wait for introductions,” Sthuza muttered.
Brynja grinned, the valkyrie’s serious face shifting to one of amusement as Gabriel chuckled at his tallest bonded’s antics.
The muscular hellhound held both inutari off the ground, spinning them about effortlessly.
Sthuza stomped over and tried to stop Cindra, but to Gabriel’s surprise, neither twin seemed the slightest bit concerned.
Arms raised high, Claire gave a whooping cheer while her sister laughed and hugged the beaming monster girl.
“Relax, Sthuza, it’ll be fine,” Gabriel said. He settled back onto his chair and picked up his tankard, only to find it was empty. Before he could call out, Darlene waddled over, a large serving tray balanced on her shoulder.
“Hello, ladies. The usual for you three?” she asked, directing her question at Sthuza.
The disguised gorgon sighed, then humphed and nodded. “Yes, please, Darlene. And perhaps a few bowls of your stew, if it is ready.”
The rotund innkeeper smiled. She passed out six drinks, clearly anticipating what Gabriel’s bonded would order.
‘How often do you three stop in here?’ Gabriel sent to his Prime.
She settled across from him, flashed a teasing grin, and picked up the dark red wine Darlene had set out for her. ‘In the interest of maintaining our cover as adventurers, I have tried to visit at least twice a week, Master.’
Gabriel winced at the reminder of their need to conceal their true identities within the city.
‘Relax, Master. I know you have kept quite busy studying magic and crafting spell tokens. It has barely been a month since Miss Reyna’s death.’ Sthuza’s vibrant green eyes flashed, and the corners of her mouth twitched upward. ‘Additionally, our role is to support you and handle the minutia. That includes dealing with everything outside the dungeon.’
Gabriel tried to smile but failed, instead settling for a slight nod. ‘I know, and I appreciate you handling all that you do, but it’s not right for me to leave everything to you and the others. Especially if you’ve been managing Cindra up here.’
Despite herself, Sthuza let out a girlish giggle, then flashed an adorable pout before settling on a petulant scowl. ‘My initial misgivings about the mammary-centric canine may have been misplaced, Master. She has made great strides at fitting into the city. And she loves Darlene’s stew with a passion second only to her feelings for you.’
Chuckling, Gabriel took a sip of his ale. ‘I’m glad I still rank above food with her. Gods know, I’ve been a bit distant the past few weeks.’
‘We have all kept busy, Master. And I assure you, both Cindra and Brynja have greatly enjoyed the time you three have spent training in the Astral Realm.’
‘Thanks again for helping arrange that, Sthuza. Getting the benefits of Brynja’s experience without risk of actual injury has led to a lot more progress than I’d expected.’
‘Yes. And Cindra has surpassed even my wildest hopes.’
‘She’s definitely a natural.’
‘Your ability to adjust her strength and the weight of her sword made the greatest difference. The Furball would have struggled to utilize Brynja’s lessons if she could keep relying her strength and weight.’ Sthuza glanced over to the tall hellhound and grinned. ‘I must admit I am somewhat eager to see her in action.’
‘If that undead woman keeps targeting adventurer parties, it won’t be long before we all get some more combat in.’
Sthuza frowned and looked like she had more to say, but Cindra set the two inutari down and rushed over to Gabriel. She draped her muscular form over him, huge breasts pressing tight against his back.
“New friends can stay for dinner?” the hellhound asked, a pleading look on her expressive face.
“Any friends of Gabriel’s are friends of ours,” Brynja said. She sat beside Sthuza, then gestured toward the two chairs beside him. “Please sit and relax. I for one would greatly enjoy hearing what rumors you two have encountered.”
◆◆◆
 
Callie and Claire finished the story of their most recent delve by the time Darlene returned with a third round of her oross stew. The twins proved as voracious as Cindra, and the three beastkin laughed and toasted before focusing on devouring the still-steaming food.
‘You seem to have made quite the impression on them, Master. Have you considered recruiting them?’
His drink raised halfway, Gabriel jerked at his Prime’s sudden teasing, but for once, she hadn’t waited until he was mid-sip. He mock-glared at her smirking face, then chuckled, shaking his head.
‘No. And not because I’m worried about you, what with them being “furry” or anything like that.’
Sthuza stared up at him, her eyes not judging, only curious. ‘Then why not? They seem capable enough and could prove useful in monitoring the city.’ She glanced at Cindra, who was leaning against the robed inutari, the pair laughing loudly. ‘The Furball clearly likes them.’
Gabriel glanced at each of the sisters in turn before studying his bonded. ‘Callie and Claire are happy, well-adjusted adventurers. From what they’ve said so far, they had a normal childhood and a loving family they’ve stayed in touch with.’
Sthuza blinked, her emerald eyes narrowing. After a few seconds, a soft smile graced her lips, and she gave a slight nod. ‘Unlike your bonded, each of whom was alone and adrift when you first encountered them.’
‘Exactly. Meeting the four of you seems like fate. I can still claim more bonded, but now that Meri is safe and her Domain is settling down, I don’t feel the need to rush out for another.’
Sthuza smiled. ‘A fair point, Master. And we may still find more desirable monsters as you extend Lady Merideva’s Domain. Perhaps, one of those minotaurs?’
Gabriel shuddered at the mention of the huge, bovine monsters that ruled the sixth floor. Sthuza had been in negotiations with their leader, a gray-haired matron who made Cindra look petite, for almost a week now.
Before Gabriel could reply, a slender, elven woman approached the table. It felt like half the patrons were staring as the beautiful elf came to a stop across from him.
Looking up at her sharp, exotic face and tightly bound black dreadlocks, Gabriel blanched the instant he recognized the woman.
‘Leryane!’
Sthuza twitched at his sending and leapt to her feet an instant after him.
Leryane’s violet eyes widened, and she leaned back, raising her empty hands. “H-hey, relax. I’m just here to talk.”
Hand already wrapped around the hilt of his sword, Gabriel paused. He studied the Mithril-ranked adventurer for several seconds before releasing most of the tension in his body.
Leryane wore the same skintight, black spider-silk bodysuit he had seen on her when she delved into Merideva’s Domain. Added atop that was a short, stylish gray jacket that barely came down to her sternum. The raven-haired elf made no move for her sword, and her surprised, almost apologetic expression showed no signs of hostility.
How did I mistake her for a half-elf last time?
“Ooo, another elf? Is Packmaster going to kill this one too?” Cindra asked. Despite how he and Sthuza had reacted, she remained seated. The hellhound’s long tongue darted out to lick the last dregs of stew from her bowl before she set it down and picked up her ale.
“Kill?” Claire gasped. She and her sister flinched back, but they reached for their weapons, their expressive faces darkening.
“Hopefully not,” Leryane muttered. “I promise, I’m not here to pick a fight.” She let out a low chuckle. “Hells, the last thing I want to do is add my tag to your collection. And I can’t even imagine how much harder it’d be to earn another Divine Favor after the past couple of centuries.”
“Centuries?” Callie parroted. “Oh wow, you’re like… old.”
Gabriel blinked, nonplussed, as both Sthuza and Leryane glared death at the oblivious inutari. Cindra slurped her ale, a mischievous look spreading across her face.
Before his furry bonded could speak—and no doubt risk revealing details about Sthuza—Gabriel let go of his sword and raised his hand. “Let’s all just relax.”
Sthuza was the first to calm down, the elegant gorgon huffing once before nodding. “Yes, of course.” She returned to her seat, then gestured at one of the two vacant chairs. “Please, sit and join us, Leryane.”
Now it was the elf’s turn to blink in surprise. She gave a shaky nod and took the offered seat. “Thank you.”
Claire glanced back and forth between Gabriel and their guest. “Wait, are you not killing her? And what was that about a ‘collection’?”
Tilting her tankard back and draining it, Cindra laughed.
Sthuza shot a sharp look at the taller woman, but Gabriel could only smirk.
“No. She just surprised me, that’s all.” He turned to face Leryane and gestured toward their drinks. “Would you like anything? My treat.”
Leryane seemed to relax, the tension melting from her angular face and slender shoulders. “Thanks. I wouldn’t mind some of that ale you lot have been drinking.”
Moments later, Darlene had fresh drinks for everyone. Gabriel shared his limited knowledge of the elven adventurer with his bonded.
His ability to communicate with them mentally had grown over the past few weeks. Despite that, he limited most of his contact to just his Prime given how quickly Cindra’s thoughts turned to smut.
No doubt I’ll be in for a lot of attention from her later after this.
“So, Leryane,” Sthuza began. “What brings you here tonight?”
The elf chugged her ale, wiped her lips on her sleeve, then smiled. “El—uh that is, Elaine tasked me to invite you to visit her.”
Gabriel stared incredulously at their guest. “Visit?”
Leryane nodded. “Yep. Well, Elaine had a long-winded way of saying it, but basically… yeah, visit.”
“Whoa,” Callie said. “You’re gonna meet the baroness?”
Cindra chuckled while a sly grin spread across Sthuza’s face.
Ignoring his bonded, Gabriel sighed. “We’ve met her before.” He studied Leryane as he continued, “But I didn’t expect her to invite us back.”
To his surprise, the elf smiled. “Yeah, Elaine told me all about your first meeting. But she’s got some plans for the city that she’s hoping you can help with. Aren stopped by a couple weeks ago with some crazy scheme.”
“Sir Darren?” Sthuza asked, drawing a nod from Leryane.
“Yeah. He’s an old adventuring buddy of ours. Imagine my surprise to find out that old horndog finally retired. Seems he gave up on finding enough Carminium adventurers who could tolerate him to rank up again.” Chuckling, she shook her head, her gaze softening. “Anyway, ever since his visit, she’s been much more optimistic. Excited even.”
Gabriel paused, considering Leryane’s words. Callie and Claire spoke up, and he took the opportunity to converse with Sthuza.
‘Think this is about Aren’s idea of focusing on boosting the number of low-tier adventurers?’
‘That seems most likely, Master. With Lady Merideva in full control of the upper floors, we could make it a viable strategy.’
Gabriel nodded. ‘We could, but a part of me fears this must be a trap of some sort. I mean, I blew up half the castle, we slaughtered our way to the throne room, and Reyna tortured her husband before ripping out his soul. Not to mention I straight up told her what happened to her son. Shouldn’t she be plotting revenge against me?’
‘True. But Elaine did issue that decree banning beastkin slavery within Lostbarrow. And she spun a cover story to blame our attack on her husband, the previous Guildmaster, and Estrial. Perhaps she wants to focus on improving the city? It is all she has left at this point, no?’
‘Maybe.’
He shifted his attention back to the conversation as Claire asked Leryane another question. “So, you used to adventure with the baroness? Is it true she’s Gold-ranked?”
“Yeah. El and I go way back. She wasn’t born into the nobility, you know. We had a great party up till maybe forty, forty-five years ago. A monster-hunting contract over in Phaeten went sour.” Leryane’s expression darkened, and she took a long sip of ale. “By the time it was over, we’d lost two friends, and Elaine had fractured her mana pool.”
Gabriel and Callie winced. Damage to one’s pool was said to be incredibly painful. Though a rare occurrence, it was one of the greatest fears of any spellcaster. Gabriel couldn’t help but wonder how close he had come to shattering his during their frantic quest to recover the Domain Crystal.
‘That would explain why she settled down and married the baron,’ Sthuza sent.
‘Yeah. Even if she managed to recover, it’s supposed to take years of grueling work to restore a ruptured mana pool properly.’
‘Yes, Master. And I feel the need to remind you not to push yourself too far in the future.’
‘I know.’
Gabriel opened his mouth to comment, but Cindra sat up straight and let out a deep, warning growl. He and Sthuza both turned in the direction of her now-focused gaze.
Four human men approached their corner table. They were all armored and geared as adventurers. Three displayed Dwarven Steel tags, while a Silver plate hung from the closest man’s blackened pauldron.
Despite focusing most of his attention on the quartet approaching his group, Gabriel gave the rest of the tavern a quick survey. A short, stocky woman sat alone at a table across the room, four other chairs pushed back haphazardly.
The woman’s chocolate eyes met his and seemed to offer a weak apology.
‘For some reason, Master, I do not think these gentlemen have as noble a purpose for approaching us as Leryane.’
Gabriel sighed and nodded. ‘Yeah. Let’s try not to kill them.’
A spike of dark amusement flashed across their bond, and he peeked at his Prime’s sly smirk. ‘Of course, Master. Though I suspect they will determine their fate with what they say. I fear Cindra is in no mood to tolerate anyone insulting you at the moment.’
“Hello, ladies,” the Silver-tagged warrior said. His blackened vanguard plate looked solid and rugged more than ornate, but Gabriel could feel the enchantments suffusing the man’s gear without triggering Magesight.
Leryane turned and sighed once she spotted the speaker. She dropped her head to her hands. “Please, no.”
“Oh, don’t be like that, beautiful,” a dark-skinned man said. Wearing a heavy mail hauberk and well-fitted black leather pants, he stepped past his leader and flashed a brilliant smile at the elf. “We just came over to introduce ourselves.”
The first man nodded. “Exactly. You might not have recognized us, but we’re ‘Harkon’s Heralds,’” he said, gesturing to his group. “I’m Harkon Slairn.” He puffed up despite his bulky armor.
Gabriel, his bonded, and the two inutari sat there, staring at the man as Leryane sighed again.
Louder.
A brief frown flickered across the darker male’s face, but he turned to Brynja and flashed another broad smile. “My name is Darrish Veryna, and who might you be, my dear?”
No emotion was visible on the valkyrie’s achingly beautiful face, but Gabriel felt her disdain for the man through their bond.
Wonder why she seems so upset?
When none of the women spoke up, the other two men introduced themselves. Gabriel ignored their names, instead thinking of the robed pair as Dumb and Dumber.
Dumber was all but drooling as he stared at Cindra, and it took most of Gabriel’s focus to suppress his bonded’s instinct to leap up and slaughter the oblivious idiot.
“Oh, gods, Harkon,” Leryane grumbled. The elven woman sighed and uncovered her face. She split her attention between the heavily armored newcomer and Gabriel. “Look, Gabriel, please don’t kill this idiot. At least, not until after he finishes his assignment.”
Harkon jerked up straighter, glowering at the seated woman as he seemed to recognize her. “Kill me? And is that any way to talk about someone your friend hired?”
“Shut up! You’re not helping right now,” Leryane growled. She turned to focus on Gabriel, her violet eyes imploring.
Gabriel paused to take in the expressions of the other eight people at and around the table. The newcomers, all dressed as adventurers and with copious dirt and grit that suggested they had been busy, seemed stunned. Two stared incredulously at Leryane while the third looked to their leader.
Sthuza and Brynja sat motionless, their lean bodies tensed like coiled springs. Cindra had a goofy grin and seemed unconcerned about the burgeoning conflict. Her glowing blue eyes focused on Gabriel.
The inutari twins both looked to the hellhound for guidance.
Gabriel sighed, then shifted his attention to Leryane. “Why exactly would you assume I’m going to kill anyone?”
Her slender eyebrows shot up as she stared at him in complete disbelief. “Seriously? How many people have you offed in the past month or so? Hells, how many tags do you have in your collection now, anyway?”
Still sorting through the woman’s words, Gabriel jerked when a mirthful giggle erupted from Sthuza.
“Ah, she has you there, Gabriel.” When he turned to face the disguised gorgon, she flashed him a teasing grin. “You do tend to lash out when men are rude to your women.”
Cindra’s head bobbed in agreement before he could reply. “Yep, remember how Packmaster blurred across the street and grabbed Petty Man after he teased Grouchy Panties?”
‘Hah! She’s got a point. Though, Boobs could at least stop calling me that. Reyna’s easier to say, isn’t it?’
Ignoring the werebadger’s muttering, Gabriel looked around the tavern and noticed how many people were now watching them. He turned to stare at Leryane. “I’m not planning to pick a fight here.”
The raven-haired woman sagged in relief before glancing over to scowl briefly at Harkon. “Thank you. I promise, he and his party might be idiots, but they’re nothing like the filth you dealt with in Stillcrest.”
At the mention of the neighboring town where Gabriel and his bonded had freed Brynja and clashed with a spiteful summoner, Harkon flinched back. “Y-you’re the one who beat Jessandra Maddis?”
Cindra let out a sudden burp, then nodded. “Yep. Pa—Gabriel taught Ugly Bitch better manners.” The powerfully built hellhound’s head bobbed several more times to emphasize her point.
Multiple people spoke up as one, but Gabriel focused on the admiring look Brynja shot his way. He felt satisfaction, pride, and more across all of his bonds. But the undiluted gratitude flooding over the one he shared with the valkyrie was a sharp reminder of how important that trip had been.
Harkon and his party left after a brief chat with Leryane. The vanguard-plated man apologized for the disturbance and bought another round for everyone at Gabriel’s table.
“Sorry about that,” Leryane said after Darlene delivered a tray loaded with drinks. “Harkon and his crew are good people. Besides, you can’t really blame them for wanting to come over here, can you?”
Sthuza grinned while the two inutari laughed. “Why not?” Brynja asked.
“Not sure if you noticed, but every woman at this table is rather attractive,” Gabriel replied. Grinning, he shook his head, then focused on Leryane. “No harm done. Now, where were we?”
It didn’t take long for everyone to relax as Darlene kept the ale flowing. Cindra dominated the table, drinking and chatting up both inutari and Leryane.
To Gabriel’s surprise, Brynja was more than eager to converse with the three adventurers as well. The valkyrie questioned the veteran elf, then listened with rapt attention.
By midnight, most of the crowd had dispersed. Cindra and Sthuza had both edged their chairs closer to Gabriel’s. Eventually, the disguised gorgon climbed into Gabriel’s lap.
Sthuza smirked, her emerald eyes flashing with heated mirth. Her aggression emboldened the hellhound, and Gabriel barely caught the rushed pleasantries as his two lovers all but dragged him toward their suite.




Chapter Six







Gabriel was a little surprised when his bonded asked him to transfer them into the Astral Realm, but as worked up as they had gotten him, he didn’t protest. After a luxurious bedroom the size of their lounge in the dungeon formed around them, both women stepped back and stared at him.
“Master, would you please close your eyes until we are ready?”
Gabriel studied the pair. Cindra appeared close to bursting with eagerness, and even his Prime looked more excited than usual. Chuckling, he nodded.
Sthuza stepped over, a green silk sash appearing in her hands. “Just to be certain the Furball does not tempt you to peek.”
Once the gorgon wrapped it around his head in a loose blindfold, she and Cindra guided Gabriel over to sit on the edge of the impossibly comfortable bed.
“Just relax, Master. Cindra and I have a small surprise for you.”
“Yep. Packmaster’s going to love Snakey’s new trick.”
Since Gabriel manifested the astral bedroom, he could easily spy on them but decided to play along.
Neither would ever hurt me. Though, whatever idea they’ve got sure has them riled up. Hope I can keep up with them.
He felt both bonded exert their minds to perform a substantial alteration. The effort drew his attention, but he resisted the urge to peek.
Their soft breathing changed pitch, and the rustle of silk warned him they were approaching.
“Thank you for playing along, Gabe,” Sthuza said.
Using Claire’s voice.
Gabriel jerked in surprise. Without thought, he willed away the sash covering his eyes. Mouth agape, he stared at the white-haired inutari twins from earlier.
“Do you find us that attractive?” Callie asked, flashing a huge smile.
Except… the feeling of the beautiful beastkin was one hundred percent Cindra. Glancing at “Claire,” he confirmed his Prime was pretending to be the inutari fighter.
“What’s going on?”
The twins flashed identical smiles, their faces heating with arousal. “We decided that a bit of roleplay would be fun,” Claire said. She fluttered her eyelids as she reached out to grasp one of his hands.
Callie mirrored her, the pair pulling the stunned Dungeon Master to his feet. As he rose to stand several inches taller than the barefoot sisters, Callie’s grin spread even wider.
Gabriel had only seen the inutari twins in their adventuring gear. Somehow, he knew their bodies had been reproduced perfectly.
Despite himself, he gulped, his eyes tracking down their sleek, toned bodies. Each wore elaborate black lingerie similar to the set Cindra had worn during their first time. Lacy black silk paired well with the snow-white fur of their triangular ears and thick, fluffy tails.
Both sisters grinned, shifting about before him.
This isn’t right.
The sight of the two beastkin adventurers exposed before him felt wrong to Gabriel. He frowned, causing Callie to pout, while a look of doubt colored Claire’s face.
“I-is something wrong, Gabe?” Claire asked.
“I’m not comfortable with you two pretending to be our new friends.”
Callie’s pout deepened. “Aww, but Packmaster is finally bigger than Cindra.”
Gabriel snorted. “You don’t have to copy someone else to be smaller than me here, Cindra. I should have thought of that before.”
Claire turned to Callie, scowling. “You dropped character, Furball.”
“It didn’t matter. I could tell which of you was which the entire time.”
Claire’s white hair flicked as she spun to face him again. “Truly, Master?”
“Yes. You each feel very distinct. I doubt either of you could fool me here, no matter how hard you try.”
The inutari’s shoulders sagged. “Ah… I know you said you were not interested in recruiting them, but I thought you might enjoy a change of pace, Master.”
Seeing the growing concern on Claire’s face, Gabriel sighed. “I appreciate the effort, Sthuza, but…”
“But what, Master?” she asked after he went quiet.
Gabriel grinned. “You two already went through the trouble of shapeshifting here, so it’d be a shame to waste your hard work.”
“But I thought—”
“I’m not comfortable with you pretending to be those particular inutari. A slight palette change and… perfect.”
Sthuza and Cindra blinked as Gabriel’s focused will washed over them. They glanced at each other and blinked again.
“You colored us like Cindra?” Sthuza asked, studying the six-foot-tall, blue-and-gray inutari across from her.
“Snakey has normal colors but looks like Fluffy Packfriends.”
Gabriel grinned as his bonded glanced down at their own bodies, then back to the other. “Much better.”
“Packmaster prefers Cindra look like this? With less fur?”
He shook his head. “No, I love you both just the way you are. But we can play around like this from time to time.”
“We are still as tall as the twins… but with a definite hint of Cindra’s physique,” Sthuza said, studying her silk-stockinged arm as she flexed and relaxed different muscles.
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. Did I mess something up?”
“Hmm? No, Master. It just… feels a touch odd. My body seems different from normal. I believe your alterations made us more authentic than our imitations.” Sthuza looked up and flashed a sincere smile, her emerald-on-black eyes flaring brighter.
“Ooo, Snakey’s eyes are gorgeous.”
Sthuza smirked at Gabriel. “Well, Master… what would you like to do with your pliable inutari bonded?” Her dark-green ears twitched, and her thick tail swayed behind her, drawing his attention.
“Cindra can get Snakey ready while Packmaster mounts Cindra.”
Sthuza let out a weary sigh, rolling her eyes. “I suppose it would be asking too much to try and change things up that much, would it not?”
Gabriel chuckled. “Actually, I think your change of pace is a good idea.”
“Packmaster doesn’t want to mount Cindra?” the gray-skinned inutari asked. She flashed a devastating pout, but Gabriel only grinned.
“Let’s not go that far. But wouldn’t you like to watch as I ‘mount’ your furry Packsister for the first time? Sthuza has a very sexy tail, and if she’s going to play at being your twin, we should go for the whole experience.”
Cindra’s eyes widened, and she grinned, turning a heated gaze on Sthuza. “Maybe Cindra and Snakey swap starting positions?”
Sthuza gulped.
“Exactly what I was thinking,” Gabriel said before leaning in to kiss the gray-skinned inutari.
Cindra moaned into his mouth, her less-massive tongue pressing in. Her powerful hands clamped onto him. But matching Sthuza’s earlier observation, the transformed hellhound’s grip felt similar to Callie’s or Claire’s.
After long seconds of enjoying Cindra’s cinnamon taste, Gabriel tangled his fingers in her thick mane and tugged just hard enough to demonstrate his greater relative strength.
Cindra’s blue eyes blazed even brighter, her breath hitched, then she leapt toward the huge bed. She landed on her back, plump breasts jiggling despite her black bustier.
“Someone seems quite eager, Master.”
“Yeah, but she’s not the only one,” Gabriel said, grabbing Sthuza and pulling the green-tinted inutari into his arms.
She let out a cute gasp before plastering her taller form against him. A sly smile spread across her sharp-featured face. “You intend to take me on my hands and knees tonight, like a bitch in heat?”
Gabriel snickered. “We should stick to the theme, don’t you think?” He flashed a wicked grin. “Maybe next time Cindra can transform into a gorgon.”
“Ooo, Cindra will have a big tail and four arms?”
Gabriel blinked, not having considered Sthuza’s larger form.
“That does sound like an interesting idea, Master. Though… I wonder if you could handle us both like that?”
Smirking, Gabriel leaned in to kiss his Prime. She pressed in tighter, her firm breasts against his chest. When her tail brushed his hip, he blinked, surprised at her apparent control.
Given the amount of time Gabriel had spent in the Astral Realm with his bonded, both for training and relaxation, he had grown accustomed to how perfectly every sensation mirrored their physical bodies.
Sthuza stood several inches taller now, close to Brynja’s height, and he reveled in kissing the taller woman. Their tongues intertwined, again proving how minor tweaks could produce noticeable change.
Sthuza’s was thicker and shorter than normal, but she probed with the same methodical intent.
Such a different style compared to Cindra. She always rushes in with pure aggression.
As if reading Gabriel’s mind, Sthuza squirmed in his embrace. She wrapped her toned arms around his chest and squeezed while her kiss shifted into unbridled lust and excitement.
“Yay, Packsister!” Cindra cheered as the green inutari pushed Gabriel back on his heels.
Emboldened by the encouragement, Sthuza spun him around and increased her pressure, driving him toward the bed.
Gabriel held his Prime close, returning her affection. When his legs bumped against the bed, he let himself fall backward, pulling Sthuza down atop him.
The black-clad beauty landed with her usual grace. She broke their kiss, sitting back and wiggling her hips against his crotch. “Ah, it seems you are ready, Master.”
“Cindra is ready too!” The gray inutari emphasized her statement by ripping her silk panties off, revealing her glistening slit.
Sthuza met Gabriel’s eyes, then shifted her gaze to Cindra’s exposed sex. Her tongue darted out, and she made a show of slowly licking her lips in a sensual display.
Gabriel groaned as she ground herself against his erection. He felt the heat of her arousal through their clothes but paused when he noticed how much warmer she was.
Before he could react, Sthuza rose with sinuous grace and crawled across the massive bed. She wiggled her hips far more than necessary, her firm ass demanding Gabriel’s attention.
“Is Snakey ready for Packmaster?” Cindra asked, gazing at Sthuza as her green-tinted twin settled onto her hands and knees between long, dark-gray legs.
Sthuza shimmied her hips, letting out a sultry moan. Then her stylish black panties vanished, leaving her equally wet entrance bare. She glanced back over her shoulder and said, “Well, Master, would you say I am ready to be mounted now?”
“Definitely.”
Gabriel focused for a second as he crawled over behind his Prime. A single thought vanished his clothes, and he lined up to mount her. He was tempted to seek more foreplay before the main event but reminded himself that Cindra and Sthuza were roleplaying inutari.
Besides, she’s still a bit touchy about letting me taste her undiluted nectar. My tolerance for her neurotoxin is growing, not that she’d be poisonous here, but I don’t want to cause a distraction.
Reaching down, he aligned his rigid length with Sthuza’s pale-green slit. When he pressed his tip against her folds, she turned to look back at him, emerald-on-black eyes blazing with arousal.
Gabriel held her gaze and pushed forward. Her pupils flared into vertical lines, and she let out a throaty moan as he slid inside. “Yesss. Claim your mate properly.”
“Ooo, Snakey looks so sexy with Packmaster.” Cindra scooted closer, reaching out to caress Sthuza’s cheek.
The green inutari leaned into the gentle caress while rocking her hips. Wiggling back against Gabriel, she worked to take his entire length.
Gabriel groaned at the silken heat of Sthuza’s inner walls. Despite her altered appearance, his Prime felt just as wonderful as every other time they came together. He gripped her thicker hips and thrust forward, hands squeezing her toned body.
Sthuza sighed in satisfaction once he was fully hilted within her. She escalated the subtle gyrations of her hips, the sinuous motion sending a rush of pleasure through Gabriel.
“Hmm. Snakey is supposed to make Cindra feel good, too,” the blue-and-gray inutari said. She didn’t look angry or jealous when Gabriel glanced over. Instead, her full lips spread in a mischievous grin. “Packmaster needs to take control and make sure Packsisters behave.”
Sthuza flinched at her words, twisting back again to gaze up at Gabriel. When he grinned, she snickered, rolling her eyes before giving a slight nod.
“You’re right, Cindra. It’s not fair for Sthuza to ignore you. Though, I’m sure she just lost herself in the heat of the moment.”
Cindra’s head bobbed. Her tail thumped against the mattress in time with her energetic nodding.
“Are you going to dominate me, forcing me to pleasure her?” Sthuza teased. Her green eyes blazed with mirth.
“Ooo! Yeah, Packmaster should pin Snakey down and make her lick Cindra.”
‘You’re okay with this, for Cindra’s sake?’
‘Of course, Master. While less common, it is not like this will be the first time I have orally pleasured the Furball. And her excitement at the idea is rather obvious.’
Gabriel suppressed a chuckle. Obvious was an understatement. Cindra’s eyes blazed so bright they appeared almost solid blue, and her fluffy tail wagged in a blur behind her.
Reaching out, he ran his fingers through Sthuza’s thick, unruly mane of dark-green hair, marveling at the absence of her head-snakes. Once confident she truly had hair rather than an illusion, he hooked his fingers, gripping near the roots.
Gabriel pulled with slow, steady pressure, encouraging Sthuza to twist back toward him. Leaning in close, he kissed her lips. Just as she got into it, opening her mouth, he kissed his way up across her cheek and temple.
Sthuza let out soft, pleased moans, then shivered as his mouth drew near her fluffy ears.
“I love you, my Prime.”
The transformed gorgon inhaled, a rush of love and lust flooding across their bond. Before she could respond, he shifted the pressure, pushing her toward Cindra.
“Come now, Sthuza, you’re supposed to ‘tend to the needs’ of my bonded, right?” Gabriel grinned at Cindra. “Well, right now, it looks like Cindra is in dire need of a little ‘tending.’”
Cindra’s head bobbed so rapidly it made Gabriel wince, but he kept guiding Sthuza closer.
Then Cindra grabbed Sthuza and slammed the green inutari face-first against her wet sex. “Ooo, Snakey’s tongue feels different.”
Long, muscular gray legs wrapped around Sthuza’s head, concealing much of her wild green mane. Cindra rocked her hips toward Sthuza’s face, biting her lip and glancing up to meet Gabriel’s eyes.
“Is she properly tending to you?” he teased.
Jerking her head in reply, Cindra flashed a lecherous grin. “Packmaster should give Snakey lots of pleasure, then breed her.”
Sthuza’s inner walls clamped down on Gabriel’s manhood at the other woman’s words. She tensed, then made a loud slurping noise.
Cindra gasped, her abs flexing as she sat partway up. Glowing eyes hooded, she licked her lips and brought a hand up to fondle her large breasts.
Gabriel enjoyed the show as Cindra moaned and squirmed but didn’t let it distract him from Sthuza. The crack of his hips against her firm ass sounded loud, even over the moaning and heavy breathing as the three reveled in pleasure.
Sthuza’s furry green tail brushed against his chest, swaying side to side in time with his thrusting. She worked her hips in rough circles, and Gabriel grinned as the prim, proper monster girl struggled to focus.
Upon noticing her labored breathing, Gabriel realized he was all but panting as well. He focused inward, adjusting his avatar, then grinned.
Who says they should be the only ones altered.
With any stamina concerns eliminated, and a little extra surprise for his bonded, Gabriel gripped Sthuza’s hips and pulled her tight against him. He altered his thrusting angle, seeking her most sensitive spots.
“Packmaster sh-should finish in Snakey… now,” Cindra moaned a few minutes later. She clasped one of Sthuza’s hands in a tender embrace, then grabbed a handful of green hair and pinned Sthuza’s mouth against her sex.
Gabriel reached out through his bonds, confirming both of his lovers were on the cusp of orgasm. Then he stimulated his own arousal, gasping as his hips bucked.
Sthuza let out a throaty groan when his member pulsed inside her. Gabriel broadcasted his love across both women’s bonds, pushing them over the edge.
Sthuza’s inner walls squeezed and clung, making Gabriel growl at the intense stimulation as he pumped an impossible flood of his seed inside her. She worked her hips back against him. And given how Cindra squirmed before her, she did not relent in her oral assault.
Cindra howled in pleasure. She clamped her eyes shut, but her long, luminescent blue tongue lolled from her mouth. Her panting caused her exposed breasts to shake with every breath.
Despite enhancing his avatar, Gabriel felt exhausted by the time he finished filling his Prime. He gave a few more, gentle thrusts, then stroked Sthuza’s toned back.
“Ma-Massster? What on Evora did you do?” The gorgon-cum-inutari collapsed once he stopped thrusting. “I feel… so full.”
“Oh wow!” Cindra yipped excitedly. She leapt up and pulled Sthuza into a tight hug, her gaze focusing on Gabriel. “Is Snakey carrying pups now?”
Sthuza’s eyes snapped open, and a strange, conflicted expression washed over her face. Lying back against the gray-skinned inutari, head between those huge breasts, she stared up at Gabriel and swallowed.
He smiled at the pair, then shook his head. “No, Cindra. But I figured since we were playing around with the Astral Realm, why not try something a bit more… fantastical.”
Both beastkin glanced down at Sthuza’s swollen belly. She stroked her rounded midsection tenderly, a small, satisfied smile tugging at her lips.
Cindra’s large eyes flashed. “Ooo, is Snakey full of Packmaster’s seed?” She licked her lips with a lusty, hungry expression.
Sthuza flinched at Cindra’s words. Her eyes went wide, her jaw dropping as realization dawned on her. “Now wait just a—”
Cindra blurred into motion, tossing the green-haired inutari into the air.
Gabriel laughed at the sight. Cindra spun in place, getting onto all fours. When Sthuza crashed back to the mattress with a surprised gasp, Cindra caught her and spread her thighs.
“Ca-calm down, Cccindra!”
Cindra ignored Sthuza, instead waggling her plump round ass at Gabriel before diving forward. She slurped loudly, and Sthuza gasped again, trying to clamp her legs against Cindra’s head.
After several erotically noisy seconds as Cindra lapped at her sex, Sthuza ceased struggling. Her emerald-on-black eyes tracked up to Gabriel’s face, and her lips cocked to one side. “Wasss thisss, really, necccessssary… Massster?”
Snickering at her futile attempt to downplay the pleasure of Cindra’s tongue, Gabriel smiled. “I’m sure Cindra would agree that it was very necessary.”
Sthuza tried to roll her eyes, but Cindra nodded vigorously and must have brushed against a particularly sensitive spot as the put-upon woman squeaked.
When Sthuza caught sight of his wide grin, she scowled, then shook her head. “Fine, Master. Then perhaps you should get to work on the Furball now?”
Gabriel scooched forward, sliding in behind Cindra. Her blue entrance blazed bright, drawing his gaze. “My thoughts exactly.”




Chapter Seven







It felt like Gabriel had barely returned his consciousness to the Mortal Realm and gone to sleep when he woke up again.
He blinked and turned his head, looking about the shadowy room. His Darkvision usually activated as soon as needed. With the dim light slipping through the far window providing the only illumination in the entire room, he could see little more than his bonded cuddled up at his side.
Mind still fogged with sleep, Gabriel wished he had slept until at least daybreak. Sunlight flooded the room. He jerked up to sitting, eyes squeezed shut against the sudden brightness.
Cindra and Sthuza both shifted, but neither woke.
Glancing around, his eyes adjusting in seconds, Gabriel studied their suite. It took him a moment to realize what was wrong with his surroundings.
Sthuza had the two beds replaced with a larger one. Why are we back to how it was the first time?
“Are you unsatisfied with the room, my love?” a sensual but vaguely off voice asked.
Gabriel’s head twisted as he looked about for the speaker. “Where are you? Why are you back again?”
The Swarm presence let out a throaty, amused chuckle. “Ah, my dearest Gabriel Grimm, surely you have missed me? Ached to hear my voice in your dreams? I have missed you. It has been so long since we last spoke.”
As she finished, shadows near the door began to expand. They shimmered and undulated, spiraling upward until larger than Cindra.
Gabriel glared at the growing pool of darkness. “Not long enough. And the last time we met, you said you had no use for me.” His scowl turned hateful as rage surged within him like an erupting volcano. “You tried to steal Meri from me!”
The shifting shadows retreated in a rush, seeming to slam back against the closed door. Still morphing, they began to coalesce into a physical presence.
Rage warred with fear and curiosity as the shadows took on the form of a comely, pale-skinned woman with vibrant purple hair. His fists clenched, and he focused on shielding his mind against another telepathic attack.
The beautiful, alien woman frowned, pouting plump lips at him in such an over-the-top display that Gabriel almost laughed. She completed the outlandish image by fluttering impossibly lush eyelashes at him.
It took a few more seconds for her physical appearance to settle into reality, and Gabriel gulped at the sheer exotic eroticism before him. His instinctual physical attraction to the strange woman infuriated him, and he felt a sliver of Cindra’s boundless warmth creep into him.
The Swarm woman’s skin was flawless, yet dark veins seemed to flicker into being beneath. Her thick, purple hair held a brilliant, unnatural luster and swept back over her shoulders to hang down past her round ass.
Long, sleek limbs gave her a dangerous feel and ideal proportions. A dark silk, sleeveless gown with a wide v-neck plunging past her belly button defied logic and gravity as it clung to her outrageous curves. Intense violet eyes pinned him with a heated gaze.
Her purple lips quirked to the side in a way that reminded Gabriel of his Prime. He frowned at the similarity.
“What are you doing here? Why do you look like that?”
The figure’s smug expression shifted, melting into a warm, welcoming smile that could give Cindra a run for her money. Perfect, white teeth gleamed, revealing a hint of fangs like the powerful hellhound’s.
Gabriel’s glare intensified.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. She huffed, crossing her arms over her voluptuous chest. “Aww, why does everything I try upset you further?”
“Stop imitating my bonded, and let’s get this over with.”
“But, I only want you to accept me, Gabriel Grimm. The way you accept your silly mortal ‘bonded.’ Why is that so wrong?”
Gabriel blinked at the woman, finding himself standing before her.
How can she be so ignorant? So… unaware.
“You’ve tried to dominate me, insulted my bonded, talked of enslaving entire worlds, and nearly stole Merideva away from me. I’m never going to accept you! I’m going to reclaim this entire dungeon for Meri, and then I’ll see about destroying you outright.”
A hateful scowl washed over the dark, exotic being. Her face shimmered, harsh black tendrils spreading outward from her eyes.
Gabriel winced under the wave of sheer outrage and spite that surged outward. His soul shivered in terror, and a sense of overwhelming despair filled his very being.
It’s like I can feel her intent to conquer and destroy the world. To devour.
She recovered a second later, a sappy smile on her beautiful face. It would have looked perfect on Cindra’s. But here, it set Gabriel’s nerves on fire. He took a step back and stumbled against the bed.
Glancing over his shoulder, Gabriel frowned at the sight of his bonded still slumbering. He whipped back around and glared at the Swarm presence. “What do you want? Really? It’s been weeks since you tried to steal Meri. Why come back now?”
The voluptuous woman flashed another wide, disarming smile, her pleasant mask settling back into place. When her glowing purple eyes brightened, she reminded Gabriel of his hellhound bonded.
Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding? There was a bit with both Cindra and Sthuza… they’re not humans, after all. Hells, neither am I. Maybe I should—
Gabriel jerked to awareness, blinking his eyes as the surrounding room distorted. Gone were the polished wooden walls of Mrs. Spaulding’s inn. The twin beds with his bonded vanished, replaced by an even larger, incredibly ornate, four-poster bed.
Shifting, squirming shadows surrounded Gabriel. All he could make out was his own body, the Swarm’s female form, and the sinister bed that seemed the center of the entire… place.
“What just happened? Where are we?”
“Please, Dungeon Master, relax. This is but a taste of what you could have if you accept me into your little harem.”
“Accept you? I don’t even know your name.”
Her fathomless eyes flashed with excitement. “Ah, of course. Names. Do all mortals have them? No matter. I am Vesrah’Zavrun; you may call me Vesrah.” The Swarm glided closer, suddenly standing at his side despite never moving.
Gabriel flinched away when she reached out a slender, long-nailed hand toward him. He shuddered when he felt her cool, clammy palm touch his arm anyway.
Staring down, wide-eyed, he confirmed that he’d moved his left arm away from her. That glance made him aware of his nudity. He barely acknowledged that realization as Vesrah stroked the empty air under her outstretched hand.
A shiver ran up Gabriel’s spine as he felt that gentle… sensual caress.
She smiled, a genuine and honest expression that twisted his stomach in knots. The visual appearance was right: a beautiful woman’s charming, carefree smile. Even the emotions behind it seemed real this time.
But his soul writhed in agony.
“What are you doing to me?”
The exotic female cocked her head to the side in a mirror image of Cindra’s mannerisms, which offended his senses enough that Gabriel was able to shake free of… something.
“You’re messing with my mind.” He shook his head, trying to clear it. That only left him dizzy as peals of feminine laughter echoed in his skull.
“Why in the world would I wish to mess with your mind, my darling Gabriel Grimm?” the woman purred. “You are my… mate. My Soul Mate.” There was something new to her voice now, an almost crazed intensity that unsettled Gabriel and left him reeling.
“Your what? No! I’m the one who’s going to destroy you.” Gabriel blinked his vision clear, then turned to glare at the smug being.
She pressed a hand to the left side of her chest, cupping and kneading an impressively plump breast.
The randomness of her behavior threw Gabriel for a loop, and he stared at her for several seconds, nonplussed.
Vesrah gazed back at him with a blend of naked arousal worthy of a hellhound and the practiced affrontedness of a professional grifter.
As he continued to stare without blinking, her flawless lips began to curve downward. Long after the silence had grown truly uncomfortable, her entire posture shifted. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, ya walking dick. What’s wrong now?”
“That… you… are you just copying my bonded? What is wrong with you?”
Reyna’s casual, gruff confidence vanished in an instant. The gorgeous woman scowled at him again, her beautiful face replaced by a sinister caricature of anger.
It didn’t shift or change. In the blink of an eye, her face went from refined beauty to monstrous rage. More black veins pulsed beneath her chalk-white skin.
“What… who are you?” Gabriel asked, backing away from the flickering, shifting figure.
“I am Queen Vesrah’Zavrun! And you are my soulmate. The brood you give me shall conquer this world, and once we rule everything, I will feast and grow strong enough to open the portals needed to bring my sisters here.”
Vesrah’s eerily beautiful face split into a manic grin. Her violet eyes flared, glowing with a deranged light. With a terrifying mask of insane love and hunger on her face, she stepped toward Gabriel. “Come, my destiny. Embrace the inevitable and join me now. Why continue delaying? I will give you everything you desire.”
“You tried to take everything I have. You’ve said you’d ‘dispose’ of my bonded, and you almost conquered Meri.” Gabriel tried to escape back to his bonded, but the vivid nightmare around him remained. A soft caress along his bond with Sthuza soothed him as the gorgon connected with him.
Vesrah’s crazed grin flickered. The sight of her face blinking from incredibly excited to full-on pouting was disturbing.
And I thought Cindra could switch emotional states at the flip of a copper. It’s like there are two different versions of this bitch, and I’m seeing them overlaid together.
“I’ll let you keep your little mortal pets, my beloved.” She flashed a beatific smile as though she was being overly generous with a greedy child. “Besides, when my sisters arrive, I will be quite busy for a few millennia. But have no fear. You will live forever at my side as my sole mate. Just imagine how it will feel to be the father of the greatest Swarm.”
“Father?” Gabriel parroted woodenly. A twisted spike of emotion surged across Sthuza’s bond.
Vesrah bobbed her head with the intensity of Cindra whenever mating came up. “Exactly. We have realized I need a mate. You are supposed to be that mate. With you at our side, I will be ready to spread our Swarm and finally conquer this world.”
“W-wait, if you’ve been here for centuries, why haven’t you already conquered the world? Why do you need me?”
Again, her expressions flickered between states far too fast. After an intense burst of embarrassment, her beautiful face shifted into a horrific snarl, and she spat in anger. “Who else but you could be worthy of us? Not that foul beast, Drayne! If he hadn’t managed to claim what remained of that worthless Core, I’d have flayed him for his incompetence.”
The terrifying figure began to pace. Her sleek purple gown rippled and flowed behind her, and the room seemed to morph with it.
The polished stone walls, the barred door, and even the nearby dresser all seemed to shift and undulate in unnatural ways. Gabriel had to look away from the fuming woman as she stomped back and forth, cursing and muttering.
“His incompetence?” Gabriel asked hesitantly.
Vesrah spun on her heel and nodded emphatically at him. “Exactly! That lumbering buffoon had one task. To capture that Dungeon Master.” She let out a violent sigh. “But no, the incompetent brute failed to break her, and even worse, he let her practically destroy the Core.”
“Iylara destroyed it?”
Vesrah nodded again. “Yes, that wily bitch was too much for a brute such as Drayne. If I had known how poorly he would perform, I’d have gone with the catgirl. She cared about that bitch so much, we feared she might find a way to betray us.” The scowling woman shook her head, and every sliver of her murderous rage vanished.
Another surge of emotion from Sthuza washed over Gabriel, but he focused on the Swarm queen.
A crazy, lopsided grin split Vesrah’s face. “But, now, I can see how it’s better this way. If I had claimed the original Core, I would have conquered this world three centuries ago, and we never would have met. Now, we can be united and rule this pathetic Realm forever.”
Gabriel blinked. Rule the Realm? Does she mean like a country or… the Mortal Realm?
“Ah, but come, my beloved Gabriel Grimm, you must open yourself to me. After all, it would not do for me to accidentally harm you with the intensity of my passion for you. Please, my love, let us be united.” She fell silent for a moment, staring at Gabriel with unsettling focus. “If you’d prefer… perhaps we could start as bonded and master? For you, I would even submit myself.”
Something about her words sounded off to Gabriel. Everything she had said was… disturbing, but there was more to her final offer.
‘She’s lying, but how can I tell the difference? It all sounds like a crock of shit.’
‘Could it be related to your psionic talent, Master? If you gained that ability as a result of whatever she did to your soul, perhaps you have grown strong enough to use it against her now?’
‘Sthuza?’
‘Yes, Master. Now please, wake up.’
‘I can’t. Vesrah, the Swarm… entity has me trapped. Though, her hold must be weakening if we can talk now.’
‘Perhaps. I will ask the others to try and help loosen her grip.’
Vesrah waited a while as Gabriel remained silent, but eventually, she frowned. “You aren’t being fair, Gabriel Grimm. I saved your soul from total destruction and gave you a second life. You’d never have met your Core or colorful bitches if we hadn’t.”
Her words reminded Gabriel of what she had said during a previous encounter. Merideva had been the one to bond him, but it shouldn’t have worked.
It did, though, and he knew Vesrah was part of that success.
‘I’m not sure how much credit I want to give her.’
‘I would suggest giving her no credit at all. Whether she helped you in the past is irrelevant, she desires to enslave you and Lady Merideva, correct?’
Gabriel nodded, and Vesrah beamed.
“That is excellent news… Master,” the pale-skinned woman purred. Her voice still hinted at her monstrous nature, but he also sensed a sincere excitement.
‘Her physical form has to be some sort of insectoid monstrosity, right?’
‘That is my understanding, Master. Her appearance here is based on a real species, but something feels off about her form.’
‘She looks entirely made up to me, but I’ll take your word for it. Still, why does she want to mate with me if she’s a bug?’
‘A good point. I do not think this is a case like Cindra, where lust is a true factor. Swarm are supposed to be intensely “alien” in all ways. Why does she care about you at all…’
‘Unless she needs me for something, yeah.’ Gabriel sighed and tried to focus his mind. He was still a little out of it from sleep, despite the shock of Vesrah’s unexpected intrusion.
He tried to raise a barrier in his mind, shielding himself from the deranged presence, but Vesrah screeched and threw herself toward him. Gabriel ducked away, but she caught his arm in passing.
Her fingers were soft and silken against his skin, but she clenched her fist, and Gabriel winced at the extreme power in her grip.
“Gods damn! What, are you as strong as Cindra?” He tugged his arm several times before Vesrah released him, leaving him stumbling back.
She cocked her head to the side, an inky-black tongue lolling from her mouth in a caricature of the lovable hellhound. “I’m much stronger than that silly pup, Gabriel Grimm. Once you bond me, I can show you how strong and limber I am.”
Gabriel’s head hurt as he watched the strange woman gyrate. It was part sensual dance, displaying grace rivaling even Sthuza’s sinuous movements.
But it also possessed an eerie, insectoid twitching that made Gabriel wince with each impossible move, and he had to fight against the urge to retch.
‘That is… rather discomforting, Master. And I am only experiencing it through you. Do you want me to make a more forceful attempt at waking you?’
‘Wouldn’t that be dangerous since I seem to have an active connection to her?’
‘Yes, Master. But… is there any way you could draw one of us to you? Perhaps we could help drive her out of your mental space?’
Gabriel’s thoughts darted to where astral versions of Sthuza and Cindra slumbered on the enormous bed. That part of the room had grown increasingly hazy, almost losing visual details that should be there.
He shook his head. ‘No! I don’t want either of you anywhere near this. I’ll figure out a way to escape, or better yet, how to drive her away.’
‘If you are sure, Master. I will remain ready in case you need me.’
‘Thanks, Sthuza.’
“It is rude to ignore your soon-to-be newest bonded, Dungeon Master.” Vesrah’s voice carried annoyance even as she kept up the seduction aspect, and Gabriel shook his head clear.
“What do you want with me, Vesrah? Why do you want me and Merideva?”
Seeming to sense something from Gabriel, the exotic woman frowned, her posture shifting. The shadows that had been fleeting and indistinct behind her solidified, forming an increasingly dense cloak of writhing, shimmering velvet.
“You have no intention of forming a bond with me now, do you, Gabriel Grimm?” Her eyes bored into his, and a sharp frown creased her sleek face.
A part of Gabriel wanted to lie and hedge in an attempt to delay the coming confrontation, or perhaps even gain some small insight into the monster’s goals. But the revulsion churning his gut kept him in check.
The woman blurred forward, her arms darting out with such speed that Gabriel saw them after her hands wrapped around his neck.
A grip that dwarfed Cindra’s squeezed at his flesh. The flow of blood and air cut off, sending a spike of panic through Gabriel’s body.
He grabbed at her arms, trying to break her grip, but he might as well have attempted to bend Cindra’s adamantite greatsword.
Vesrah stared at him with the polite disdain of a formal maid disposing of vermin threatening the cleanliness of her duty station. She cocked her head from side to side in a slow, unsettling way.
It’s like she’s a different person now. Those eyes look identical… but wrong.
Vesrah’s purple eyes were the same, yet Gabriel saw that something had changed. It was almost as though she now stared right through him.
She’s not looking at me. She’s looking at my soul!
The sudden realization reminded Gabriel of the true danger—and the fact he didn’t need to worry about breathing in the Astral Realm.




Chapter Eight







Gabriel ceased fighting Vesrah, blanking his mind with the simple meditation he knew best as he let his body go slack. Instead of resisting, he focused on shifting his mental avatar away from the danger.
Blinking, Gabriel grinned at Vesrah from across the now much longer bedroom.
A spine-tingling shudder rocked his body, but Gabriel bit his lip and fought against the surge of discordant senses slamming into him.
Thousands of screeching, chittering, and moaning voices rang out in an aural assault that left him crouched down, covering his ears.
‘Come now, Dungeon Master, why do you persist in rejecting me? Have I not offered you everything?’
Vesrah’s voice lacked any hint of seduction as it rattled around inside Gabriel’s mind. ‘Surely you haven’t forgotten your fallen bonded, have you? Bond me, and I will bring her back to you.’
Head throbbing, Gabriel growled in anger and pain. He focused every bit of willpower he’d cultivated through two decades of magical training. Binding it tight like a coiled spring, he released it in a single burst of determination.
Vesrah screamed. She stood at the opposite end of the unnaturally long bedroom, but when she swept a hand out as though backhanding Gabriel, an unseen force struck him.
The blow hurled Gabriel a dozen feet back to slam against a wall. He fell to the floor, dancing lights blossoming in his vision.
Despite knowing he didn’t need to breathe here, Gabriel gasped, lungs burning after all the air was blasted from him. He rose to his hands and knees, shaking his head as he struggled to recover.
A sharp, irregular clicking was the only sound audible in the warped bedroom. Gabriel strained to recognize it but couldn’t make heads or tails of it.
“There is no reason it must go this way, Gabriel Grimm.”
Gabriel turned toward the sound and realized he’d gotten spun around when she struck him.
That or she altered the entire room to screw with my head. Come on; get it together!
Gritting his teeth, Gabriel forced himself to his feet. He faced down the exotic-looking woman, refusing to flinch back even as her shifting, nebulous cloak of shadows began to spread out into glossy, purple-black insect limbs.
Vesrah flashed a sardonic smile that didn’t match the desirous glint of her now purple-on-black eyes. Her face shifted into something resembling Cindra’s puppy dog begging, her eyes even taking on that innocent charm that made the hellhound so hard to disappoint.
“I… apologize for my earlier disdain toward your bonded, Master. You must understand, I have… been alone for so very long. I would never make you give them up to be with me.”
Gabriel stared at her, unable to believe how sincere she seemed. “Ar-are you… serious? You tried to take me over and enslave me just a few weeks ago. why would I ever trust you?”
Vesrah’s lower lip trembled, and her eyes grew wider even than Cindra could manage. The eerie woman radiated remorse, but something about her still sent a chill through Gabriel.
She regrets what she said and did before… but only because it didn’t work? How can I sense this?
The sudden realization he was picking up on the Swarm woman’s inner feelings made Gabriel almost physically ill. He had been off-balance from the start when she dragged him into the Astral Realm so soon after he’d gone to bed. With the way she flipped emotional states and desires so readily, he felt utterly adrift.
“We didn’t get off to a good start, Gabriel Grimm, but if you would only give me a chance, you will see that I can love you just as well as your other bonded.” Vesrah stared at him with an intensity that dwarfed even Cindra’s focused gaze. Her eyes trapped Gabriel, freezing him in place.
The stretched room rippled and distorted, then Vesrah stood right before Gabriel. He staggered, still unsteady on his feet. She reached toward him with a pale arm that darkened to an inky purple-black at her hand.
She caught his cheek before he could turn away. Instantly, the room ceased tilting, and his vision steadied. Her gaze softened, and a slight smile tugged at her full lips. “You and I would be great together. And think of your dear Core, Merideva.”
Gabriel tried to pull away from Vesrah but couldn’t. Her touch grew increasingly soothing, and he felt himself relaxing despite his fears. “What about Meri?”
“She is young, yes? Could she hold this entire dungeon against all the threats that will come after her? There are so many dangers you don’t even know exist. And that Undead Bitch clearly has her sights on you. I could help you there.”
Vesrah continued to stroke Gabriel’s cheek. Her touch was warm and tender, her fingers brushing down from his hairline, then teasing along his jawline and back up. She gazed into his eyes with a quiet, subtle devotion that surprised him.
The shadow-clad woman smiled. It wasn’t the manic smile she’d first shown him. Nor was it anything like the wicked smirk he had seen earlier that hinted of Sthuza.
Gabriel stared at the personification of the Swarm that had tried to take over his mind. Who had almost succeeded in stealing Merideva away from him. When she had attacked him before, she always felt so powerful, but this time, she’d been imitating his bonded—
Brynja! She’s copying Brynja now. This isn’t real; none of this is real.
Gabriel slammed the gates of his mind shut again, expelling everyone. The instant he sealed his thoughts off, even from his Prime, it was like a massive weight lifted from his shoulders.
Vesrah scowled at him. Her face was still eerily beautiful, her eyes blazing with intelligence as she studied him. But intense anger warped her beauty, stealing away any charm or warmth, leaving a coldly cruel entity behind. Black veins pulsed beneath her pale skin, spreading like dye in water.
Her touch cooled as well. It no longer reminded Gabriel of how tender Sthuza or Brynja could be. Now it leeched warmth and comfort from him, like the caress of a lich.
Gabriel stepped back, pulling away from her now chilly hand.
He opened his mouth to speak, but she snapped her fingers, and he froze. This time, there was nothing subtle about her attack. A vast, unknowable presence slammed down atop Gabriel’s mental avatar, locking him in an unbreakable vise.
The cruel figure took another step and resumed stroking his cheek. Vesrah shook her head slowly. The shifting shadows surrounding her grew more distinct, and Gabriel felt his heckles rise at the chitinous armor and extra limbs studding her still feminine body.
Without him noticing, the distorted bedroom around them had vanished. A vast, shadowy cavern surrounded them. Gabriel’s breath caught as the Swarm queen picked him up with two pairs of insectoid arms, lifting him into the air as she swelled up to the size of an ancient dragon.
Heart thundering in his chest, despite knowing this wasn’t the Mortal Realm, Gabriel struggled against the force binding him. Unlike before, he couldn’t move or even breathe, so words were beyond him.
Gabriel fought back as best he could, but her mind pressed in against his, violating his innermost thoughts. Nothing he tried worked; the Swarm presence overwhelmed any and all defenses, clutching and clawing at every corner of his mind.
Vesrah smiled at him. Unlike her earlier attempts at seduction or innocent charm—there was nothing human or friendly about her current expression. ‘You will be the father of my brood, Gabriel Grimm. It took me time to realize that you are the solution to my quandary.’
‘Solution? Quandary? What are you talking about?’
‘You wondered why we haven’t already raised a hundred broods and conquered this pitiful world. It’s simple…
‘I need a worthy male.’
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel jerked up in bed, panting for breath. Eyes wide and mouth parched, he looked around, taking in his surroundings. He was back in the suite they had rented in the Careless Queen, but this time, he knew it was the real deal.
“Packmaster’s back!”
“Massster!”
Two sets of powerful arms wrapped around Gabriel’s bare torso—one furred, one oddly cool. From how Sthuza oofed, Cindra must have wrapped the gorgon up in her embrace.
Pinned by the pair, Gabriel gave a weak chuckle and patted at the arm he could reach. “It’s good to see you two as well, but you need to let go.”
Sthuza’s powerful grip loosened at once, but Cindra took a few seconds and worked in one last tight squeeze that popped his back before releasing him.
“Are you all right, Master?” Sthuza knelt at his side on the bed, peering closely at him.
Gabriel nodded, then winced at the surge of pain that caused. “More or less.”
“Did Packmaster beat Rotten Soul?”
He turned to the beaming hellhound and shook his head. “No.” Sighing, he continued, “No, I… I think she let me go in the end.”
“Master?”
Gabriel fell back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “It’s hard to recall some of the details… like a half-remembered dream. More than that, I… I think she’s insane.”
Sthuza scooted closer, leaning against Gabriel and the headboard. She nodded, and so did several of her head-snakes. “I got a similar feeling, Master. And, if Swarm are some sort of hivemind like the scholars theorize, then centuries of isolation could have driven her mad.”
Cindra nodded sagely. “Like Snakey being stuck alone in her little cave.”
“I—what!?” Sthuza sputtered, spinning toward the massive monster girl. Cindra moved closer, and her breasts eclipsed Gabriel’s view, which served to draw his attention and antagonize Sthuza further.
Especially since she was naked.
Normally, Gabriel would have found the sight of those perfect, gravity-defying orbs quite distracting. But after the Swarm visit, the last thing on his mind was sex. Remembering her words, he shuddered.
“Master?”
“I don’t really understand why she waited so long to contact me again, but… it seems she wanted me now.”
Cindra nodded as if that was obvious. “Of course Rotten Soul wants Packmaster. Snakey said Swarm can have thousands of pups, and she’ll need a mate for that, right? And what better mate could she find than Packmaster?”
“Cccindra, I hardly think Massster—”
Gabriel gave a dark chuckle. “Pretty much, it seems.”
Sthuza froze, then let out a strangled hiss as she turned away from the hellhound to face Gabriel. “You are ssseriousss, Massster?”
He shrugged. “You didn’t hear Vesrah say it?”
Green eyes blazing with intensity, Sthuza stared at him. Several of her head-snakes shook back and forth, hissing in concern. “No, I heard nothing directly. I thought you closed the connection with the Astral Realm, so I withdrew to meet you back here. It was not very long before you jerked up in a panic.”
“Hmph. Wonder if there’s a time dilation effect with Astral Projection? Because she said a bit more. Basically reaffirmed that she saved me, not Meri. Or at least, that the Swarm was responsible for Meri’s success in binding me to her.”
Sthuza nodded slowly. “We have discussed this with Lady Merideva, Master. We all agreed it is likely the Swarm was telling at least a portion of the truth.”
“Yeah.” Gabriel shivered as he thought back to Merideva describing her three prior attempts at bonding a Dungeon Master. “Vesrah also said she could ‘help’ Meri and us. Said we got off to a bad start.”
Sthuza scoffed, and Cindra frowned, her glowing blue eyes darkening. “That’s a bad idea, Packmaster. Cindra thinks Rotten Soul would be a bad fit for Pack.”
Sthuza rolled her eyes, but there was a slight grin on her lips as she nodded. “I agree that you cannot trust this entity. This… Vesrah.” Sthuza stared at Gabriel for several seconds until he started to feel uncomfortable.
“What’s wrong, Sthuza?”
“No matter how attractive she is, you must never even consider her as a potential bonded, Master.”
Cindra gasped and nodded emphatically. Gabriel sighed and arched an eyebrow at the pale-green gorgon. “Really? If you hadn’t warned me, I might have been tempted.”
Sthuza snorted. “Well, Master, you do have a noticeable tendency to encounter attractive women and wind up bonded with them.”
Gabriel sighed. “Yeah, like with Reyna. She saved my life, twice. But all I managed was to give her a week or so of freedom before getting her killed.”
“Massster, you mussst ssstop thisss.”
“Yep! Packmaster shouldn’t be so sad about Grouchy Panties. Cindra knows you’ll find a way to bring Packsister back.”
‘I kind of doubt that, Fucker. Boobs has way too much faith in you, if you ask me. But don’t go blaming yourself for my death again, ya walking dick. If you’ll recall, I’d gotten myself enslaved and faced a fucked-up fate with no real chance at revenge.’
‘But if I’d been quicker, or taken the time to come up with—’
‘Forget that shit, Fucker! I wouldn’t care if you’d personally cut my damn head off before we even caught up to that elven asshole. Don’t you understand, Gabriel, thanks to you, I’ve killed all the men responsible for Raeya’s fate? That’s what’s important.
‘If you really wanna be sad you missed out on pounding my short ass into the mattress or something, fine, get drunk, tell tall tales about me, then drag Boobs or Snakes off and fuck ‘em senseless. But don’t act like my death was a waste or that you failed me!’
Gabriel sighed as Reyna’s harsh mind-voice echoed in his head. “Fine. Anyway, we need to focus on Vesrah.”
“Agreed, Master. Did you learn anything else about her after I was ejected?”
Gabriel rubbed his face, clearing away the last remnants of sleep. “Yeah. She effectively confessed to having had a ‘quandary’ of some sort. That was when she started talking about me being the ‘solution’ and wanting me as a mate. And revealed that she’s far more powerful than I’d realized.”
He shivered at the thought of intimacy with the enormous, insectoid monstrosity he’d seen.
“Did she give you any clues as to the particulars of her problem?” Sthuza slid off the edge of the bed and proceeded to stretch her sleek body, temporarily distracting Gabriel.
“Aww, no fair that Snakey is only one that gets to tease Packmaster,” Cindra said. The busty hellhound leapt from her side of the large bed, over Gabriel, and landed with a floor-bowing thump next to the gorgon.
“Cccindra!”
Gabriel laughed as his bonded devolved into another of their silly little tiffs. The gorgon tongue-lashed the hellhound who towered over her. Cindra beamed happily, running through a series of stretches Brynja had taught her.
Still chuckling, Gabriel climbed out of bed and walked to his wardrobe. He only used the well-crafted oak cabinet to hold the clothes and armor he was planning to wear that day. With the dimensional storage items Sthuza had acquired for him, he could carry all the clothes he would need.
And now that I have such a huge mana pool, I don’t have to worry about using magic to keep everything clean. Really cuts down on needing extra gear.
Gabriel retrieved his clothes, a dark-gray silk shirt and supple black leather pants. Dressing, he shrugged on his gray-and-green gambeson and was working on his brigandine vest when the monster girls finished up and noticed him.
“Ah, Master. Perhaps you should see about breakfast with Mrs. Spaulding while Cindra and I gather our things?” Sthuza flashed a too-wide smile, her left eye twitching.
Gabriel grinned. “Sure. Just don’t take too long.”




Chapter Nine







“Morning, dearie,” Darlene called after spotting Gabriel sitting at the corner table. “Are you and your lady friends hungry this morning? I’ve got some bacon and eggs I can cook up, and there’s plenty of oatmeal ready to serve.”
Gabriel smiled at the rosy-cheeked matron. A fresh dusting of white powder clung to her old but well-maintained apron. A bit more lightened her graying brown hair, but her eyes gleamed with the same mischievous energy she always seemed to possess.
“That’d be great, Mrs. Spaulding, thanks. They should be down soon.”
“And perhaps you should prepare an extra serving or two, Darlene. Some of us have rather hearty appetites,” Sthuza said as she and Cindra descended the stairs.
Mrs. Spaulding laughed brightly at her words. The hellhound in question blushed, her cheeks darkening. She flashed Gabriel a knowing grin that suggested she wasn’t too embarrassed about her ravenous appetite.
‘Honestly, I need to switch her attention over to “Spirit Sex” as much as possible. I love her, but damn, she’s nearly insatiable.’
Sthuza snorted, the whispered hiss of her head-snakes laughing echoing.
‘It is a reasonable plan, Master, and you have my full support. While I admit the Furball has grown on me, we simply have too much work currently to devote the amount of time and attention she craves. At least until Lady Merideva is in full control of the dungeon.’
‘So what? We defeat the Swarm, rebuild the dungeon and Lostbarrow, then just spend all day every day in bed with a lovable, super-horny hellhound?’
Sthuza shot Gabriel a sideways glance and rolled her eyes.
‘I still believe Cindra will tone down her frantic need in time. But until then… I suppose you could add Brynja into a rotation with her. The three of us together might be able to handle her. For the most part.’
Gabriel laughed as the pair approached. Cindra stared at him, her eyes flashing with curiosity.
He shook his head. “Nothing to worry about, Cindra.”
The muscular hellhound nodded, put a dopey grin on her face, then dropped onto a chair and pulled him tight against her side.
As she held him close, her fluffy tail thumping against his back, Gabriel glanced to his Prime and chuckled.
‘I’m not sold on throwing Brynja to her just yet. I want to give the Astral Realm another chance. Last night’s… exploration was exciting, and Cindra certainly seemed to enjoy it.’
‘Yes, Master. Truthfully, I do not believe we have even scraped the surface of your potential there. I imagine in time, what Miss Reyna called “Spirit Sex” will be quite a popular way of spending time with you as your number of bonded increase.’
Gabriel bit back a frown at the mention of additional bonded. It wasn’t the first time Sthuza had hinted at the idea of him taking on more. While he knew Reyna had to exist out there somewhere, waiting for him to bring her back, he still had two slots for additional bonded remaining.
‘We’ll talk about it later, Sthuza. I don’t want to recruit bonded just to fill a role or for more power.’
‘Even if that is what we need to overcome the Swarm?’
‘We don’t know what we need to beat Vesrah. But for now, I want to take it slow and keep our options open. I’m not saying no—just… not yet.’
Sthuza scowled for a second, then Gabriel got the impression one of her head-snakes must have bumped her cheek, and she snorted before relaxing. “Fine. Besides, here comes Darlene.”
The smiling innkeeper waddled toward them with a huge serving tray laden with platters of crispy bacon, fried eggs, and steaming bowls of oatmeal.
“Ooo! That smells delicious!” Cindra rushed over to help Darlene, taking the tray from the struggling woman like it was weightless.
Darlene flinched in surprise, then beamed up at the monster girl towering over her. “Thank you, dearie. Now, lower it down here for me so I can serve you three a nice hearty breakfast.” She turned to watch Gabriel. “I suspect you lot are gonna be busy today, aren’t you?”
Gabriel nodded. “More than likely, yes.”
With Cindra’s help, it only took seconds for Darlene to pass out the food. Gabriel grinned at the sight of Cindra plopping down on the chair beside him with literal pounds of crisp bacon piled on her plate.
Sthuza had prepared a more reasonable serving, but before Gabriel could grab a plate for himself, she passed hers over. “Here… Gabriel. Please allow me.” She winked at him, so he huffed and accepted her offering.
◆◆◆
 
They spent almost an hour eating in the tavern. Brynja came down halfway through, the blonde valkyrie looking bleary and exhausted. She winced when Darlene called out a greeting but made her way over to join them at the table.
Despite looking like she hadn’t slept a wink, the athletic warrior woman’s outfit was pressed and perfect. She wore the slim, form-fitting black arming jacket and trousers Gabriel was used to seeing her in. Over the protective, figure-hugging fabric armor, she had an elegant, light-gray skirt that clung to her sleek legs and a short white jacket cut like Leryane’s.
Her ensemble paired well with her ornate mithril jewelry, and Brynja had already proven it posed no impediment to recalling her vanguard plate armor.
“Birdsister!”
The valkyrie grabbed her head when Cindra called out to her. Gabriel chuckled, and Sthuza smirked as the beautiful woman sat across from the statuesque hellhound.
“Good morrow, mine brave companions,” Brynja murmured, trying but failing to suppress a yawn. “Could we perhaps keep things a modicum less noisy today? Please?”
Gabriel refrained from any further laughter. “We can stop by an alchemist’s shop before we visit the baroness. Given how many adventurers live here, I’m sure we can pick up some Refreshing Brew.”
“Would that, in your opinion, assist me with this most unpleasant head pain?” Brynja rubbed at her eyes, shielding them with one hand after she cracked them open again.
“Yes, Brynja, as Master implied, any alchemist will carry the remedy for a simple hangover.” Sthuza quirked her lips to the right, creating a lopsided frown. “But the best long-term solution would be to stop drinking. Or, barring that, you should learn better than to drink with a hel—” Sthuza cut off with a sharp shake of her head and a cough that almost concealed a soft, warning hiss. “I meant, you simply must learn better than to try matching someone like Cindra or Gabriel in a drinking competition. Your bloodline is strong, but the… three of us have far more… experience and Soul Essence. If you keep trying, you may find yourself even worse off than this.”
Brynja slumped forward, her forehead smacking against the thick hardwood of the old table.
“Ah, Birdsister’s head hurts?” Cindra reached over and rubbed the valkyrie between her wings. She had a compassionate look on her face for several seconds, then a wide, fang-filled grin spread as she looked over to Gabriel.
“Do not even ssstart, Cccindra.”
The hellhound’s sly look morphed into the most blatantly manipulative pout, and Gabriel laughed out loud, drawing another wince from Brynja.
“Aww, but Snakey… you didn’t even let Cindra explain yet. It’s a splendid plan that will definitely make Birdsister feel better.”
The disguised gorgon tilted her head down yet somehow managed to still scowl at the much taller woman. She arched an elegant red eyebrow, and Gabriel heard several head-snakes rustling and hissing.
“Is that so, Cindra? Then please, do enlighten us all… assuming your plan does not involve any sex…”
While Cindra’s excitement dampened when Sthuza mentioned sex, she was still grinning as she opened her mouth.
Sthuza sighed. “Or anything related to Ma—Gabriel’s seed.”
Cindra’s mouth snapped shut, and she pouted her full lips at the harsh-eyed redhead.
Gabriel laughed, with even Brynja joining in for a throaty chuckle before wincing and clutching her head again.
“Okay, I think that’s enough for now. Let’s settle up with Mrs. Spaulding, then track down an alchemist.” Gabriel rose from his seat, but Sthuza stood at his side and caught his hand before he could leave.
“Do not worry about the bill, Gabriel. Given that there are four of us ‘living’ here, it seemed wisest to arrange a tab. I will ensure she is paid on time.”
Gabriel gave a slight nod. “Okay then, let’s go find an alchemist, then swing by the docks and see if we can’t procure some fish for Cindra.”
“Ooo, fish! Fishie fish! Cindra wants a fish!” Cindra began chanting as she and Brynja rose and started toward the exit. Brynja covered her ears while the hellhound reached over and grabbed Gabriel’s hand, dragging him along.




Chapter Ten







Cindra’s enthusiasm for hunting down new food did little to help Brynja’s hangover. The valkyrie’s face was locked in a mask of pain all the way to the dingy alchemical shop where Gabriel had bought supplies for his studies.
The potent fragrance of reagents, herbs, potions, and more caused Cindra to jerk back in surprise when he opened the door. His tallest bonded crinkled her nose at the myriad aromatic smells but entered after Sthuza.
Stepping inside, Gabriel spotted the proprietor. Mevia Strongblood’s bone-white pigtails came up to Cindra’s midsection, but the short dwarven alchemist was almost as muscular as the powerful hellhound. After making a brief fuss over Gabriel’s much altered appearance and fortune, she sold them a vial of Refreshing Brew.
Brynja relaxed in seconds. She thanked Mevia for the quick relief, then flushed at Cindra’s suggestion of buying several more.
Gabriel added a few doses of Vigor to their order, recalling how effective the potent stimulant had proven during the flight back with the Domain Crystal. They left the alchemist’s after Sthuza paid for a regular delivery to them at the Careless Queen.
It had been almost a month since Gabriel had taken Cindra on a date down to the docks. Back then, he’d been surprised to learn that the unrest up north in Kormyr had led to a massive change in the markets.
As Gabriel and his bonded walked the cobblestone road that curved alongside the docks, following the coast, he didn’t think much had changed. The first two merchant stands they visited had been the same as well—completely uninterested in individual sales.
“Do all human cities smell this vile?” Brynja asked, sounding more herself. The valkyrie walked side-by-side with Sthuza, the elegant pair drawing numerous stares in their well-tailored, stylish outfits.
Both women dressed modestly compared to Cindra, as the hellhound was back in her skintight leather armor, which had her drawing at least as many eyes as the pair combined.
Gabriel glanced toward Brynja and shrugged. “The smell seems stronger than I remember from the last time I was here with Cindra. But in general, I’d say the docks and the surrounding area will probably smell in most cities. With all the fish and what not passing through, there’s a lot of juice dripping into corners and spoiling.”
“Yes. It would be different if they used magical cleaning, but most of them do little more than wash their stalls and workspaces down with saltwater.” Sthuza crinkled her nose.
“Cindra thinks it smells just like last time Packmaster took her here. Maybe Packmaster’s sense of smell is better?”
“That is a possibility,” Sthuza conceded.
Already clinging to his arm, Cindra ducked down and pressed her face against Gabriel’s neck. She inhaled deeply, then let out a rumbling, contented sigh. “Packmaster’s scent is still the same. Maybe he’ll grow soon.”
Brynja turned to stare at Gabriel, her silver-blue eyes wide. “You are not finished growing?”
Gabriel shook his head, sighing as Sthuza chortled—accompanied by several hissing head-snakes. He started to reply, but Cindra twitched, snuffling.
“Ooo, let’s go check that one,” she yipped, already dragging him toward a lone fishmonger at the far end of the wharf.
Most of the merchant stands had a rugged, weathered appearance and were run by humans. The isolated stall Cindra headed toward looked like it had been constructed by children playing with driftwood. A short, sleek beastkin in a two-piece white swimsuit stood behind the untreated wood counter.
The proprietor looked up at the racket Cindra made. Huge eyes narrowed as the androgynous, dark-furred beastkin spotted Gabriel.
“I don’t care how many thugs Johann sends. My family won’t deal with him anymore,” the otter-looking beastkin snapped in a surprisingly feminine voice.
Up close, the glaring fishmonger appeared female, with a similar height and build to Reyna, though a tail as thick as her leg stuck out behind her.
‘Hey! My tits are way bigger than hers. Don’t go lumping me in with a flat-chested bitch like her.’
Gabriel refrained from replying, confident Reyna would not appreciate any comment.
He didn’t recognize the woman’s species. She was covered in a short coat of dark-gray and white fur, complete with a slight muzzle that marked her as a true beastkin rather than the human-like anitari.
Large, cinnamon eyes dominated a cute face, but she bared sharp teeth at him, her long tail rising behind her.
Cindra halted in front of the ramshackle stall and let out a warning rumble. “Don’t threaten Packmaster.”
“Relax, Cindra,” Sthuza said as she and Brynja joined them. The disguised gorgon stepped beside Gabriel, drawing another ferocious scowl from the petite beastkin. “I assure you, we have no connections with this ‘Johann.’”
Those reddish-brown eyes narrowed as the petite woman studied each of them for several seconds. “Fine. If that arrogant merchant didn’t send you, why are humans like you bothering me? And don’t try to sell me on any of that tax bullshit, either. I read the baroness’ decrees myself. We filed the blasted paperwork, and I’m within my rights to run this shop here.”
Cindra shifted against Gabriel, leaning closer and sniffing, but he focused on the glaring otter woman. “So… you are selling fish, right? We’re looking to purchase some.”
The young woman’s already large eyes widened, dominating her face. “Are you serious? You actually want to buy something from me?”
“Uh… yes? At least, I did. Is there a problem with your goods, Miss…?”
The furry woman shook her head so quick it made Gabriel wince in sympathy. “No, there’s nothing wrong. And my name’s Yenna.”
“Cindra likes Fuzzy Monger.” The hellhound flashed a fang-filled grin that caused the smaller beastkin to flinch back. “Are your fishies tasty?”
“Ye-yep. My family catches ‘em all fresh. We used to sell to that bastard Johann, but when I heard the rumors about the baroness’ new rules… I thought we should sell direct.” Yenna sighed, seeming to deflate. “That hasn’t worked out well so far.”
Sthuza nodded, her sharp emerald eyes taking in myriad details as she glanced over the primitive stall and the assortment of seafood on display. “I take it Johann did not appreciate your decision to seek other opportunities?”
Yenna huffed, but a spark of her initial feistiness flared in her eyes. “That’s an understatement. I’m pretty sure he’d have me killed or kidnapped and sold into slavery if not for the guards patrolling the docks. But I refuse to let him drive me out.”
Sympathy and anger flowed across Gabriel’s bonds. The similarities in his bondeds’ feelings made it impossible to discern which emotion came from which woman. All of them were upset by the young beastkin’s story.
“Well, Cindra here has never had fish, so I’ve been looking to arrange a special meal for her,” Gabriel said, causing his tallest bonded to press tight against his side again, a dopey smile on her face.
“Never eaten fish?! That’s a tragedy that has to be corrected,” Yenna declared. The short woman stretched to her full height, her thick, furry tail lashing behind her. She stared up into Cindra’s glowing eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ve got delicious fish; you’re going to love it.”
“Sounds good,” Gabriel replied. “We’ll need enough for a large meal.”
“A very large meal,” Sthuza said. She smiled at the beastkin and gave a slight dip of the head. “I am Sthuza, and my companions are Gabriel, Cindra, and Brynja,” she explained, gesturing to each in turn. “As Gabriel said, we would like to buy enough fish to feed, say…” Sthuza trailed off as she glanced around at the rest of the group. “Twenty people?”
“Maybe twenty-five, Snakey?”
Sthuza scowled at the towering hellhound, but Gabriel chuckled, nodding. “I think that sounds fine. Would that be within your abilities?” he asked.
The beastkin’s eyes widened. “Y-yes! I would be happy to arrange such a package. Are you going to want a single type of fish, or should I include a bit of everything?”
Gabriel paused and glanced at his Prime.
“Hmm, it has been a long time since I have had seafood.” Her tongue peeked out to tease along her bottom lip. “Brynja, I assume you did not eat it often back in the Dragonspine Mountains?”
The beautiful valkyrie shook her head. The movement seemed to draw Yenna’s attention, and the shorter woman stared in awe.
It took the vendor several seconds to recover, and Sthuza grinned at her embarrassed look. “Yes, Yenna, we would prefer a variety of your freshest catch. This will be a novel experience for two of our companions, and we have an excellent cook arranged.”
“Ah? Does that mean you would prefer I pack it up and deliver it to them?”
Sthuza glanced over to Gabriel, who nodded. She turned back to Yenna and smiled. “That would be wonderful. We are staying at the Careless Queen. Just mention Gabriel, and Mrs. Spaulding will take care of everything.”
Yenna smiled, flashing sharp teeth. Her fluffy ears fluttered, and her tail swayed behind her. “Ah, yes. Darlene is an excellent cook.”
She turned her grin on Brynja and Cindra. “You two are going to have an amazing experience. Oh, and I’ll be sure to include some shrimp for her to fry up.” Yenna’s tongue darted out to lick her lips.
Gabriel laughed at her blatant hunger and how Cindra’s stomach rumbled in sympathy. “Sounds good. Now how muc—”
“I will handle the details, Gabriel. Perhaps you should take Cindra on an extended tour before she grows bored and begins devouring everything in sight.” A slight fondness in Sthuza’s emerald eyes belied her words, and Gabriel nodded.
“Well, we’ve been dismissed, Cindra. Fancy taking a walk along the docks with me?”
“Ooo, yay!” Cindra bounced ecstatically. The cobblestones beneath her shifted, packing down, but no one beyond their group seemed to notice.
‘Good thing this stall wasn’t up on one of the piers. Cindra would’ve brought the whole thing down.’
‘Quite true, Master. I will work with the Furball on curbing her enthusiasm more in the future.’
‘Just don’t be too hard on her, Sthuza. It definitely feels like she’s been trying.’
‘She has. Which is why I will deal with it in private, Master. Being scolded in private—well, outside of your presence—does not bother her. If anything, she is almost too eager to learn. I must thank you for suggesting Brynja train the two of you in swordplay. At least that way, she has plenty to learn without constantly pestering either of us.’
Gabriel laughed and waved to his Prime and the vendor. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Yenna. If this dinner turns out well, I’m sure we’ll be back to buy more.”
“I shall look forward to it then. Repeat business is the best kind.” The sleek, muscular beastkin emphasized her words with a vigorous nod.
Sthuza smiled, stepping around the stall toward several boxes packed with ice. “Now, perhaps you can show me your stock? As I said, it has been a long time, but I do recall a few favorites.”
Gabriel led Cindra in the opposite direction, heading toward the massive wharf where the largest ships were docked. Brynja turned to follow them but looked hesitant.
“Come on, Brynja, join us. I figure we can take a look at the general area and see if we pick up any news.”
“Yes, come, Birdsister.” Cindra nodded rapidly. “Feel free to claim Packmaster’s other arm.” Her grin turned goofy, her eyes blazing with feral intensity. “Packmaster likes it when you rub his arm between your boobs.”
Gabriel huffed but fought back his desire to protest.
Fat lot of good it’d do. Arguing with Cindra never works. Most of the time, she’ll just flash that cute, oblivious smile and go on ignoring any complaints. But it’s even worse if she fights back because she has zero tact. I’m sure she’d start in on how much “stronger” my scent is when she rubs her tits against me. Which… is probably true.
Brynja stepped closer, her eyes glued to his free arm, but she didn’t reach out to touch him. “Ah, I—er, perhaps I should… keep back to maintain a proper watch. It would be unwise for us to all become distracted.”
“Aww, Birdsister doesn’t need to worry. Cindra will protect Packmaster if stupid people attack him.”
“Stupid people?” Brynja parroted.
Gabriel glanced at his tallest bonded. “Cindra?”
She cocked her head to the side and flashed a goofy, curious smile. “What? Friendly Elf said anyone who’d attack Packmaster was too stupid to live, anyway.”
“Wait, she did? When?” Gabriel asked. He thought back to the lengthy drinking session they’d shared with the Mithril-ranked elven adventurer.
Just the hint of the previous night was enough to make Brynja look ill. “I-I do recall her saying something like that.”
Cindra’s head bobbed vigorously, causing her massive breasts to jiggle, drawing Gabriel’s—and everyone else who saw—eyes. “Yep. Friendly Elf only asked that Pack reports any stupid adventurer deaths to her or Sad Eyes.”
Gabriel blinked. “She literally said to just… report if we decide to randomly murder any obnoxious adventurers?”
Cindra added a shrug to her cheerful smile. “Yep.”
Gabriel glanced at Brynja, whose brows furrowed in concentration.
“I-I believe my large battle sister is correct. At least, that was the impression I came away with during our discussions last night.”
“Hmph, weird. But if there’s anything to it, I’m sure the baroness will bring it up today.”
Brynja gave a sharp nod. “I agree, L—Gabriel. Once Sthuza returns, should we make our way toward the castle?”
“Yeah, I think so. But we can afford a few more minutes wandering through the crowds. Just keep an ear out for any interesting rumors.”
◆◆◆
 
As the sun began to peak overhead, Gabriel led his bonded to the castle. Their tour around the city had lasted over an hour before Sthuza caught up and joined them.
Two armored guards stood watch beside the gatehouse. The more familiar one wore a suit of battered vanguard plate, while the other wore a mail hauberk that was so shiny it had to be brand new. They stood calmly at first, but both men flinched when Cindra stepped out from behind Brynja.
“Uh, w-welcome, adventurer Grimm… and c-company,” the guard wearing the massive plate armor said. Unlike in the dungeon bunker the day before, he had his visor raised. His gray eyes were wide, his face pale as he watched Gabriel.
Both guards came to full attention, bracing their right hands across their chests in a formal salute that left Gabriel confused.
Cindra stepped forward and sniffed at the man in the vanguard plate. “You smell familiar.” She tilted her head to the left.
The armored man shivered. “I-I have often stood watch at the dungeon entrance… Per-perhaps you remember me from there?”
Frowning, Cindra leaned in closer for another sniff. Whatever she smelled must have satisfied her as she relaxed again.
The guard gave the hellhound a hesitant nod, then refocused on Gabriel. “Baroness Lostbarrow informed us you would be visiting today. Please allow me to escort you to her at once.”
“Uh, okay?”
‘These fuckers are acting a lot nicer than before. Do you think it’s a trap?’ Reyna asked.
‘I don’t think so. At least, I can’t see any scenario where that’d be a good idea. From what Sthuza’s learned since we attacked, it seems we killed most of the more experienced guards, and no one’s going to be replacing High Wizard Tobias Falken. If it comes to blows again, we’d slaughter anyone left.’
‘Good point. And I sure as shit can’t see any way she could think it’d work. I mean, we gave her plenty of reasons to do it, but damn… we went through this place like shit through a goose, didn’t we?’
‘Yeah, we really did.’
Gabriel’s thoughts turned dark, recalling all the men and women they’d killed in pursuit of the baron. While he had accepted his role in killing most of them—he’d done it for his bonded and would do it again if needed—he knew at least some of the guards they’d slain were good people who’d done nothing to warrant their fates.
There’s nothing to gain from wallowing in regret over it now. They’re dead, and we’re not. If I can find a way to work things out with the baroness and the city that results in the least loss of life without endangering Meri or the others, I will. Otherwise…
I’ll kill anyone I have to.
Sthuza must have stepped in for Gabriel while he’d been distracted in his head. She stood at his side, arm looped through his, guiding him past the massive gatehouse of the outer wall.
After passing under the portcullis and stepping out into the courtyard, Gabriel looked around, stunned to see how much more damage was visible from the inside.
“What happened to that building?” Brynja asked, staring in awe at the ruined, melted remains of Falken’s tower and the primary barracks. Both buildings had been gutted, leaving only a rough outline of their former shapes. Countless, warped stone blocks were strewn about the area, most in a collection of massive piles.
Several of those stones bore inscribed runes.
The vanguard-plated guard glanced at the rubble and shuddered. His frantic eyes darted over to Gabriel, his face paled, then his head turned mechanically back toward the destroyed buildings. “A-about a month ago, an adventurer party attacked the castle and s-slew the baron.”
Everyone looked at each other, seeing recognition in every set of eyes.
‘We know. He knows. And it looks like he knows we know.’
‘Yes, Master. It is the most logical explanation for why he is more terrified of you than Cindra or I.’
Gabriel chuckled but kept silent as the guard continued.
“A powerful sorceress and her party were engaged in illicit dealings with Baron Alberik, and apparently they had a… falling out.” As he explained, the guard peeked at Gabriel, and the Dungeon Master focused on keeping a straight face.
Brynja nodded at the guard’s story. “In my experience, those who engage in such dealings can never be trusted. If they will tolerate disreputable behavior, what keeps such reprobates from betraying you?”
“So, guard…?” Sthuza began, drawing the armored man’s attention.
He blushed, the first sign of color on his previously pale cheeks. “My apologies, Madame. I am Garlyn Albright. The baroness promoted me to replace Captain Morton after his… unfortunate demise.” Garlyn shuddered at the mention of his predecessor, his eyes darting to Gabriel again.
‘Ha! I bet he was the douche that started talking all that shit,’ Reyna said, a chuckle brightening her mind-voice. ‘Remember him? That pompous fucker in the shiny armor? I don’t have a clue what you did to him, but fuck, that was some sick shit. Twatwaffle clawed his own eyes out, screaming bloody murder.’
A half-smirk graced Gabriel’s lips for a second before he smothered his amusement. While he might feel some remorse over killing so many guards who were just doing their jobs, he wasn’t much bothered at the thought of ending that asshole’s life.
Still not sure how I feel about the way I killed him. Hells, not even sure how I did it. It was effective, though.
“They’re not very quick at cleaning up messes, are they?” Cindra asked, diverting his attention.
“Huh?” Gabriel murmured.
“It’s been a long time since Packmaster’s big boom, but they haven’t fixed the buildings. Glowy Lady would never leave such damaged stuff in her lair.” The hellhound nodded decisively to emphasize her words.
Captain Albright gulped, taking a prudent step back from the imposing beastkin. “Um, yes… well, the baroness felt it best we focus our efforts on strengthening and improving the city. It… it seemed unlikely we would face another similar assault, not since Estrial’s entire party was blacklisted and… reported deceased.”
“Blacklisted?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie had moved closer to the devastated barracks and was inspecting a large hunk of oddly shaped, blackened stone.
Sthuza stepped over to the winged woman’s side. “I would assume he means blacklisted from the Guild. If one’s offenses are severe enough, the Guild will formally blacklist an adventurer. They strip you of any rights, privileges, and such that come from being an official adventurer. It also adds you into their system as a persona non grata.”
“Personally non-grated… potatoes?” Cindra asked, licking her lips. “Are they tasty?”
Garlyn stared in open-mouth shock at the muscular beastkin while Sthuza glared, head cocked and one eye twitching.
Gabriel laughed at how affronted Sthuza looked. “No, silly. It means the Guild actively discourages anyone from cooperating with you in any way. For most people, it’s just shy of a death sentence. It’s also a ton of paperwork.”
Sthuza nodded. “Yes. The Guild does tend to go rather overboard in that regard. But it means that the baroness must have felt quite strongly about what happened, or else she was confident the adventurers wouldn’t attack again.”
Garlyn shuddered but nodded. “Yes, Ma’am. She felt it was imperative that we do everything by the book and out in the open to counter the damage her late husband and former Guildmaster Irenath did with their secrecy.”
“That is excellent to hear, Captain Albright. Perhaps we will be able to work out a favorable deal with her.” Sthuza turned to smile at Gabriel. “She sounds like a wise and reasonable lady.”
“Here’s hoping,” Gabriel replied, then gestured for the guard to lead them onward. Sthuza took the opportunity to slip her arm through Gabriel’s as she walked past.
Cindra rushed over and captured his right arm, wedging it between her massive breasts. She wiggled, letting out a sensual rumble. “Ooo, will Packmaster add Sad Eyes to Pack? Grouchy Panties didn’t seem to like her, but maybe she’ll be nicer without that baron guy?”
Gabriel blinked at the random question, head turning slowly to stare at Cindra.
Garlyn let out a strangled gasp while Sthuza chuckled. “I do not think that is on M—Gabriel’s mind in the slightest, Cindra. Now be on your best behavior. We have been invited as guests by a noble. Any offense we give will cause others to look poorly upon our leader.”
Cindra jerked up straight, her tail freezing behind her. She turned to glower at Captain Albright, a threatening growl escaping her throat.
“Uh…”
“Cindra, stop that. Right now.”
The hellhound flinched back at Gabriel’s command, releasing his arm. “Sorry… Gabriel.”
Seeing the beautiful monster girl strain against her impulse to pout, Gabriel smiled and ruffled her thick hair. Her frown flipped to a contented smile, but she remained pressed against his side.
Only a handful of guards bore the barony’s red and gold uniforms and insignia. Several more patrolled the courtyard or posted outside buildings, but these wore the azure and argent of Fayhallow County.
Brynja stepped closer, her head swiveling as she studied the dozen armed figures across the open courtyard. “Please forgive me if the answer is obvious, but why do there appear to be two distinct guard details here?”
“A-ah… well, Lady Lostbarrow is close friends with Count Fayhallow’s wife. When the countess heard about what happened, she insisted on transferring a portion of her personal guard to reinforce the garrison. Just until we finish rebuilding,” Garlyn said, his eyes locked on Gabriel.
Sthuza made a soft noise of approval. “It seems the baroness has better friends than her late husband. That is encouraging.”
Captain Albright led them into the keep without issue. The receiving hall looked barren. The thick, red-and-gold rug had been pulled up, and the few paintings that had remained on the walls when they last visited were gone.
A wide staircase dominated the far end of the hall. Off to the side, a small doorcase leading to the basement and secondary barracks stood closed.
They made their way to the stairs and began climbing, again noting the removal of almost all luxuries and decorations—especially any rugs or carpets.
It didn’t take long for them to reach the receiving hall on the fourth floor. Here too, everything that could be stripped out had been. This time, it made sense, as Gabriel and his companions had made a horrific mess of the lengthy chamber.
The thick red carpet was nowhere to be seen, revealing an age-worn wood floor. Ornate black marble columns lined the hall—one replaced by an unadorned oak post.
Instead of magical lights, heavy curtains had been pulled back from naquala windows lining the room, giving it a warmer feel despite the shadowy corners.
‘Damn, I didn’t think we tore everything up that badly, did we?’ Reyna asked.
‘We had a hellish battle up here, then you and Sthuza ripped Alberik’s soul out over there near the throne, remember? And Cindra carried that bloody bundle down all the stairs, though… I’m not sure about the decorations and paintings. We didn’t ruin those.’
“Greetings, Gabriel Grimm,” a feminine voice called out.




Chapter Eleven







Gabriel and his bonded stared across the long receiving hall to the dais against the far wall. Instead of the paired red-and-black chairs, one sat in the center.
Baroness Lostbarrow stood before an unassuming ebonwood throne, a tight smile on her face. A face that looked different than Gabriel remembered. In fact, Elaine’s entire appearance seemed off, and it took him a few seconds to consciously spot the difference.
‘Is it just me, or is she dressed for a fight?’ he sent to his Prime.
‘Hmm, perhaps this is her adventurer garb, Master? Did you not overhear Leryane mention her being Gold-ranked?’
‘Speaking of Leryane…’
‘Yes, it seems she is providing the baroness with a great deal of support.’
‘Do you think she’d pose a threat to us?’
‘She is Mithril-ranked, Master, but she appears to be a finesse warrior, or possibly a ranger. I rather doubt she could stop us.’
Gabriel nodded at his Prime’s reassurance as he studied the two women at the far end of the hall.
Elaine wore light-brown, rugged leather breeches that looked like they had seen a lot of abuse. Her cream-colored, long-sleeved jacket had a distinctly feminine and stylish cut but was, nonetheless, a gambeson at heart.
She wore a crossdraw wand holster on her right hip, with a basket-hilted rapier strapped to her left. A gilded silver-oak staff rested against the side of her throne.
Standing at her side, closer than Gabriel would have expected a bodyguard to be, Leryane looked more professional than when they’d met in the Careless Queen.
‘Her posture and gaze now are more like how she was while delving when I first saw her. Maybe she’s worried we’re going to attack.’
‘Perhaps, Master. Assuming the baroness told her the truth, I think a little caution is warranted on her part. After all, the last time we visited, the baron died.’
“Hello, Baroness,” Gabriel said. He added an awkward wave, uncertain about the proper protocol for greeting nobility.
I’m pretty sure mentioning our last visit wouldn’t be polite.
To his surprise, Elaine bowed her head, and at least a fraction of the tension in Leryane’s slender body dissipated.
“Uh, I have your guests, My Lady,” Captain Albright said, heels clicking together as he saluted the noblewoman.
“Thank you, Captain. Leryane will handle any needs for now, so please return to your post.”
The guard flinched, his face a conflicted mess of fear and relief. He nodded crisply, spun on his heels, and started for the stairs.
Leryane’s violet eyes watched him leave, then shifted to study Gabriel and his bonded. That sharp, elven gaze was far more intent than the one she’d shown the previous night, but he figured Sthuza was right about her concern for her friend.
At her side, the baroness beckoned the group forward. To Gabriel’s surprise, she and Leryane stepped down from the dais, heading for a door set into the rear wall. “Please, join us in Albr—in my study.”
Gabriel glanced at Sthuza, who stared back and shrugged.
‘I do not sense any open hostility, Master. Do you?’
He shook his head. ‘No, honestly, they feel a bit too welcoming.’
Pushing aside his anxiety, Gabriel strode across the hall, following the two slender women into the other room. Sthuza was still attached to his left arm, but before they reached the polished oak door, Cindra latched onto his right.
Sthuza scowled at the tall beastkin, but Cindra didn’t seem to care. Navigating the regular-sized door while both women refused to relinquish their grips took a moment. Still, they stepped into Elaine’s study.
The room was paneled in rich, dark wood. The somber atmosphere of the room felt distinctly masculine and far too ostentatious. An absolutely massive gnomish mahogany desk dominated the room’s rear, but neither woman moved around behind it.
Instead, Elaine and Leryane stood beside a much lighter, simpler wooden table with seven chairs arrayed around it. “Please, have a seat,” the baroness said, gesturing at the five chairs on the opposite side of the rectangular table.
Gabriel gave the rest of the room a quick once over, confirming his initial suspicion. An assortment of knickknacks marked the study as Baron Alberik’s, though the gilded oil painting on the wall beside the door had what appeared to be fresh scorch marks marring a dark, angry man’s portrait. Despite the damage, there was a distinct similarity to Baron Alberik.
‘Looks like someone didn’t like a previous occupant,’ Sthuza sent, the gorgon studying the same painting.
‘Yeah, those scorch marks look like tiny Aetheric Missile blasts. And Alberik wasn’t known for magical aptitude.’
When he turned back to face their hosts, Gabriel found Elaine’s cheeks heating while Leryane looked smug. The elven adventurer darted a glance at the portrait, then back to Gabriel before winking.
He crossed the few feet to the table, and Sthuza released his arm. She stepped over to Cindra, rose on her tiptoes, and whispered something in the hellhound’s ear.
Cindra let go, and Gabriel gave a sigh of relief as he settled down without issue. Knowing better than to risk an incident, he picked one of the middle chairs, and his two monstrous bonded claimed the ones flanking his.
Brynja was the last to sit, the valkyrie standing beside the fourth chair, one hand on the back, as she stared at the two women across the table.
“Please, relax, Miss Vadisdóttir,” Elaine said. “I have absolutely no interest in risking a confrontation with your leader.” She let out a weary sigh. “My damned fool of a husband left me with quite enough enemies, thank you.”
“Maybe we should go ahead and break out the drinks and snacks?” Leryane asked.
Cindra perked up in a flash. “Ooo! Snacks?”
Elaine nodded, giving a weak smile as she turned toward a heavy wooden cabinet in the corner. Opening it, she pulled out a collection of crystal glasses and a mithril-banded decanter.
Leryane took those from her and carried them to the table. The baroness opened another set of doors and pulled out a silver serving tray covered with small slices of smoked meats, cheeses, and thin crackers.
“I was unsure what you four would prefer, so I gathered some of mine and Ryane’s favorites.” Elaine paused, her lean face paling further before she swallowed and shook her head. “Anyway, I felt it best we not risk any disruptions while we… discuss matters. I hope that will be all right.”
“That is most agreeable, Baroness,” Sthuza said. The disguised gorgon assisted Leryane in distributing the slender, elegantly cut crystal glasses to the rest of Gabriel’s party as the elf poured a bubbling golden liquid into them.
Leryane flashed a grin. “El—er, Elaine doesn’t have much in the way of good drinks here. But this eltari cider goes with damn near everything, and I figure you don’t need to worry about the alcohol levels, right?” Her eyes darted over to Brynja, then back to Gabriel, and her grin widened.
Gabriel let Sthuza take the lead as he focused on casting a suppressed Detect Poison spell. He tuned out his Prime’s response and the resulting laughter as he ensured the offered refreshments weren’t poisoned.
It took him over thirty seconds, a result of the sheer time needed to conceal the magic. He wasn’t overly concerned about wasting a small amount of mana casting such a simple spell with lessened efficiency.
Once finished, he released the intentioned mana and switched his vision to Magesight.
His bonded blazed with enchanted equipment, Brynja’s concealed armor being almost too bright to look at. To his surprise, Elaine’s gear glowed almost brighter than Leryane’s despite the elven woman being an active, Mithril-ranked adventurer.
Shaking aside the distractions, Gabriel focused on the food and drink spread across the table. There was a noticeable glow to the glasses and decanter of cider. He recognized it as normal for alcohol, though he noted Brynja might want to go easy on the potent drink.
He saw no other hints of poison or any enchantments contaminating the refreshments. There were numerous spells woven about the luxurious room, many of which focused on preserving and strengthening the structure itself. Nothing stood out as dangerous, so he cut the flow of mana and blinked as his eyes shifted back to normal, then picked up his glass.
“Ah, finished already?” Elaine asked. “Impressive spellwork, Mr. Grimm. I didn’t sense a thing. If not for the monitoring spell already in place, I would have thought you foolish enough to disregard basic precautions.”
Cindra’s cheerful look morphed into a scowl in the blink of an eye, and the hellhound let out a throaty rumble. She calmed just as quick when Gabriel reached out and placed his hand on her forearm.
Leryane’s eyes widened at that, and she stared at the two of them, seeming to ignore everything else.
Sthuza flashed the baroness a wicked grin. “In the spirit of… cooperation, I feel it wise to ensure we minimize the risk of misunderstandings. Even if Gabriel didn’t bother to check for poisons, all of us would be just fine.”
Elaine’s thin eyebrows rose almost to her hairline. Her green eyes darted toward Brynja, who sat still, looking like a refined lady.
Sthuza chuckled. “You should know as well as I that adventurers would never accept a magical protection that negated the pleasure of alcohol, Baroness.”
“She’s got you there, El.”
The human woman gave an amused snort. “True. Still, since I had the monitoring enchantment up, I did detect his spell, and I must say,”—she shook her head gently, then met Gabriel’s eyes—“that was excellent spellwork. Far better than anyone would expect of a Silver-ranked mage, let alone one who was still attending the Academy barely a month ago.”
Mention of the Academy sent Gabriel’s thoughts spiraling back to why he had wound up pursuing the baron in the first place. Now that he had Merideva and his bonded, the memory of being framed and expelled didn’t hurt the way it had at first.
From the way Elaine’s face darkened, her bare lips turning downward, and her gaze going distant, it was obvious she had reminded herself of her late son. When they last met, Gabriel had thrown Kelith’s fate in her face. Her reaction had suggested she’d been unaware of her husband’s plot or their son’s role in it.
‘Do not feel too badly for her, Master. That rotten brat mistreated you for years before arranging your expulsion. She may be willing to keep what really happened a secret, but that doesn’t mean she and her son were innocent people.’
‘I know. I just—’
“Ooo, this is tasty!” Cindra declared. The gray-skinned hellhound tilted her head back, chugged the rest of her cider, then slammed the empty glass down on the table.
Everyone turned to stare at Cindra as a funny expression took over her face. She tilted her head side to side. Seconds later, a lengthy, rumbling burp erupted from her. Afterward, her too-long tongue slipped out to lick her lips, and she flashed a hungry grin at the crystal decanter near Leryane.
“Please, allow me,” the elf said, reaching over to refill Cindra’s glass.
“Thanks!” Cindra accepted her drink but didn’t immediately chug it. She stared longingly at the pile of meat and cheese, then glanced over at Sthuza.
“Yes, it is fine to eat some, Furball. Just… try not to eat all of it.”
Cindra’s head bobbed rapidly. “No promises,” she said, already grabbing a huge clump with one hand.
Gabriel laughed. “Just don’t bite anyone’s hand, and it’ll be fine.”
“Sure thing, Packmaster,” Cindra said distractedly as she shoveled half a pound of smoked meat into her mouth.
Sthuza sighed, shaking her head, faint hissing accompanying her disappointment. Leryane and Elaine both stared, wide-eyed, at the ravenous hellhound.
“So… she always eats like that?” Leryane asked.
“Table manners are not one of Cindra’s strong suits,” Sthuza said. “But she is a loyal and skilled companion.”
“And stronger than she looks—which is… pretty damn strong,” Leryane said.
Gabriel flinched, then remembered that there were survivors who had seen their previous visit.
‘Yes, Master. And one of them is sitting next to Leryane.’
‘Right…’
“You have formed a most impressive party in a very short time, Mr. Grimm,” the baroness said.
Gabriel smiled as he looked over his companions. The fact Reyna wasn’t there stung, but he clamped down on his regret and focused on presenting the image of a strong leader. “Yes, they are all very talented, and I’m incredibly grateful to each of them. But please, just call me Gabriel.”
The baroness ducked her head. “That is acceptable, Gabriel. For the sake of comradery, please call me Elaine.”
Gabriel’s eyebrows shot up.
“Are you sure?” Sthuza asked.
Elaine tilted her head and smirked. “While I admit I was somewhat distraught the last time you visited, I recall enough to know where we all truly stand. Despite my decision to enter the nobility—and my apparent tenacity in holding on to this title now—I have never been one for hollow pleasantries. I owe my life to Gabriel’s mercy. There is no rational reason to try and lord my rank over him—any of you—now.”
Leryane tightened up, her hands sliding back along the table toward her waist, but Elaine reached out and caught her left hand. The baroness intertwined their fingers, stilling the elf.
“Relax, Ryane.”
Leryane exhaled. “Sorry. I’m still a bit unsettled from a recent scouting trip.”
Sthuza leaned forward, arching an eyebrow. “Oh? Where have you traveled lately? We do not get out much, and my own knowledge is… dated.”
“I’m sure,” Leryane replied. She shook herself, sending her tight black dreads whipping behind her. “After that Gold-ranked sorceress sacked the castle and killed Alberik, El sent me out on their trail. Most of the trip was along the east road, but I stopped by Stillcrest for a bit.”
Gabriel tensed up at Leryane’s words, but Sthuza reached over and patted his right leg, her gentle touch helping him relax.
“And did you succeed in tracking down that vile traitor?” Sthuza asked, keeping almost all the sibilance from her cold voice.
Despite her Mithril tag and apparent experience, Leryane blanched, leaning back from the icily furious redhead. “Ah, yes… yes, we did. I… do not know what your… concern with them might have been, but they are quite dead. We recovered all four bodies, three of which had been looted.”
Elaine nodded, stepping in. “Yes, I had all of them returned—interestingly, no wild animals were willing to approach any of the corpses.”
Gabriel started to protest, upset that they had exhumed Torrik and likely looted the dwarf.
Elaine raised the hand which wasn’t entangled with Leryane’s. “Given that only one of them was shown respect and buried, I had that one, a dwarf named Torrik Stouthammer, interred in the Guild crypts—with all of his gear. The other three were… properly disposed of.”
Gabriel sat back, a pleasant sensation inside his chest at the baroness’ words.
‘That is encouraging, Master. Obviously, Leryane followed our trail and has seen the consequences of clashing with you. Perhaps we can come to a workable arrangement with her and Elaine.’
‘Hopefully. It’d be nice not to have to worry about the city above us while we deal with Vesrah.’
“Well, it’s good to hear that such dangerous and disreputable adventurers have been dealt with. We’ve also heard you had Irenath removed?” Gabriel turned the last bit into a question, curious to hear why Elaine had removed the cunning old Guildmaster.
The baroness nodded. “My husband’s most egregious plans all stemmed from a strange proposition that Irenath gave him.”
Gabriel and Sthuza frowned, and she paused, raising her hands in a pleading gesture. “Please wait. Understand, I am not interested in justifying Alberik’s insane and evil actions. I’ve read his journal… his and Kelith’s. T-they…”
When she struggled to continue, Leryane rolled her hand over and captured Elaine’s, palm to palm, squeezing gently.
The baroness flashed the elf a brief, sad smile, then took a deep breath. “I read of their schemes in their own words. It was insane… I… I honestly struggle to believe Alberik could think it a good idea. Kelith was young and too sheltered—that last part no doubt because of me—but my damned fool of a husband should have known better.”
Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he tried to reason out what Elaine was talking about. “Excuse me, what was his plan?”
Elaine’s eyes snapped up to stare at Gabriel’s. They were like bottomless green pools of regret and heartbreak as the armored noblewoman strained to hold back tears. “Irenath approached Alberik several months ago with a plan to revitalize the dungeon. He had ‘discovered’ a very rare crystal… as well as… something that made the crystal Estrial looted look like a goblin’s Magic Stone.”
Gabriel twitched, and he felt Sthuza stiffen beside him. Cindra continued to munch on the assorted meats and cheeses. Brynja watched their hosts warily as she sipped her cider.
Elaine studied Gabriel’s concerned face for several seconds, then a hint of amusement flickered across her face. Suddenly, she looked twenty years younger as her eyes glinted. Quick as it came, it vanished again, buried beneath the torment of a conflicted widow who’d lost her only child.
“Yes, I see you have some idea what I’m referring to.” She held up a hand before he could reply. “No, please do not clarify or counter anything, Gabriel. The documents I found in Alberik’s study”—she gestured to the massive desk behind her—“were highly classified. They’re the true reason I had Olphelia installed in that bastard’s place. Because he had no right revealing those to Alberik. And now, I’m a dead woman if the Guild ever learns I’ve seen them.”
“That we’ve seen them,” Leryane said. The baroness turned to scowl at her companion, but the elven woman cocked her lips in a smug smirk and stared back.
“Fine. We’ve seen them. But after reading those ancient and heavily restricted accounts of ‘unusual dungeon behavior,’ I have an interesting theory about the events of the past month or so.”
‘What do you think, Sthuza?’
‘It sounds like at least someone at the Guild knows more about dungeons than I assumed, Master. Though, it appears Elaine does not want to state the precise nature of this deeper knowledge.’
‘Yeah, I noticed that.’
Gabriel stared at Elaine. “Why are you being so vague about this? I don’t see how dancing around the subject would protect you from our wrath.”
Elaine laughed, a light, amused sound. “Because I’m not trying to evade your wrath, Gabriel. Or those of your companions: Sthuza Slytheria, Brynja Vadisdóttir, Reyna Keenclaw, or Cindra.”
Leryane snorted, shaking her head. “El’s worried about the eventual Guild Inquisitors that’ll be drawn into this clusterfuck.”
“Why would there be any Inquisitors?” Gabriel asked, trying to fight down the sudden spike of worry. He might have psionic talent, but he had no interest in testing himself against trained psykers.
The elven woman arched her brow, quirking her lips to one side, and stared at Gabriel like he was the slowest child in class. “Really? The ruling lord and his only heir were slaughtered in their home, the most powerful mage in the city was left a pile of bloody meat, and the dungeon’s suddenly several times more profitable than it’s been in decades?”
Gabriel slumped back against his chair, sighing. “Shit.”
Sthuza squeezed his leg where her hand rested, trying to soothe him.
‘It has always been the likely end result, Master. But if we play our cards correctly, Lady Merideva will be fine.’
Mouth stuffed with a ridiculous clump of aged cheeses, Cindra twisted around to stare at Gabriel. She tilted her head to one side, then the other as a frown spread across her expressive face.
Swallowing noisily, she flashed her fangs in a cheerful smile and threw herself against Gabriel, smushing her full breasts against his face. “Aww! Don’t feel bad, Packmaster. Pack will kill naughty imps.”
Despite having grown accustomed to being smothered by Cindra’s voluptuous chest on a regular basis, Gabriel still struggled. It was pointless, but he tried to squirm free.
“Cccindra! Releassse him. Now!”
◆◆◆
 
By the time Sthuza pried Gabriel away from the enthusiastic hellhound, tensions in the room had risen to an uncomfortable level.
Brynja stood beside the disguised gorgon, her chair lying on the thick rug behind her. Massive, gleaming mithril vanguard plate covered the valkyrie’s body. She wielded no weapons, but the bulge of her large shield glowed along her left vambrace, and she had her right hand at her waist, fingers twitching as she made ready to grab her mithril mace.
“It’s okay, Brynja. Cindra was just being silly. There’s no reason for anyone to do anything.” Gabriel spoke the words to his newest bonded. He knew Brynja took protecting him—and his other bonded—seriously, and he didn’t want to disrespect her devotion. But right now, he was hoping for peace.
‘I doubt killing another noble would help the situation at this point.’
Sthuza chuckled. ‘No, Master. I do not believe it would.’
Brynja responded to his words, fluttering her large wings and retrieving her chair, but she didn’t vanish her armor.
Leryane had also risen to her feet. From the looks of it, she’d shoved Elaine behind her. The bodysuited adventurer stood with an ironwood tonfa shielding her left forearm. Her right hand clutched the grip of her slender saber. Her beautiful elven features were locked in a mask of intense focus, her slanted eyes seeming to drink in every detail before her.
“That’s quite right, Gabriel,” Elaine said. She coughed, clearing her throat and steadying herself. As she patted her padded shirt and leather breeches, her movements drew Gabriel’s attention to the four wands still secured in her holster.
Realization dawned on him, and he glanced back toward the throne in the other room. With the door shut and secured, it was out of sight, but Gabriel could clearly recall that Elaine hadn’t bothered to retrieve her staff.
The baroness must have figured out what he was thinking. “That’s correct, Gabriel. I didn’t bring my arcane conduit in here.” She huffed. “Even healthy, I seriously doubt I could match you for more than a spell or three. As I am… not even close.”
She used both hands to shove Leryane aside, though even with the human woman leaning into it—and them being of almost identical builds—the elf barely budged. “And even if I could handle him, there’s no way you could take on those three beautiful women, so let’s try not to start a fight, okay?”
Leryane scowled at Cindra—who stuck her tongue out in return—then glanced at Gabriel and shrugged. Her arm moved in a blur as she spun the side-handle baton and it collapsed in on itself. She picked up both her chair and Elaine’s from where they’d been knocked over.
Seeing the two women sit down again, Brynja copied them, though she ignored her discarded drink and focused on Leryane.
“Okay, sorry about that,” Gabriel said, grinning. Cindra had decided not to move away, so he stroked her muscular back, causing the large monster girl to rumble happily.
“Please excuse Cindra’s… enthusiasm. She has a… simpler, cleaner way of viewing life.” Sthuza flashed a tight smile. “One that can, at times, seem… ruthless.”
Both of their hosts nodded. Leryane reached out and poured herself another glass of eltari cider, then held the decanter out toward Gabriel.
He smiled. “Please, thanks.”
“Hey, I’d much rather drink with you than fight any of your group. Me and Wil were the poor bastards El sent tracking along your path.” The elven woman shuddered. “There weren’t a lot of intact bodies to identify. Not even counting what happened to three adventurers.”
Cindra shook her head. “Grouchy Panties and Cindra only tormented the two nasty little ones who made fun of Packmaster’s dick. The big Green Chew Toys beat up Crazy Elf.”
Elaine and Leryane shared a look, then the baroness swallowed and met Cindra’s gaze. “And, where might Miss Keenclaw be?”
Gabriel scowled.
‘Shit, I’m not sure anyone’s ever called me “Miss Keenclaw.” Makes me think of Mom. Not sure how I feel about this horse-faced bitch calling me that. Though… I guess she’s not as horse-faced anymore. Is it strange that she looks better now? Think maybe us killing her husband improved her life?’
‘I doubt we made Elaine’s life any easier, Reyna. She might look better physically, but her eyes are haunted. Probably because we killed her husband and her son. We kind of blew her entire life away. I can’t even imagine how she’s getting through her days now.’
“We were ambushed by… an associate of Estrial’s. While Ma—Gabriel won the battle, Miss Reyna gave her life to save him from their most powerful mage.”
Elaine and Leryane glanced at each other, and the elf nodded.
Elaine sighed. “I see. That would explain the final moments of the battle. Wil’s magic struggled to reconstruct the parts around Gabriel.” She sighed again, seeming to deflate, and Leryane watched her closely.
After several long seconds of silence, the baroness looked up at the ceiling and took a series of deep breaths. Gabriel recognized one of the centering routines taught to him as a child at the Academy.
It might be easy to forget, but she was a Gold-ranked mage.
When Elaine lowered her gaze to meet Gabriel’s, her eyes were firm, though they glistened with unshed tears. “I am truly sorry for your loss, Gabriel. Miss Keenclaw and her family were horribly wronged by my husband, and I had hoped to make amends. Still… I will continue down the path I chose.” Her voice faded to a whisper by the end, but Gabriel’s enhanced hearing made it easy to hear.
‘Not sure what the noble bitch thinks she could do to make up for what her shitstick husband did to Raeya.’
Gabriel couldn’t think of any words to soothe the anger and sadness he felt radiating from his bond with Reyna—he wasn’t even sure she was anything more than a figment of his imagination—so he directed comfort toward his lycan bonded. She seemed to settle down; he could almost feel the petite blonde snuggling into his lap.
“We appreciate it,” Sthuza replied for him. “But you were talking of Guild Inquisitors and not speaking certain… details.”
Elaine nodded. “Yes. While I have seen documents I should never have been able to touch, I do not know if there is any truth to what I suspect about the dungeon and my late husband’s scheme. Well, Irenath’s scheme in truth. Another thing, which I don’t even have a clue about, is why that old goat shared his knowledge with Alberik. Or, for that matter, how he learned of the two… crystalline objects in the dungeon.”
“Everything we’ve seen suggests they both should have been well-concealed,” Leryane said. “Yet, somehow, he knew enough about them to allow a diviner to track them exactly.”
“Hmm, that is a very curious detail,” Sthuza said. Her slender tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip as she thought.
‘I think Vesrah told him about it in a dream,’ Gabriel sent to his Prime.
Sthuza bolted upright, turning to stare at him in shock.
‘Master?’
“Is everything all right… Sthuza?” Elaine asked.
Breathing rapidly, Sthuza took a moment to recover, then nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course. Sorry, I…”
“There is no need to explain. While I hold out hope of working with you, or at least, of maintaining neutrality, I understand your need for secrecy.”
Gabriel nodded. “So Irenath knew things he shouldn’t have been able to, and he guided the baron into… what happened?”
Elaine winced, then visibly swallowed. “Yes. Honestly, not that it in any way excuses Alberik’s complicity, but looking through his journal and the notes Olphelia handed over, it looks like that bastard spent months cajoling Alberik into this foolishness.”
‘So you believe the Swarm was involved, Master?’
‘Even more so after that bit. Remember that Vesrah’s been here for centuries. Why wouldn’t she spend a few months corrupting some idiot she found and set him on the path of freeing her?’
‘But why were you involved? Or Estrial’s party, for that matter. And Elaine is correct. There was no need for the Swarm or Irenath to involve the baron.’
‘I don’t know that part yet, but… I think I’m right.’
“As for what I was referencing earlier, I would rather not know the specifics of what happened or what you are up to within the dungeon—in case I am ever dragged before an Inquisitor. It’s one thing to have suspicions and choose not to act on them, but if you are up to even half of what I think you are… they would not remain civil for long, whether I retain my ennoblement or not.”
Brynja shook her head, scowling at the baroness’ words. “There is so much of this deceptive behavior among humans. Is it common across all of the kingdoms, or have I just had such bad luck during my travels?”
‘Ha! Pretty sure it’s both, Birdbrain.’
Gabriel struggled not to laugh at Reyna’s teasing reply. “From what I gathered of your home”—Gabriel was careful not to mention having experienced her memories during their bonding—“I imagine you will find most of the larger nations rather disappointing. If you bring enough people together, they tend to find more ways to divide themselves up and screw over the others. Not everyone is as united as your kin back home.”
Brynja nodded, seeming to turn inward in thought.
Gabriel paused to take another sip of his drink. The eltari cider was rich and sweet, with a smooth burn followed by a refreshing spiciness. With his right hand, his left still trapped by Cindra, he plucked a roll of what he suspected was dwarven oross salami just as Merideva’s voice cried out in his mind.
‘Gabriel! Those rotten undead are attacking again!’
Gabriel leapt to his feet, though Cindra’s hold kept him from standing up straight. Bent over, he blinked, then turned to Sthuza.
‘Master?’
‘Meri’s in danger!’
‘Shift back and deal with the problem, Master. We will handle this.’
‘Are you sure?’ Even as Gabriel asked, he felt Merideva’s panic rising. The Core was scared, and while he couldn’t be certain she wasn’t exaggerating the danger, he was not willing to take chances with her safety.
“Is something wrong, Gabriel?” Elaine asked, her voice tight.
Gabriel ignored her and Sthuza’s reply. He collapsed back in his chair and absently activated his Spell Mantle, already focusing his mind on the shift back to Merideva’s Domain.




Chapter Twelve







It took several seconds for his awareness to fully relinquish his physical body. Once he relaxed enough, his mental presence shifted in an instant, and he found himself in the center of Merideva’s Core Room.
“Oh, Gabriel! Thanks for coming back. I-I don’t know what to do.” Merideva floated in midair a few feet in front of him. Her crystalline orb was a deep blue, and she wobbled side to side.
“It’s going to be okay, Meri. Just get me caught up on what’s happening.”
She bobbed her orb. “R-right.” The Dungeon Core took a series of rapid, forceful breaths, or at least it sounded like she did.
So weird considering she’s an animated rock.
While Merideva performed her little pretense, Gabriel looked around her Core Room. The sinister black alter that had dominated her original one was nowhere to be seen.
While she had used it as an anchor the first time, that was part of the Domain Crystal setup. When they moved her sanctum to the fifth floor, they had replaced it with an ornate table with a velvet cushion on top of its silver-streaked, black marble surface.
Five equally luxurious cushions were stored under the table for him and his bonded whenever they visited Merideva, though Reyna’s always went unused. The rest of the room was austere, but the dark stone walls were polished and enchanted.
The reinforced door to his wing was closed, with a pair of kobolds wearing comically oversized plate armor guarding it.
Opposite his door was the entrance leading out to the dungeon proper. Those thick, steel-banded oak doors were open, and a collection of goblins, kobolds, and orcs congregated around them.
“So, how many are there, Meri?” Gabriel asked.
“At least a dozen! Please help me, Gabriel.”
“Don’t worry, I will.” He focused on projecting as much warmth and comfort as possible across his bond with the young Dungeon Core.
The effect was instant. Her glowing orb shifted from terrified blue to a softer yellow, with warm splotches of her natural pink peeking through.
Smiling, he visualized stroking Merideva’s crystalline Core and was pleased when she let out a satisfied sigh. “So, a dozen or more undead, where are they, and who’s nearby?”
“Ah… they forced their way up from below using the main staircase from the seventh floor.”
“Well, at least that undead woman didn’t send this huge group sneaking through any of those hidden paths we still haven’t locked down higher up. That would have been a disaster.”
Merideva wiggled back and forth, rolling forward as her glow dimmed. “I’m sorry I can’t expand my Domain out and claim everything that’s not part of the main floors.”
“Don’t be, Meri. I wasn’t complaining about you. I’m just grateful she didn’t sneak up and ambush another adventurer party. Without me or my bonded, we don’t have anyone who can intervene without drawing more attention. And right now, the last thing we want is to catch the Guild’s eye. Though… it seems like the Guild has more information on dungeons than we assumed.”
“Huh?”
“Sorry; we’ll talk about it later. First, let’s deal with these unwelcome intruders.” Gabriel reached out across the connections with his five Minions. Gwenaelle was asleep within his Soul Vault, along with Sathru and Kuterug.
Cuix and Kestria were both on the fifth floor. From the sense Gabriel got of the pair, he assumed they were together, spying on the undead.
“Cuix and Kestria are following the intruders?” he asked.
Merideva bobbed. “Yep! I asked Kestria to stalk them as soon as they attacked the orcs assigned to guard the staircase. While she scouted them out, I gathered as many monsters as I could without stripping away the ones assigned for adventurers. I sent them with Cuix to prepare an ambush.”
Gabriel’s mind jumped back to a previous “ambush” Cuix had launched weeks ago. It had been while he and his bonded were pursuing Estrial and the stolen Domain Crystal. He had accidentally turned Cuix into a Minion, using that connection to reach back to Merideva when a band of adventurers delved the dungeon looking for the loot from Kelith’s failed excursion.
Sighing at the thought of the lewd, crude, lazy goblin war leader launching an equally inept ambush, Gabriel focused as much confidence as he could across his bond with Merideva.
“Okay, Meri, I’m switching over to spectate Kestria. I’ll try to keep in touch, but you can at least watch everything happening inside your Domain, right?”
Merideva bobbed, rolling her orb forward. “Totally! D-do you think you can stop all those undead without your bonded?” There was worry in her voice but hope too, and Gabriel visualized hugging her tight before replying.
“Of course we’ll stop them. And you’ll have a front-row seat to the entire battle.”
The last thing Gabriel saw before shifting his mental avatar over to Kestria was the Dungeon Core blazing a brilliant pink as she wiggled in midair.
‘Ah, War Chief, Kestria welcomes you,’ the shadowstalker kobold sent.
‘Hey, so, what have we got?’ Gabriel asked, already integrating with the kobold’s senses. As Kestria answered, he studied the myriad shapes of the undead forces marching down the long hallway.
He counted eight armored undead, half wearing rusty, ancient mail hauberks and carrying rotting shields and spears. The massive vanguard plate suits the other four wore looked just as old but far more imposing.
Especially on the two hulking forms who appeared to have been minotaurs.
Several ghast spellcasters walked in the center of the group, positioned with the armored undead to defend them. As Gabriel watched, two of them seemed to have an argument, but he couldn’t hear them from where Kestria hid across the room from the invaders.
‘These are the main force, War Chief. Kestria has scouts tracking the others, but those are slow shamblers, not like these evil ones.’
Gabriel nodded, then winced when he noticed his Minion’s head bobbing under his command.
‘Sorry.’
‘Kestria is War Chief’s instrument. Serving War Chief honors tribe.’
‘Right…’ Gabriel shook aside his discomfort at the kobold’s absolute devotion and focused on the undead and the area around them.
The hallway itself was unfinished, the sort of bare stone passage that had dominated the fifth floor before Merideva claimed it and absorbed it into her Domain. While the Core had quickly cleaned away the filth of shattered bones and refuse left by Gromp—the minotaur Gabriel had killed on his fateful trip deeper into the dungeon—much of the floor remained unused.
We’ve focused almost entirely on establishing the upper four floors to handle more adventurers. It’s paid off in Dungeon Essence income for Meri, but we have to make progress down here too. This undead “Mistress” is becoming a severe pain in the ass.
Gabriel tried to discern where they were relative to Merideva’s Core Room, but he hadn’t spent much time exploring these winding tunnels on foot. When he realized that, he snickered and withdrew his presence from Kestria.
The kobold remained silent, her small, scaled body pressed tight against the rough stone outcropping from which she peered around at the passing undead. Gabriel studied her shadowy form for a second, amazed at how easily she blended in, even with his Dungeon Sense and Darkvision.
A squad of shadowstalker kobolds could be terrifying. We really need to get that Soul Forge thing going, so Meri can conjure them without the massive DE cost increase.
Shaking the thought aside, Gabriel shifted his mental avatar about. He still wasn’t truly comfortable using the unanchored ability, no doubt a residual aftereffect from when Vesrah had grabbed hold of him and dragged him down to the depths of the dungeon.
Depths that were infested by the Swarm.
After that experience, Gabriel had no interest in risking a second trip down, so he kept his explorations well inside Merideva’s Domain. That meant he hadn’t checked out the undead woman he’d glimpsed weeks ago down on the seventh floor.
But this roving band of hers was deep within his safe range, and he glided out to get a closer look.
Without a physical body, Gabriel couldn’t smell anything. He was grateful as he took in the rotting, maggot and worm-infested corpses marching by. Spared that horrific experience, he was able to more fully appreciate the grotesque, ruined humanoid figures as they passed beneath him.
The vanguard-plated ones were the least disgusting. Or at least, Gabriel didn’t have to see their bloated, infected guts hanging from distended bellies or catch a glimpse of their ruined teeth and blackened tongues the way he did with the less-armored monsters.
Shifting his attention up and down the column of undead, Gabriel counted eighteen. That was more than Merideva had mentioned, and it didn’t even include the other group Kestria spoke of.
Most of the group beneath him were ghasts, which worried Gabriel. Six of them were dressed in ways that hinted they might be casters. They ranged from robed ghasts carrying enchanted staves to the arguing pair who wore stylized, form-fitting gambesons, ragged leather pants, and wielded enchanted swords that might be arcane conduits.
There were two more unarmored undead near the rear of the group, and Gabriel shifted his focus closer to the pair.
These were obviously ghasts, standing tall and glancing about with intelligent, cruel eyes. One male and one female. They both wore burned, stained leather aprons over discolored gambesons and carried bulky satchels over their shoulders.
Even zooming in closer, Gabriel couldn’t get the slightest clue as to what they carried. He noticed several potion vials strapped to their belts, along with rusty, thick-bladed cleavers.
Could they be alchemists? I saw something like an alchemy workbench down in that mausoleum.
The thought of those two large satchels being filled with alchemical bombs or potions wasn’t a pleasant one. Gabriel set part of his mind on how to counter such a threat while he reached out with Dungeon Sense, seeking the other group of undead.
It didn’t take long to locate them. Several more kobolds stalked this group, the small lizardfolk serving as ready landmarks for Gabriel to home in on. He blurred across two more rooms, his vision distorting before warping back to normal when he reached his destination.
That’s not encouraging.
Over a dozen zombies shambled forward with another ghast behind them, driving them forward. It was hard to get an exact count on the undead here since they wove in and out of the numerous stalagmites dotting the cavern floor.
The cave itself was huge, with stalactites hanging far overhead. It was at least a hundred yards long, and the zombies were barely halfway across. They were headed for the worked-stone entrance at the far side, which he knew led toward Merideva’s Core Room.
I know that’s the way to her, but what else is in between?
Gabriel focused on the concept of Merideva’s entire Domain, trying to picture a floorplan in his mind. He concentrated so intently that his head began to throb as he strained at Dungeon Sense. Then a detailed representation of his Core’s Domain manifested before him.
Hundreds of tiny figures moved about on the five floors depicted before him, causing his minor headache to grow as his eyes tried to track all of them at once. Wincing in pain, Gabriel swiped mentally at the chaotic furor of detail, and four floors vanished.
Just the sections of the fifth floor inside her Domain still left over a hundred figures shifting about. But now Gabriel could focus without seeing the other four floors and the movement of Merideva’s monsters there overlaid on top of the fifth.
Okay. I can work with this. It’s more detailed than I need at the moment, but that could be useful for dealing with adventurers—or Vesrah as we start down after her. Let’s see… we need somewhere large enough to set an ambush.
Gabriel followed the winding path of cave tunnels and worked-stone halls between the clumps of undead intruders and Merideva’s Core Room. Unfortunately, the only room that looked useful for an ambush was the huge cavern the zombies were already crossing.
‘Meri, how far out are your monsters? I’ve found a great spot to fight them, but they’ll pass by it soon.’
‘You did? Yay!’
‘Yeah, but can you get enough orcs here in time to make a difference? I’ve seen at least thirty undead so far, with casters and a pair of what might be alchemists.’
‘Oh. That’s not good. But I already sent a bunch of warriors, Gabriel. Can’t you see them?’
Gabriel frowned, then broadened his focus. He had seen movement all over the floor, so he’d narrowed his focus to the large cluster of Merideva’s forces near her Core Room and the invading undead.
Now that he was searching for others, he quickly spotted two dozen armed and armored orcs, two rooms from the vast cavern.
‘I see them. Thanks for getting them out here so fast.’
‘Of course, Gabriel. After all, I’m your super special Dungeon Core. You’ll praise me lots when you get back after kicking that evil undead woman’s smelly butt, right?’
Gabriel chuckled. Concentrating on sending sincere gratitude across their bond, he visualized stroking Merideva’s glowing orb. ‘I will. But for now, I’ve got a battle to fight.’
‘Okay, Gabriel. J-just, please be careful.’
‘I’ll see you soon, Meri.’
He pulled back from his connection with the Dungeon Core, wanting to assign his full awareness to the coming battle. That thought reminded Gabriel of his bonded and his own body, currently in the baroness’ clutches, so he reached out to his Prime.
‘Sthuza, can you hear me?’
‘Yes, Master. Is Lady Merideva all right? Do you need us to return to the dungeon?’
‘No. I mean, Meri’s fine. There are a lot of undead, but I think she’s got enough monsters moving into position to stop them.’
‘Will you have a problem concealing it from the adventurers?’
‘Shouldn’t. It’s just a horde of undead fighting its way toward Meri’s Core Room. I’ll have to focus here in a minute, but I wanted to check on you and the others. Is everything okay with Elaine and Leryane? Do whatever you have to keep yourselves safe. If we have to kill everyone in the castle, so be it. We’ll survive.’
Sthuza’s light, amused laugh rang out across their connection. ‘Do not worry, Master, we are all perfectly safe. Leryane is being careful not to even hint at any aggressive moves, and Elaine has ordered tea and cookies while we chat.’
‘Tea and cookies?’
‘Yes, I am afraid Cindra took your early exit as sufficient justification for eating all the remaining snacks. Though, she did leave you one.’
Gabriel snorted. ‘Okay, as long as you three are safe, it’s fine. I’m going to control Kestria and try to end this battle quickly.’
‘Be careful, Master. We will be here waiting for you when you return.’
Pulling back from his Prime, Gabriel checked on the nearby zombies. Despite the ghast behind them, cursing and muttering, they didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry.
Gabriel shifted to where the first group Merideva had sent was clustering just beyond the fortified door at the end of the cave passage.
He felt Cuix within the large clump of warriors and sighed. Of course the horny little thing would be packed in the middle of twenty hulking orc males.
Merideva had conjured over a dozen female orc warriors so far. The default setup seemed to favor males, and both Gabriel and Sthuza preferred that she use the Dungeon Essence as efficiently as possible rather than conjure custom monsters.
But with so few female orcs, they had kept most of them back to guard the Core Room. Gabriel and his bonded had grown tired of being challenged by the hulking males on a regular basis, so the females seemed a better fit.
It’s hard to believe they can function as a society when most of them are so damn hyperaggressive. Though… I suppose it’s mostly their tendency to insult me for being smaller than them, or they start flirting with Cindra.
Gabriel let out a dark chuckle. Either way, that means she’s going to beat them at least half to death.
Gabriel reached out for his connection with Kestria, then groaned when he realized how far away she was.
‘Kestria, I’m with the force of orcs Meri sent out. I need you here so I can use magic through you.’
‘My apologies, War Chief. Kestria continued to observe the Fouler Ones. Kestria will hurry back, but War Chief may need to bless Kestria’s goblin sister with his glorious magic.’
Gabriel sighed.
“Oh, hey, Big Boss Guy, I’s got me boys ready for the fighting,” Cuix croaked from inside the clump of overly muscular orcs.
Gabriel looked over the warriors, wondering how they would fare against the undead. Most wore mismatched, hodgepodge armor cobbled together from bits and pieces of adventurer gear, much of it taken as loot from Kelith’s massive expedition.
Several wielded enchanted clubs, spears, or axes that Sthuza had scrounged up early on from her lair. The weapons weren’t well suited to the tall, powerful fighters. And they certainly weren’t trained to use them, but against innately magical monsters like undead, any advantage was better than none.
Even if Meri did conjure these guys out of thin air—well, Aether—I still don’t want to send them to their deaths without a chance of success. I was hoping we’d have more time to get everyone settled in, but at this point, looks like we need to deal with that undead “Mistress” sooner rather than later.
‘Bout time, Fuckstick. You’ve been sulking over my dead ass long enough. Redead these fuckers, then go back and deal with that noble bitch so you can get ready for the supreme undead cunt.’
‘Right. It sounds so simple when you put it like that.’
‘Eh, stop fucking moping and be a gods-damned Dungeon Master. You need to crush all these minor obstacles so you can focus on that nightmarish horror in the basement. Now quit fucking around and go blow up some rotten corpses.’
Shaking his intangible head at his dead bonded’s outlandish way—and hoping again that it was, in fact, Reyna and not a figment of his imagination—Gabriel took her advice.
A quick brush of his Minions confirmed what he already suspected. With a sigh, he shifted his focus along the path connecting him to Cuix. At the same time, he sent a general order to all the monsters in the room to step away from the goblin war leader.
“Oh, I feels you inside me, Big Boss Guy.” Cuix giggled and danced in excitement, which looked and felt very strange as Gabriel’s violent revulsion caused her squat goblin body to shudder and twist as he gagged at the taste of fresh cockroaches and tilly worms in her mouth.
Gabriel cut off her sense of taste and smell, hoping they wouldn’t be needed in the battle to come. He reached down inside Cuix and took complete control of her body. If he knew how to put her to sleep while using her like a puppet, he would have, but the most he could manage was locking down her physical form.
‘Oh, we is going to kick so much undead ass, Boss Guy. I’s been practicing swinging your big, girthy shaft around, so my arms are extra strong and ready for yous.’
Oh gods, who’s she learning this shit from?
Pushing Cuix’s mind-voice out of his awareness, Gabriel checked that she had his old arcane conduit ready. The thick, dark stick looked closer to a branch than a mage’s staff, but it was the best Merideva could make him when they first started.
Wish I had better affinity with Estrial’s staff through Cuix. Neither she nor Kestria could wield any magic using that one.
“Big Boss is inside mouthy gobbo?” a massive orc asked. The armored male towered over Gabriel, whose perspective was attached to Cuix. “Gem Boss ordered us to follow Shortstack, then obey you.”
Gabriel nodded Cuix’s head. “Yeah, I’ve taken control of Cuix,” he replied in the goblin’s unpleasant voice. “There are over a dozen zombies in the passage outside that door. Ghasts and casters are following them a room back, so we need to get ready.”
The male orc tilted his head slowly to one side, then dropped into an effortless squat. Up close, Gabriel could see intelligence in those large blue eyes.
Looking the orc over, Gabriel realized this one was dressed in the thick, flowing leather armor preferred by the green-skinned monsters.
“What’s your name?” he asked, staring up at the powerfully built orc.
“Name’s Varga. Merideva said I’m best orc conjured. I’m supposed to obey you and the you you’re controlling. Others obey me, or I smash them.”
“Glad to hear it, Varga. Now, get your warriors through that door and take up the best defensive positions you can. If we hurry, there are dozens of stalagmites your archers can use for cover.”
“Defense… salve. Stalag… mights?”
“The large rocky spikes jutting upward from the ground.” Gabriel shook Cuix’s head, sending up a dust cloud but less of one than she used to. “Just get out there and form up. Armored fighters up front, guarding the archers. I’ll stand behind, buff your front rank, then work on blasting their casters.”
Understanding blossomed on Varga’s face. “I get others in place.”
‘Ha, seems like that glowy stone of yours managed to get at least one orc with a brain big enough to know better than fucking with your crazy ass.’
‘Yeah, yeah. Given his size and beard, I think he might be a bit older than most of the ones Meri conjured so far.’
While Varga bellowed, driving the rest of the orcs into a chaotic rush toward the doors, Gabriel guided Cuix after the throng of angry, hulking green monsters.
Hard to believe how scary this sight would have been a couple months ago.
‘What, you mean before you got tortured, had your soul ripped out, bound yourself to a glowing gemstone, then hooked up with a bunch of crazy monster girls and killed like a hundred people? Oh yeah, and some terrifying cosmic doom invaded your mind and tried to dominate you? Gee, I can’t imagine why a bunch of growling orcs running around doesn’t seem intimidating anymore.’
Gabriel couldn’t help but chuckle at Reyna’s words. It definitely sounded like something his lycan bonded would have said, and he let her humor settle his nerves.




Chapter Thirteen







The clash of battle rang out before Gabriel guided Cuix through the entrance. Once in the cave passage, he quickly scanned his chosen battlefield.
A dozen armored orcs, all carrying large, metal-bossed round shields, blocked the center of the cavern. They had made it almost twenty feet into the room before the lead zombies slammed into them.
They roared and smashed at the undead with all the raw fury Reyna might display—but even less skill and control.
Gabriel winced when one of the lead orcs fell from a hammer that crashed against his helmet after he took a wild swing and missed. The muscular brute twisted out of position, exposing his back to a pair of armed zombies.
Forcing down any empathy, Gabriel readied Cuix’s conduit and dove into a Haste spell. While he had arranged a variety of wands for the goblin and Kestria, buffing the group of orcs would be simpler via spell than relying on preset items.
Given our numbers, I need to make some multi-target wands and tokens.
Cuix’s slender arms traced out the glyphs with the same precision Gabriel had trained over his twenty years of study. The croak of her voice as he carefully enunciated the words of power that reinforced each glyph, binding the Aether to his will was… unpleasant. Still, as he threw his full awareness into the spell, everything else faded away.
Mana 99%
Gabriel sensed that Cuix’s pool was similarly full, so he didn’t have to be efficient. But despite a month of having a vast mana pool and better than twice the recovery rate, the urge to minimize wasted mana remained.
Seconds later, after he traced the final glyph and anchored it to a blazing double spell circle, Gabriel exhaled, sealed the magic, and released it.
The pull on his own pool was minuscule, almost undetectable—though he didn’t know if that was due to how far away he was in the physical sense or if he was contributing so little mana.
Gabriel frowned as a blue glow of magic settled across the broad orcs arrayed before him. Several archers loosed arrows from their gargantuan longbows, shooting over the front rank now fully engaged with the zombies.
‘I can’t see shit from down here.’
‘I don’t know, Big Boss. They’s gots some lovely bums, doncha think? Is one of the perks of having a good gobbo build like I has.’
Gabriel growled, but it came out a disorienting purr from Cuix, and he shuddered.
Not willing to let the perverted goblin distract him, Gabriel shifted part of his mind from his Minion back to Dungeon Sense. He held onto Cuix, retaining control of her body, but his vision swam.
Blinking against the distortion, he settled back as two versions of the enormous cave appeared before him. One was his overhead view from Dungeon Sense. The other was Cuix’s gaze which seemed unduly focused on Varga’s butt.
Several orc archers leaned out from behind the larger stalagmites, taking aim with their bows before loosing arrows at the oncoming undead horde.
That’s a lot of animated corpses. Can we defeat them all?
A part of Gabriel wanted to call his bonded back to help, but he worried about giving away any more to Elaine and Leryane than he already had. Plus, he wanted to win without having to rely on his bonded to deal with everything.
Sthuza and the others already do so much. I’ve got to pick up the slack at some point. I can’t keep being the weak link.
Keeping his attention split was a little trickier than usual since neither viewpoint was his, but Gabriel held things steady as he prepped another spell through Cuix.
He had Hasted most of the front-rank orcs. While they still fought with all the elegance and grace of intoxicated five-year-olds, their movements made the zombies look almost stationary.
For a moment, Gabriel considered buffing the orcs further, perhaps with the armor-boosting Reinforcement he had used to great effect several times on Cindra. Then he remembered that conjuring more orcs was a nominal cost for Merideva—adventurers killed a score or more every day now.
Instead, he wove a lesser version of the Fireball spell he’d learned from Kelith’s spellbook. There were multiple ways to cast most spells, with tremendous variations between them based on the glyphs used and the focus of the magic.
The first Fireball Gabriel had ever seen was back in his tenth year at the Academy when Professor Reysandoral had demonstrated his version of the spell. A shudder ran down Cuix’s spine as Gabriel recalled how the almost gelatinous flames had clung to the unfortunate green-back worg as it rolled about in a futile attempt to put out the fires.
‘Holy shit! That’s fucking terrifying. Why doesn’t your fire do that?’ Reyna’s voice rang out loud in his mind, almost distracting him from his spellcast.
‘A little busy, Reyna. Or me… Whatever. But that spell involves glyphs I don’t know. And experimenting with such changes takes years… at least, if you don’t want to discover some new, horrible, and overly complicated way to commit suicide.’
‘Yeah, maybe find it in a book, then? Cause I’m just sensing a hint of what you remembered, and that shit’s fucking nightmare fuel.’
‘Welcome to the wondrous world of magic. Where the more creative and talented you are, the more outlandishly terrifying your abilities become. Now quiet. I need to focus on incinerating these zombies.’
Reyna’s mind-voice faded out as amused laughter. Gabriel ignored it and finished tracing out the final glyphs for Fireball.
Watching from overhead, he could see the battle lines shifting where the most heavily armored zombies, shambling corpses wearing battered hunks of steel plate, pushed the orcs back.
The archers weren’t having much of an effect so far, but they at least seemed to distract some of the zombies.
Gabriel started to anchor his spell to the ghast standing just back from the main group of zombies but stopped himself. Instead of tying his magic to the self-aware ghast, he picked the closest zombie and finalized his spell before releasing it.
A small, tight globe of writhing orange flames shot from Cuix’s outstretched staff. It arced up, just clearing the tall orcs, then flew level for a dozen feet before dipping again.
“Look out,” the ghast snarled, spinning away and raising his cloak over his face. The zombies took his command literally and stopped what they were doing to look around.
A second later, the ball of magically compressed, fire-infused Aether erupted, swelling to consume almost half of the large cave.
“Fuck!” Varga yelled. Several other orcs copied him, cursing and shying away from the blazing fire that throbbed and pulsed for a heartbeat before vanishing in a flash.
Cuix wiggled in place, clearly having stolen back at least a measure of control over her body. She let out a breathy, lust-filled moan. “Oh, Big Boss Guy unloaded his thick magic inside Cuix again… So good.”
A shudder wracked her petite body as Gabriel reasserted control.
“Do you think that was their Dungeon Master?” a voice asked from near the far entrance where the other ghasts were only just arriving.
“No, I’m sure that was just an orc farting, ya damned fool. Of course it’s the DM. Now get over here and assist me,” the lead ghast grumbled. He pulled his scorched, smoldering cloak off and tossed it away.
The ghast scowled, sweeping his gaze along the ranks of Merideva’s monsters until he spotted Cuix. “There he is. In that pretty goblin bitch’s body.”
‘See? They can recognize how beautiful I is.’
◆◆◆
 
The undead rushing into the room moved to reinforce the smoldering zombies. Gabriel’s blast had dropped most of the shambling monsters, and Merideva’s orcs were hacking away at those still standing.
Unfortunately, the undead in vanguard plate seemed to be elite troops. They surged forward without hesitation, killing three orcs and forcing the rest back on their heels.
“Kill all of the orcs, but leave that goblin bitch to me,” the lead ghast said. He drew a black wand and pointed it toward the heavily armored undead.
“We obey, Lord Galfrey,” the four monsters intoned as one.
A second later, the ghast rasped a single syllable, and waves of greenish-black sprayed from his wand and washed over the strange undead.
‘Uh, Boss Guy, I think they’s not normal walking corpses like the others.’
‘Gee, thanks, Cuix. I’d never have figured that out without you.’
‘You is welcome, Boss.’
Gabriel rolled Cuix’s beady yellow eyes before reaching for one of the wands he had given her. Thankfully, the horny little goblin hadn’t lost the sturdy case, and he found the one he wanted without issue.
Pointing it at the closest group of orcs, six burly, lightly armored figures, he triggered the wand as fast as he could. The clash of steel and the cries of wounded—and enraged—orcs drowned out his muttering of the command word, but the spells manifested without fail.
Half of the Hasted orcs were already down. He focused on the remaining ones, strengthening their defenses with the same Armor Reinforcement spell he often used on Cindra.
That won’t make much difference in the long run, but hopefully, it’ll buy me some time.
Small arrows flitted by, drawing Gabriel’s attention. Glancing back, he spotted a dozen goblins busy reloading the simple crossbows he’d had Merideva craft for the little monsters.
Gabriel looked back to the fight and sighed. ‘You need to start training your troops better, Cuix.’
‘What you mean, Big Boss? My boys are hitting lots of targets. Kaix is leading ‘em.’
Gabriel sighed. ‘I can’t fault their hit rate, but it’d be more useful if half their bolts didn’t wind up in the backs of our orcs.’
‘Oh… right. Maybe I’s can chat with Kaix about that.’
Ignoring Cuix and the other goblins, Gabriel fired off the Armor Reinforcement wand until it was drained, tossed it aside, and drew another utility wand. While magical attacks were powerful, and he fully expected the battle to come down to him blasting the more dangerous undead, Gabriel knew support magic tended to be most useful early in a fight.
I underestimated these assholes at the start. No more.
Rushing, he flicked the white ash wand at the closest non-Hasted orc and triggered it. A bluish haze enveloped the muscular brute, who sped up.
While the green warrior roared, throwing himself at an unarmored ghoul, Gabriel went down the line, triggering the wand and casting a less powerful Haste on every orc until he ran the enchanted item dry.
Even as he reached into the wand case for the third time, Gabriel raised Cuix’s arcane conduit and began weaving a new spell.
On the other side of the violent melee, seven ghasts stood back. Four of them had been using wands to enhance their front line, the same as Gabriel. The still smoldering leader was deep into the casting of a large spellshield.
Two were busy pulling clay orbs from padded cases. Before Gabriel could even point at them, one of the vanguard-plated undead stomped over, carrying a giant shield, and blocked the pair from his sight.
‘Okay, those could be annoying. We’re going to lose a lot of people here.’
‘Whatcha mean, Big Boss?’
‘Alchemical grenades, and given they’re all undead, I rather doubt they’ll be kind enough to use something I can easily counter, like fire.’
A shudder ran down the spine of Cuix’s body, disorienting Gabriel as the goblin exerted a sliver of control.
‘You wants them to hurl fire at us? I’s not liking that.’
‘I know fire resistance spells, but not many of the others. Frost, lightning, acid, and such aren’t common outside of battle, and I trained for a non-combat role.’
‘You’s should work on that, Big Boss.’
Gabriel huffed but refrained from replying. He traced out the first glyphs of a wide-area spellshield. The defensive construct wouldn’t help against whatever alchemical goodies were coming, but the four buffing ghasts had holstered their wands and were joining Lord Galfrey in weaving a potent magic.
Twin spell circles rotated slowly before the group of foul undead casters, and Gabriel tried to decipher the nascent spellwork without slowing down his own casting.
It’s definitely a large scale barrier. They know I’m here, so defending against my attacks makes sense, but I can’t pierce their encryption.
Gabriel didn’t let that distract him, and he sped up his spellcasting. Raising Cuix’s left hand, he pointed a quartz-tipped wand toward the two grenadier ghasts hiding behind the towering armored figure and his huge shield.
With his focus split between watching for movement there and finishing his defensive spell, Gabriel almost missed the first grenade.
A head-sized clay orb soared up over the huge undead, barely clearing the upswept horns jutting out from its helmet.
Gabriel shifted Cuix’s left arm, aiming the wand as best he could before triggering it. A nearly transparent blob of force burst from the tip. The air seemed to ripple around the magical missile as it streaked over the battlefield.
It almost missed.
Gabriel was already cursing and preparing a second shot when the clay globe exploded in midair. He blinked against the intense white glow that filled his vision.
As the light dimmed, he saw fluffy snow and thick, gelid goo raining down over the densest mass of undead. None of them seemed phased by the icy concoction, but a couple of orcs screamed and staggered back from the fighting.
Gabriel ordered more orcs to step forward and keep the undead from surging through their lines, then huffed as another grenade arced through the air.
He triggered the wand twice in quick succession. His second shot struck the clay globe, shattering it like the first one. Its contents only splattered the undead this time.
I’m not going to catch all of them, and if I even try, their mages will slaughter us while I’m distracted.
Consigning Merideva’s forces to their fates, Gabriel focused on the enemy spellcasters. They finished their tandem spell and broke off into two new castings.
Gabriel rushed the final glyphs of his own barrier spell as he watched theirs manifest. Stray bits of mana still flickered across the large translucent shield the ghasts had erected when Gabriel released his magic.
A gleaming curved plane formed along the front rank of orcs. Where the ghasts’ shield formed a dome over them, centered on the casters in the back, Gabriel’s rose higher and sloped toward the rear.
‘Uh, Boss Guy, why’s your magic shield only half-sized? Is them rotters better wizards than you?’
‘Because what little training I had on such barriers was intended for large, tandem-cast army engagements. I don’t have much practice with dome-shaped ones, and they’re finicky enough not to take the chance. Second, I’m not worried about them trying to cast from behind us. Projecting magic like that is much harder… and it’s much easier to counter.’
Cuix said something in reply, but Lord Galfrey pointed his gnarled yew staff at Gabriel, or Cuix’s body rather, and Gabriel had to focus.
His first instinct was to strengthen his Spell Mantle before he recalled it was around his physical body up in the castle. Suppressing the spike of panic that followed, Gabriel tossed his wand aside and traced the glyphs for a personal spellshield with both hands.
It wasn’t the way they taught magic at the Academy. But with his ability to split his focus, Gabriel found it almost natural to weave a single spell two glyphs at a time.
Despite the speed with which he worked, the ghast finished first. Galfrey snarled a final arcane syllable, and a bolt of shadowy black-and-silver lightning spewed from the tip of his staff.
The shadowy bolt leapt forward, passing between two of the last armored zombies and splattering against the wide barrier Gabriel had erected.
It crackled and popped, but neither spread out over the shield nor faded away. The ghast held his staff level and scowled as more and more magical lightning raced out.
Shadowy energy sparked and danced, seeming to concentrate into a dense bubble stuck fast to Gabriel’s barrier.
Gulping at the unexpected behavior, Gabriel redoubled his own casting. He forced more mana through Cuix’s internal leylines. The goblin wailed, her voice and mind-voice forming an ear-screeching harmony, but he ignored her cries and the throbbing of his head.
Galfrey’s staff stopped spraying lightning. A second later, the glob of energy clinging to Gabriel’s barrier pulsed before exploding. Every living creature winced at the resulting detonation.
Eyes snapping shut, Gabriel forced Cuix’s body to trace out the last two glyphs. Blood pooled in her mouth, but the pain of propelling so much mana through her thinner leylines left him unable to guess the source or severity.
He tied the spell off and released it, sagging as a smaller, secondary spellshield manifested around the goblin war leader.
A thunderclap rang out less than a second later, and Gabriel forced Cuix’s stinging eyes open just in time to see a bolt of lightning coruscate across the smaller barrier, dissipating without further damage.
‘Damn, that was close.’
‘I think was more than close, Big Boss. My everything hurts. Also, you mighta made me pee myself a bit. Just a touch.’
Cuix’s comment drew Gabriel’s attention to a warm wetness between his—her—legs. Wet, sticky fabric clung to her body, confirming that the goblin was indeed wearing panties like Sthuza had instructed her.
Revulsion rocked Gabriel, almost dislodging him from his Minion’s pain-wracked body. He held tight, anchoring his mental avatar inside the goblin. Without hesitating, he traced the glyphs for his cleaning spell and cast it, heedless of efficiency.
‘Oh! That feels super nice, Big Boss Guy. You’s getting me ready for mating after the bat—’
Gabriel clamped down on Cuix’s mind, silencing the noisy goblin as he turned his attention back to the battle.
Two orcs were sprawled out on the stone floor before him. Acrid, black smoke rose from their scorched bodies. Neither moved. More of their kin charged forward to seal the breach, but these were lighter armored.
We’re running through them too fast.
Gabriel glanced back at the goblins. There were over a dozen of them, and they worked hard to load their crossbows, but their small weapons weren’t going to take down the horde of undead.
‘Kestria, where are you?’ Gabriel sent. Even as he did, he reached out for his other spellcasting Minion. He found her a second later, not far behind the undead.
‘Kestria is leading Crystal Chief’s scouts, War Chief. We are flanking the Rotten Ones. What are your orders?’
‘Find the best cover you can and start blasting them with your wands. Tell everyone else to charge in and sow chaos among their back rank. Especially those two with the alchemical grenades.’
‘As you command, War Chief.’
Pulling his focus back from the shadowstalker kobold, Gabriel studied the melee. The smoke was clearing, and it was obvious the undead had fared better in the aftermath of that explosion.
Another orc staggered, barely able to defend himself as a heavily armored zombie attacked him with a short, vicious-looking spear.
“Not bad, Dungeon Master,” Lord Galfrey called out, drawing Gabriel’s attention. “I expected that attack to cripple your Minion, if not outright slay her.”
“Just wait till I return the favor,” Gabriel growled back… in Cuix’s less intimidating voice.
The ghast mage smirked. “Yes, I am sur—ah… yes, Mistress.” Galfrey stared up at the stalactite-covered ceiling for several seconds, muttering occasionally. “Are you… certain?”
The melee combatants continued to clash, orcs roaring and slashing at the armored undead, but the other spellcasters stood motionless as their leader communed with the “Mistress,” so Gabriel remained still, thankful for the delay.
‘Kestria, they’re distracted. Get everyone into position, but wait to attack until they start casting again.’
‘Yes, War Chief.’
After a moment, Galfrey gave a final nod and turned his attention back to Gabriel. “My apologies, Dungeon Master. My mistress was most pleased to see your strength on display.”
“Oh?”
Again the ghast nodded. “Quite. She has a special interest in you and is most eager to discover your limits. I pray hope you do not hold the coming clash against me in the future. I am serving her will, after all.”
“You’re going to be another of the countless undead I’ve slaughtered after we’re done here. So don’t worry. I won’t be holding anything against you for more than a few minutes.”
Galfrey smirked, a rather revolting expression as his lips spread too wide, exposing wicked fangs instead of teeth and a plump purple tongue. “Also, the mistress wishes me to inform you that she would prefer you maintain a male form. While she is not categorically opposed to embracing another woman, she feels that, at least initially, a male body would better serve the strengthening of your relationship.”
The ghast’s words shocked Gabriel enough that Cuix slipped free again.
‘I dun think you should sex any undead, Big Boss. Gem Boss and Stony Death might not approve. But you is welcome to be inside me as much as you likes.’
“My ‘relationship’ with your mistress is already unwelcome, and I’ll be cutting it short soon enough,” Gabriel replied, again wishing he wasn’t speaking through Cuix.
Galfrey scowled, his glowing red eyes blazing with hate. “Lose yourself in delusions if you desire, Dungeon Master, but my mistress will have her way. I promise you that.”
‘Move up now!’ Gabriel sent to Kestria as Galfrey raised his staff again. A pair of his companions dove into a tandem spellcast with him. The other two drew fresh wands and began firing Ice Javelins at Gabriel’s barrier.
The magical ice crashed against the spellshield. But while the spells fizzled out on impact, the resulting discharge of magic shattered a hurled grenade, sending clay shards and more exploding outward. Volatile alchemical gel splashed out in a ring, raining down over several fighters.
The armored undead showed no acknowledgment of the supernatural goo dripping down their armor and bodies as it sucked away heat they didn’t need.
One orc got his shield up and deflected most of the viscous gel away, but those beside him were less fortunate.
Three of the large green-skinned monsters screamed as droplets of alchemical cryomethium burned their skin, sucking heat from their bodies with frightening speed.
‘Why is they screaming like that? It’s just cold, right?’
‘It’s gelled cryomethium. Basically, it sucks all heat out of anything warmer than Cocytus. Most life can’t survive the kind of cold it produces.’
‘Oh. I’s glad we’re back here then.’
The two ghasts launching Ice Javelins held their wands steady, sending a continuous stream of ice magic against a single spot. The bombardment weakened his barrier until a single frozen dart punched through.
Gabriel ignored the screaming. There was nothing he could do for the dying orcs that wouldn’t make things worse. He pumped more mana into his larger barrier, strengthening the spell construct and sealing the tiny gap before it could grow.
The lone icy spear bore straight at Cuix, but Gabriel didn’t flinch. Even as she screamed in terror, he shifted over to another spell.
The Ice Javelin struck his smaller spellshield and shattered, barely scratching the tight mesh of briefly translucent hexagons.
‘Oh, right. You was ready for that, eh, Big Boss Guy?’
Gabriel didn’t respond other than to trace the glyphs for his cleaning spell again using Cuix’s left hand.
The trio of ghasts working on a cooperative spell had two blazing spell circles before them. It took Gabriel several seconds to recognize the magic, but once he did, he cursed.
‘What’s wrong, Big Boss? Is being inside Cuix’s sexy body making it too hard for you? I’s not mind if you touch me a bit. Is fine.’
Growling, Gabriel shut Cuix out and focused on a counter for the Avalanche spell Galfrey was weaving.
That’s not a bad plan, given their innate resistance to cold. Even if I knew a protection strong enough, there’s no way I could cover enough orcs to make any difference.
Once again cursing himself for not learning more combat magic, Gabriel started to throw himself into a direct counter. If he could disrupt Galfrey’s spellwork before the ghasts finished and sealed off the magic, he could negate the whole spell.
‘We are in position, War Chief.’
Kestria’s message startled Gabriel, but instead of cursing the distraction, a new plan occurred to him, and he flashed a wicked grin—doubly so since it was Cuix’s face.
Gabriel didn’t bother warning his first Minion before he thrust his mind inside her. Taking over Kestria’s body was easier than Cuix’s and less gross. He blinked at the oddity of her vision, then again when he realized he was still in control of Cuix.
‘Hmm, that’s different. Can I cast from both at the same time?’
‘I’s willing to try if you’s is, Big Boss.’
‘Kestria submits to War Chief’s will in all ways.’
Gabriel’s reply was to split his focus between his two Minions. Kestria wielded a long scepter Sthuza had looted from one of Duyaris’ allies. Shaped like a golden dragon with wings pulled back taut alongside its sleek body, a massive jade arcanite clasped in its mouth, the arcane conduit had proven highly compatible with the petite kobold.
Almost like an extension of his own mind, Gabriel guided Kestria through the casting of an Aetheric Lance. The basic attack spell was simplistic but easy to modify.
Most importantly, it had a strong affinity for piercing enhancements.
Gabriel rushed the glyphs, layering in more for penetration than for the spell itself. The glowing spell circle before Kestria was unencrypted as he streamlined every bit of the casting in an effort to finish before it was too late. But with no reason to look behind them, none of the undead noticed over the brightness of their own magic.
Galfrey and his companions intoned harsh, arcane words, preventing anyone from hearing Kestria’s soft, sibilant voice as she hissed her way through Aetheric Lance.
While he put most of his focus, and as much mana as he could safely channel through the kobold, on the spell Kestria was casting, Gabriel channeled the rest through Cuix.
The goblin screamed, her pain raw and intimate as he forced mana to flow through her and out to further reinforce the barrier he had erected. While only useful against attacks from one direction, it was less vulnerable to distractions and user error than the one Galfrey had raised.
At least, I hope it’s the type Professor Reysandoral warned against. Otherwise, this is going to end poorly.
With his mind split between two Minions, Gabriel found it a struggle to search Cuix’s pouch, seeking the most potent spell token he’d given her.
Kestria struggled to bear more of the load, but even with his guidance, the spell they were weaving threatened to pull him from his goblin Minion.
The sounds of battle, the clashing of blades and armor, the occasional orcish cry of pain, faded away. Seconds later, even Kestria’s soft voice and Cuix’s strangled moaning vanished, leaving Gabriel surrounded by a dull, unnatural silence.
A part of him braced for another Swarm attack. The thought of Vesrah striking right then terrified him, but he kept straining, forcing Cuix’s clawed fingers to tighten. He pulled the Fireball token from its tight-fitting slot.
Continuing to pump more mana through her, he strengthened his barrier spell. Ice Javelins struck it, but against the power he was pouring in, they might as well have hit the sun. It was obscenely inefficient with regards to mana, but effective enough.
Gabriel’s head throbbed. His vision seemed to split between Kestria’s tricolored and Cuix’s. Wetness leaked from his eyes and ears, and he tasted blood, despite having blocked his Minions’ sense of taste.
“What is that behind us?” Galfrey asked in his raspy voice.
Gabriel focused on the lead ghast, and his vision shifted from the mixed view of his two Minions back to the overhead Dungeon Sense. A sharp spike of pain ripped through his skull.
‘The fuck are you doing, asshole? Are you trying to kill yourself?’ Reyna’s voice was filled with concern, but Gabriel barely heard.
He watched as Lord Galfrey paused his spellcast and turned to locate Kestria. The shadowstalker kobold stood twenty feet back from the rearmost ghasts, swaying.
“They’ve flanked us.”
“The shield will hold against anything mere kobolds can do. Long enough for it not to matter,” a female ghast replied. “Let us finish this spell and return home. I’ve no interest in these foul little beasts.”
Galfrey gave a slow nod and turned back toward the front before snapping around and staring at Kestria, his eyes widening. “The Dungeon Master—”
Gabriel sealed the spell he’d been working through Kestria and released it just as Lord Galfrey focused on the magic being cast.
A gleaming purple-pink Aetheric Lance manifested in front of Kestria’s outstretched scepter. The magical missile was larger than the grinning kobold. As the spell flung it toward the ghast, she lifted her golden scepter and dove into another spell cast.
Or rather, Gabriel spun up a spell circle and focused on the first glyphs of Aetheric Lance. This time, he made a spectacle of it, drawing the attention of all the ghast mages to Kestria.
After the strain of casting a powerful attack spell through one Minion while also enhancing his barrier with the other, Gabriel wasn’t sure he could cast another.
The undead spellcasters didn’t share his doubt. Worry, even fear, flashed across their desiccated faces, and they instinctively shifted the focus of their joint spellshield.
Gabriel felt their mana alter the Aether surrounding them and grinned as their panicked reaction boosted the rear face of the shield to an unassailable level while leaving the side closest to Cuix weaker than ever.
As Lord Galfrey spun to the front again, Gabriel raised Cuix’s trembling arm and sent the trickle of mana needed to prime the Fireball spell token.
Galfrey’s hateful red eyes locked onto the small silver disk in Cuix’s fingers. Understanding flashed across the ghast’s face as Cuix snapped it in half.
A fist-sized orb of fire leapt forward, and Gabriel reached out through Merideva’s bonds, commanding the orcs to fall back.
While the strongest offensive spell token Gabriel had made so far, the Fireball he had imbued into the silver wafer was only a fraction of what he’d used when assaulting the baron’s castle.
It was still more energetic than the blast which cleared out most of the zombies earlier. But an explosion of that intensity would have little effect on the shielded undead sandwiched between Merideva’s two bands.
Given Galfrey’s expression, I’m betting that dome works just like I expected. Too bad for them.
His Aetheric Lance struck the ghasts’ magical barrier, causing it to flicker into full visibility. Even with multiple penetration enhancements, the vibrant projectile crumpled, failing to punch through. Detonating on the surface, it wasted its power against the shield, sending jagged shards of crystallized Aether spraying about.
A few undead who had strayed outside staggered away from the blast, but wounds which would cripple a human were just inconvenient to such necrotic monsters.
As the last shards of Aether dematerialized, the ghasts continued strengthening the glowing dome, diverting energy to fend off Kestria’s next attack.
By the time the Fireball reached it, the side facing Cuix—and the true threat—was only a fraction as thick as the opposite. The blazing projectile crashed against the thinned barrier and detonated.
Compressed, magical flames erupted from the small orb. The spellshield flickered as fire washed across the dome’s glowing surface. A second later, the barrier failed.
Gabriel’s Fireball continued to expand, shattering and igniting every inch of hardened Aether it touched, sending jagged, fire-coated shards spraying throughout the dome.
Galfrey twisted away, ducking low behind another ghast as the magical cataclysm unfolded.
Pulling his awareness from Kestria, Gabriel shoved as much mana through Cuix into his own barrier as he could. The goblin screeched, her yellow eyes rolling back in her head, but he held the connection to the spell, even as Cuix fell to her knees.
‘It hurts!’
‘I’m sorry. It’ll be over soon.’
The roiling sea of flames slammed against the far side of the ghasts’ magical dome, then rebounded from the reinforced face, heading straight back the way it came.
It scorched the undead, but the massive wave rushed ahead, smashing against Gabriel’s wide spellshield. Two orcs failed to heed his command and were caught in front.
Magical flames washed over them, searing them where they stood. Gabriel winced; their screams did nothing to help with the throbbing in his head.
Fighting against the pain of pushing his connections and magic so hard, he pulled back from Cuix. Instantly, the goblin collapsed facedown on the bare stone.
Detached from both Minions, Gabriel blinked several times until his vision settled into the overhead view. Smoke and dust filled the cavern. Several small fires smoldered here and there as the magical flames found fuel enough to remain burning.
He spotted Kestria near the rear, where a pair of green-scaled kobolds had dragged their chieftess back to safety. From the way her oversized leather-and-textile armor smoldered, she must have caught the tail end of the blast.
With a single hint of intention, Gabriel shifted his view to study the front lines of what had been a major melee seconds earlier. Several orcs were down, though only two were scorched.
Both of those had been impaled by shards of the shattered barrier. The last bits were now dematerializing as the mana binding the Aether together was gone.
And that’s why I prefer spellshields made from tiny plates instead of massive ones.
‘Fuck me. After seeing that, I don’t blame you.’
Even hearing Reyna’s mind-voice, whether real or imagined, worsened Gabriel’s headache. His vision blurred, and the metallic tang in his mouth grew stronger.
It was becoming harder to maintain his Dungeon Sense, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before he was forced back to his body—or worse. But after going so far, Gabriel wanted to be sure he had succeeded.
Three of the intruders were moving, but it didn’t take Gabriel long to confirm there was only one mage left. Two of the vanguard-plated undead were slowly climbing to their feet, but Merideva’s orcs didn’t wait for instructions.
Six of the hulking warriors charged the pair of undead. They raised axes and clubs high, raining down an unending barrage of heavy strikes.
They grunted and roared. One started an oddly happy song, the others joining in as they all laughed.
Varga staggered forward, glancing around for something or someone.
Gabriel focused his mind and slipped back across his connection to Kestria.
“We are… victorious… War Chief,” she said as she clambered to her feet.
‘I’m sorry about how rough that was. But you and the others performed wonderfully.’
Kestria nodded.
‘I’ve got to shift back out now, but please tell everyone I’m grateful for their service, and I’m proud of all of you.’
A happy warmth swelled within Gabriel’s Minion bond, and Kestria began hissing to her companions. Two of them moved to help her, and all of them started toward the blasted remains of the undead.
“A decent performance, my dear Dungeon Master,” the female ghast said. Only, now she sounded different—like the undead woman Gabriel had heard before. “Not bad, but I expect you to put in more effort when we meet in person.”
Still anchored to Kestria, Gabriel had to wait until the kobold turned to face the lone remaining ghast.
The undead monster stood near the center of the blast. Chunks had been ripped and burned from her body. Her left arm ended in a stump above the elbow. She cocked a hip to the side and stretched her remaining hand toward Kestria. A purple-white glow radiated from her eyes and seemed to spread out across her ravaged body.
Before Gabriel could speak, she gave a silly little finger wave, blew him a kiss, then exploded in a storm of crackling, necrotic energy.




Chapter Fourteen







Gabriel groaned as he shifted his awareness back to his physical body. The ghast’s final blast had finished off the undead, along with several of Merideva’s orcs. He had left Kestria in charge, trusting the kobold to handle cleanup.
“See, Snakey? Cindra said Packmaster would be fine.”
Cindra’s voice came from very close by, just above Gabriel, and he realized the wonderfully soft sensation behind his head must have been the hellhound’s large breasts.
“I wish you would at least stop calling me that in public, Cindra,” Sthuza said.
Someone stood and stepped over, blocking the soft glow of light against Gabriel’s closed eyelids. “Hmm, yes, at least there does not seem to be any more active bleeding.” Sthuza sighed. “Really, Gabriel, you need to be more careful.”
The concern, relief, and disapproval in his Prime’s voice made Gabriel wince. Which exacerbated the throbbing in his head. Now that she mentioned it, he could still smell and taste blood, stronger than it had been during the fight.
Wincing against the effort, Gabriel cracked his eyes open. Sthuza leaned over him, peering at him with visible worry. He forced a smile to his lips, then winced again, drawing a disappointed, jagged chuckle—almost a sob—from the beautiful redhead staring down at him.
“Welcome back, Gabriel,” Elaine said, reminding Gabriel that he and his bonded weren’t alone.
“Uh, hi. Sorry about that.” He bit his lip and forced himself to sit up, but Cindra’s powerful arms wrapped around his waist made it clear he wouldn’t be standing anytime soon.
Sthuza passed him a vial of Refreshing Brew which dampened the worst of his headache. Then she and Brynja reclaimed their chairs now that he wasn’t lying across them any longer.
‘You look a fright, Master. Perhaps you should cast a cleaning spell? And what in Evora happened down there? You started bleeding from your eyes, mouth, and nose… I was so worried.’
‘Sorry, my Prime. There were tougher undead than we’d seen so far. I’ll tell you about it later.’
Raising his left hand, Gabriel casually traced glyphs for the cleaning spell he had long since mastered after such regular usage. Leryane shifted her weight, and Elaine sucked in a sharp breath. He paid them no attention, concentrating on scouring the mess from his face and armor.
“Sorry about that,” Gabriel said as the magical bubbles vanished the dried, flaky blood and suspicious cookie crumbs from his body and face. Casting that minor spell caused a flicker of pain despite the alchemical remedy, but he forced the discomfort aside and met Elaine’s gaze without flinching.
“Are you all right, Gabriel?” she asked, her green eyes searching for signs of… something.
“Yes, it was just…” he trailed off, unable to think of any excuse.
The baroness flashed a shaky, fake smile, but there was a hint of warmth and sincerity in her gaze even as her lips twitched. “There is no need to worry. Your companions already explained that you maintain a magical connection to… another of your party and had to reach out across that bond to help her.”
“Uh, yeah, right.” Gabriel resisted the urge to ask which of his bonded had sold the baroness that story. Because while he trusted Sthuza to pull it off, he couldn’t imagine Cindra keeping quiet.
‘Relax, Master. There is more to Elaine’s invitation than we originally suspected. After everything she has learned, I do not believe she wants any sort of conflict with us.’
‘Well, that’s a relief. Because that undead “Mistress” sure does. And we’ve got Vesrah to deal with as well. Both of them seem crazy.’
‘We will get through this, Master. Now, please, relax and focus on winning over the baroness. She seems remarkably cooperative so far.’
Gabriel gave a slight nod, rocking his head against Cindra’s firm breasts. He tried to stand up again, but the hellhound rumbled happily and tightened her arms around his waist.
Leryane smirked, her sharp, violet eyes flashing with mirth. “You look comfortable.”
Gabriel snorted as he gave up on pulling free. “Yeah, very.” He glanced at Elaine. “So, where were we before that little interruption?”
The baroness’ face was a neutral mask, but her eyes twinkled. “Ah, well, Sthuza was explaining how your group came together, along with a brief recounting of your adventures.”
The older woman paused, a look of sincere sadness gracing her features, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “And she added more context to Reyna Keenclaw’s final fight.”
Gabriel bit back his own remorse at the pain of Reyna’s death. Her sacrifice.
‘I’d do it over again in a heartbeat, and you know it was the right move. If you’d died there, we’d have all been fucked. And that fancy gem of yours would have been claimed by that Swarm skank, so stop moping.’
“Packmaster will bring Grouchy Panties back.”
Elaine and Leryane flinched back at the absolute certainty in Cindra’s declaration. Gabriel winced, and he heard Sthuza sigh beside him. The human woman stared at Cindra with frightening intensity, then shifted her eyes to Gabriel.
“Moving on,” he said, ignoring his bonded’s outrageous claim and the oddity of Elaine’s gaze. “I’m still uncertain why you invited us here today. Leryane mentioned you were hoping for some sort of assistance? I’m not sure what you think a few Silver and Steel-ranked adventurers can do.”
Leryane stared at him, her full lips twisting to one side as she arched an eyebrow.
Baroness Lostbarrow let out a belly-rumbling laugh. The woman’s sudden, shocking behavior caused Brynja to flinch, her wings fluttering.
Cindra ducked her head down next to Gabriel’s. “Is what Packmaster said that funny?”
“I didn’t intend for it to be.”
Cindra’s relaxed smile vanished, her glowing blue eyes narrowing as a low rumble escaped her throat. “Is Sad Eyes making fun of Packmaster?”
Leryane gulped and reached over to slap Elaine’s shoulder.
“My—my apologies, I did not mean to la-laugh,” Elaine replied, struggling to recover. She still looked tired, but there was a fresh energy to her smile as she met Cindra’s harsh glare. “I meant no disrespect to your leader, Cindra. I merely feel he greatly underestimates some of your recent accomplishments.”
Sthuza let out a slow, hissing breath. “Galamore.”
Elaine nodded. “Exactly. Leryane’s investigation led to the conclusion he ambushed your party, with more than twice your numbers. Yet everyone he brought to the battle fell there.” The human woman stared at Gabriel, demanding his attention. “Even if your fallen friend took a blast meant for you, the fact you defeated such a skilled and experienced mage means you should be ranked much higher than Silver.”
Leryane snickered. “I rather doubt any of them should be less than Gold.”
“Be that as it may, even Olphelia cannot promote all four simultaneously.” Elaine shifted her focus to Sthuza, studying the disguised gorgon for a few seconds. “You have held a Silver tag since before I was born. So is it safe to assume you would be willing to remain where you are while Gabriel is promoted?”
Gabriel started at the sudden question, but Sthuza simply smiled.
“Of course. Gabriel’s promotion would serve our group far better than my own. Is it likewise safe to assume you have the needed votes to confirm a Gold-ranked? Was Estrial not the only adventurer in Lostbarrow over the rank of Silver only a month ago?”
Elaine made a show of brushing nonexistent lint from her shoulder, drawing everyone’s gaze to the Gold plate fastened to her quilted vest.
Leryane snorted at the none-too-subtle move and pulled back the leather strap which concealed her Mithril tag.
“While two is more than most people would likely expect here, last I checked, the Guild requires five votes for confirmation.” Sthuza arched an elegant red eyebrow at the baroness, whose smug look intensified.
“I have it on good authority that Guildmaster Olphelia will support Gabriel Grimm’s promotion based on his numerous positive engagements.”
Cindra cocked her head to the side. “Positive engagements?” She went stiff, arms tightening possessively about Gabriel. “Packmaster can’t marry outside Pack!”
Every other woman in the room spoke up, drowning out Gabriel’s gasped reply. It took several seconds for the frantic hellhound to calm enough that normalcy returned to the study.
It took Gabriel several seconds more to recover from having the wind blasted from his lungs.
Leryane and Elaine watched him and Cindra with amused yet fearful expressions. Sthuza sat, arms crossed over her slender form, one finger tapping furiously as she glared at the hellhound.
“My apologies for the misunderstanding,” Elaine said, smiling warmly at Cindra. From the almost mischievous glint in her eyes, Gabriel wasn’t sure how sincere her remorse was. “I meant that despite his short career to date, Gabriel has proven himself a worthy member of the Guild, and given the recent… black eye brought about by Irenath’s scandal, Olphelia is eager to move forward.”
“That still leaves two votes,” Sthuza said without tearing her glare from a perfectly comfortable Cindra.
Leryane spoke up, “Don’t worry, we’ve got a couple other friends in town. Well… one in the city and one hanging back in the forest, but I’m fairly sure we can get Wil’s ass in here long enough to verify his approval.”
Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “Your ‘friends’ are willing to sponsor an adventurer they’ve never met? One who’s barely been registered for a month and was expelled from the Academy?”
Both women flinched at the heat in Gabriel’s voice as he reminded them of where this whole journey had begun.
Leryane glanced at the human beside her and arched an eyebrow.
Elaine sighed. “Don’t worry about them. They will both support you because it helps me. Or, at least, it will if I retain Alberik’s seat. And while I can’t fix all that my family ruined, I can help with the Academy.”
Gabriel froze at the remorse in the baroness’ tired voice. She seemed more vital and better put together than the first time he had met her. But occasionally, grief and sadness overwhelmed her facade, revealing an exhausted, resigned woman—weary and broken but unbowed.
“You had his expulsion overturned?” Sthuza asked. Excitement and pride warred with fear in her question, and it took Gabriel a second to realize what she was afraid of.
‘Never! No matter what I’m offered, I won’t abandon any of you. You’re my Prime, and I’m Merideva’s Dungeon Master. Nothing will change that.’
‘I-I know, Master. I-I am sorry… it is… I still…’
Despite the gorgon’s attempt to conceal the source of her fears, the pain of Iylara breaking their bond. Sthuza’s false belief that, in her final moments, the tortured Dungeon Master had wanted to punish her “pathetic” Prime still tormented her.
Gabriel split his focus, assigning as much of his conscious awareness as possible to soothing Sthuza’s deep-set fear of abandonment while retaining enough presence to respond to Elaine.
“I appreciate you having the Academy reverse their judgment, but it doesn’t really change anything. While the path might have been… rough, I wouldn’t trade my current place for anything.”
Elaine looked conflicted, but her elven companion snorted. “Yeah, surrounded by these three beauties, plus those two inutari from last night, what sane adventurer would?”
“Anyway,” Elaine said, cutting in before anyone could respond. “As I said, I can rally the five votes needed to elevate you to Gold-ranked, if you desire that. If you are… hesitant to draw more attention to yourself or your group, no one will speak of this offer again. Please, take what time you need to consider it.”
◆◆◆
 
Elaine licked her lips, then sighed. “As for the main reason I invited you here today, Sir Darren of Stillcrest contacted me with an interesting proposal.”
Everyone but Leryane sat up straighter, eager to hear about the powerful adventurer they had met while pursuing Estrial.
“He served a tasty drink,” Cindra said. The hellhound had a goofy look on her face as she recalled the elven icefire the low-ranking noble had shared with them.
Brynja frowned. “I wish I had taken him up on his multiple offers of hospitality. Verily, I fear I maligned a just and noble man when I denounced him as a pervert and rapist.”
Leryane snickered. "You were half right. He is a pervert.”
“What sort of proposal?” Sthuza asked in a blatant attempt to keep things on track.
“Instead of lamenting the declining quality of Magic Stones from the local dungeon, Aren believes we should focus our efforts on recruiting and training more novice adventurers.”
Gabriel nodded. “Making up the difference with quantity over quality.”
“Just so. Apparently, he had been in preliminary discussions with Alberik before Irenath came calling with his deceitful plans. Despite an initially warm welcome, Aren found himself unwelcome after that.” Elaine’s sharp eyes narrowed as she stared at Gabriel. “Until a young, Bronze-ranked adventurer brought word of my husband’s unexpected demise.”
Cindra nodded cheerfully. “Yep. Tail Watcher was super nice, and his servants were cute. Though, they all carried his scent, so they can’t join Pack.” The hellhound’s smile widened. “Ooo! Packmaster should get some ina-inutari maids too. They’re really friendly, and Cindra is fine with letting a few join Pack.”
Gabriel sighed. He barely heard Sthuza’s harsh reply, though he caught a glimpse of Leryane’s amused smirk as he leaned back to stare at the ceiling and wait for calm to return.
Thankfully, Sthuza didn’t spend long tongue-lashing Cindra, and they got back to the point.
“Again, my apologies, Baroness,” Sthuza said.
The human woman shook her head, blonde ponytail fluttering behind her. “We took no offense.” She grinned, glancing at Cindra, then at Gabriel. “Aren warned me your ‘exotic inutari companion’ was even blunter than most.”
‘Yeah, those tits of hers are super blunt. Like huge, fleshy dwarven mauls. I had a headache for an hour after she whacked me in the face with those damn fat sacks.’
Gabriel struggled not to laugh at Reyna’s petulant muttering, instead focusing on the baroness.
“Anyway, now that it is out in the open, Aren took your report and sent a messenger that same day. He’s visited twice now as we work out the details. But overall, Olphelia and I see no reason not to attempt it.”
Gabriel nodded slowly, his Prime mirroring him. “I thought it made sense when Aren explained it, but what does that have to do with us?” Gabriel asked.
Elaine and Leryane both stared incredulously at him.
The baroness recovered first, shaking herself and taking a deep breath. “You may not be aware, but I sent for Ryane—Leryane just hours after my… after Alberik’s poor decisions caught up with him. We delved together for over forty years, and she has long been my closest and dearest friend. So when I needed help, she was the first one I thought of.”
Gabriel studied the human woman who had turned to face her elven companion. As Reyna had pointed out, Elaine looked both better and worse than she had the first time they’d met. Bags under her eyes made her stress and sleep issues obvious, but if she got a few good nights of rest, she would pass for an attractive, early-thirties woman.
‘Elaine must have a decent amount of SE to have been an adventurer that long and still look as young as she does.’
‘Why do you say that, Master? Obviously, she is older than she appears, but most adventurers who break through to Gold or higher age slower.’
‘Yeah, but she had to be at least close to thirty before she graduated from the Academy. Then, even if she joined up with Leryane on day one, that’s another forty years before she married and had Kelith.’
‘How do you know she did not give birth before retiring? With magical support, it would not be too taxing—a year’s sabbatical at most.’
‘When I spied on Leryane in the dungeon, she mentioned that Elaine retired before marrying. Plus, there were no other known Gold-ranked adventurers in Lostbarrow when I started at the Academy. Mother would have introduced me to her if she’d been active.’
Sthuza gave a short nod. ‘Ah, yes. Your mother was rather famous at the time.’
‘Infamous more like.’
Elaine glanced back to Gabriel. “Anyway, once she was certain I was safe, at least for the time being, I convinced her to inspect the dungeon. Some of the documents I found in Alberik’s possession hinted at the… potential for change.”
Gabriel and Sthuza exchanged nervous glances, unsure where Elaine was going.
“While Ryane lacks Guild accreditation to perform an official survey and subsequent ranking, she has more than enough experience. It didn’t take her long to discover that things were much different from the last time she delved Lostbarrow.”
The elf nodded. “Yeah, back when I was testing you and that nyatari male.” Leryane chuckled, shaking her head. “Wow, that was a blast. I still say you planned that whole thing somehow.”
“I did no such thing!” Elaine retorted in exasperation. “Unlike elves, we humans can’t choose when we’re fertile.” The baroness huffed and crossed her arms. “Besides, even if it was intentional, it was his fault he couldn’t behave himself around a fertile woman.”
Leryane snickered. “Yeah, and I’m sure the only reason you weren’t wearing panties was because you’d stripped yours off to bind some poor sod’s injuries earlier, right?”
“Oh, Sad Eyes doesn’t like panties?” Cindra flashed a sisterly grin at Elaine. “Cindra doesn’t like wearing them either, but Snakey says she should. Especially when wearing ‘skirts.’ Ooo! But Packmaster really likes the white lacy ones Snakey took from your room.”
Pale cheeks heating, Elaine stared numbly at the muscular hellhound.
Leryane cackled at her side. “Damn, how can you handle her, Gabe? That girl’s just too precious.”
“Preccciousss, yesss, indeed.” Sthuza glared at Cindra, but the gray-haired beastkin was too busy preening at being the center of attention.
“Moving on,” Gabriel said. “You were explaining the changes to the dungeon?”
Elaine nodded. “Right. Leryane noted the differences, then again a week ago when she went back down. It seems the goblins which had been growing scarce are back and in larger numbers than we’ve seen in decades.”
“And this affects us how? Even Dwarven Steel adventurers can do better elsewhere rather than hunting goblins.”
Elaine arched an eyebrow at Gabriel’s comment. “Orcs have been seen on several occasions as well. In fact, in a strange coincidence, numerous parties have reported noticeable improvements in the number of monsters, and their Magic Stones, since the day after you made a rather flashing entrance into the dungeon a few weeks back.”
Gabriel clamped down on his emotions. His entire body tensed, and he wondered if they would have to fight after all. Beneath him, Cindra’s powerful body flexed, coiling with the promise of extreme violence toward whoever drew his ire.
After me, Cindra’s the most vulnerable. Sthuza has impossibly quick reflexes, and Brynja’s armor will stop anything Elaine or Leryane could try.
‘Relax, Master, I do not believe Elaine has any intention of calling us out at this point. She has had plenty of opportunities already. Let us hear her out.’
Gabriel forced himself to relax, and he felt Cindra follow suit a moment later. Movement drew his attention to Leryane, and he noticed the elf was settling back into her chair.
Elaine waved her hands before her in a rapid panic. “You won’t be receiving any reprimands about what happened that day. And between me and Olphelia, all the guards stationed at the entrance know to let you and your party pass without issue.”
“Are you saying the Guild has ordered its personnel to not do their duty?” Brynja asked, frowning.
Elaine shook her head. “No, just that there are extenuating circumstances when certain individuals operate in a dungeon that might be considered… beneath their rank. I assure you, it is all legitimate; the guards were merely advised how to handle the more… discretionary aspects of their role.”
“We appreciate that, Elaine,” Sthuza said with a polite nod. Brynja copied her, seeming relieved.
Leryane winked at Gabriel. “What El’s saying is that you shouldn’t need to terrify the guards again.”
“Good to know, but it still doesn’t explain why you wanted to talk to us.”
Elaine let out a long, slow exhale before taking a deep breath. “Between the secret Guild documents I’ve read and what Leryane reported about delving the dungeon, I have a suspicion of what might be going on.”
‘If she wants access to Meri, we’re killing them both.’
‘Of course, Master. Though, I do not believe that is where she is headed.’
“Unless you would caution against it, my plan is to have a Guild investigation squad delve the dungeon and certify its improved status,” Elaine said, rushing toward the end. “The team is already in Lostbarrow and only awaits Olphelia’s approval.”
‘If not for the increasingly frequent undead incursions, that would be strongly to our benefit, Master.’
Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah. Especially if we were to report we recently discovered passages to some “long disused” sections of the upper floors.’
“And you are asking our opinion because… we’re one of the highest-ranked parties in Lostbarrow after Estrial’s… unfortunate demise?”
Leryane snorted, but the baroness nodded—a touch too emphatically. “Precisely.”
Gabriel looked at the elf. “And those idiots last night were the official crew the Guild sent?”
The elven adventurer winced. “Yeah. They’re good enough people, but when presented with the beauties you were seated with, I expect the temptation overwhelmed their good sense.”
Cindra nodded. “Cindra’s Packsisters are all beautiful. Even Grouchy Panties, though… Cindra doesn’t think she saw it.”
“Right…” Elaine focused on Gabriel, her intense green eyes seeming to bore into him. “Unless you think it would be better to call their mission off, I was hoping to send them into the dungeon promptly… Say, mid-morning tomorrow?”
Gabriel leaned his head back to stare at the dark wood ceiling above.
‘If we know when and where the inspection party is, we should be able to keep any undead away from them. Don’t you think?’
‘Hopefully, Master. The Guild improving the rating for the Lostbarrow Dungeon means renewed adventurer interest, and combined with Aren’s plan, it should produce a substantial Dungeon Essence increase for Lady Merideva. As long as we are able to keep that foul undead wench from disrupting things.’
‘Yeah, my thoughts exactly.’
Sighing a moment later, Gabriel looked back to Elaine. “Yeah, it sounds like a great idea. In fact, we actually found a few older paths which must have been forgotten. They lead to regions of the first few levels that weren’t on any of the Guild maps I’ve seen.”
Elaine and Leryane both perked up at Gabriel’s words. “Seriously? Were they inhabited by monsters?” the baroness asked breathlessly.
Leryane leaned forward. “Hells, even some more goblin warrens would be useful for Aren’s scheme.”
Gabriel fought back the urge to grin. When Merideva had first taken control of her Domain Crystal, they had quickly discovered that the centuries of neglect and lack of instructions, as well as a Dungeon Master to reset certain features which had timed out, had taken its toll on the dungeon.
The portions of the first through fourth floors the Guild considered active had shrunk to less than a third of their total space. Which meant Merideva already had the spawners and habitats needed to more than quadruple the goblin population.
‘And it would make at least a tenfold increase in orcs, Master. You have to remember that they had almost vanished, even down on the seventh floor, and we have been slow to restore their numbers. Not that anyone has delved that deep of late.’
Gabriel grinned at his Prime. “Yes, there seemed to be quite a few goblins and more orcs as well.”
He paused for a second considering whether to continue. The minotaur matriarch had gifted a handful of warriors to Merideva less than a week earlier. While they had yet to conjure any, she should be able to. “Also, we’ve seen hints of minotaurs on the fifth floor.”
Still leaning forward, Leryane turned to the baroness. “El, this could really work. If they’re right… it’ll be even better than Aren could have dreamed of.”
Elaine nodded slowly, nibbling at her bottom lip. “D-do you have a map of these rediscovered regions? The inspection party will focus on an outlined trek, so we’ll need to either delay until Ryane can map it out or…”
Gabriel sighed, shoulders slumping as the initial excitement left him.
‘Sure, I have an incredibly accurate map, but it’s in this crazy Interface stuck in my head.’
‘I can handle this, Master.’
Sthuza smiled. “If you can give us a few hours, I am certain we can collate our notes into a sufficiently accurate map for your team.”
“Really?” Elaine asked, looking a decade younger as her eyes seemed to light up. Beside her, Leryane stared in awe at her friend.
“If Snakey says so, it’s as good as done,” Cindra said.
Elaine took several deep breaths and slowly recovered her calm demeanor. “That would be excellent.”
“Hey, didn’t you have something you wanted to give ‘em?” Leryane asked. Everyone turned toward her, but she was watching Elaine with concerned eyes.
“Oh, right. I… I almost forgot,” the baroness said, the vibrant, joyful energy of a moment ago nowhere to be seen in the once again weary woman.
“Give us?” Gabriel asked cautiously.
Elaine nodded.
“Ooo, is it elven coolfire?”
“Coolfire?” Elaine asked, brow furrowing. She glanced over at Leryane.
The elven woman shrugged, then laughed. “Oh, you mean icefire whiskey?”
Cindra nodded rapidly. “Tail Watcher gave Pack some. It’s really tasty.”
Elaine let out a cute giggle, then covered her mouth, blushing. “I will keep that in mind for future visits, but no, I fear my primary gift is nothing so enjoyable.”
“I assure you, we will be understanding if you simply tell us,” Sthuza said. That drew a sad smile from the baroness.
“Very well.” Elaine turned to her companion. “Ryane, would you grab the coffer for me?”
“Of course,” Leryane replied, rising gracefully. She slipped around the massive desk and picked up a simple cedar box slightly wider than her shoulders. Carrying it over, she set it on the table between Gabriel and Elaine.
A tremor ran through the baroness’ hands as she lifted the undecorated lid, revealing a flat black bag banded in arcane runes.
Cindra and Brynja stared at it without understanding, but Gabriel and Sthuza looked at each other, then at Elaine.
“Who’s is it?” he asked.
Elaine swallowed a couple times and sighed before replying. “Raeya Keenclaw.”




Chapter Fifteen







Gabriel’s mind blanked. He collapsed back, falling into Cindra’s embrace as a dozen thoughts and emotions tore through his head.
‘Raeya!?’ Reyna’s mind-voice was a strangled gasp. Despite the intensity of her single utterance, Gabriel knew it represented only a fraction of the torment his lycan bonded felt.
He tried to reach out to her bond, sending what little comfort and love he could despite the seemingly empty connection. At the same time, he forced his own emotions, so closely tied to his bonded’s, aside so he could reply to the baroness.
“Why? How?” Gabriel asked.
Sthuza leaned forward and captured one of Gabriel’s hands with hers before facing Elaine. “She was buried in a pauper’s field, and you had her exhumed and brought back so Reyna could arrange a proper burial?”
Eyes glistening as she bit her lower lip, the baroness paused, then nodded. She opened her mouth to speak, but only a squeaking sob escaped. Leryane crowded in and sat right next to her, sharing a single chair.
“El was pissed about a lot of shit that’s been going on. She turned a blind eye to things she shouldn’t have, but when El learned about that lycan girl, she hoped to right at least one wrong.”
Elaine nodded and flashed her friend a grateful smile. She dabbed at her eyes, then met Gabriel’s gaze without flinching. “I won’t bore you with the details of Alberik’s life or how he wound up the way he did, and I wouldn’t dare discount the wrongs he inflicted on so many innocents, but I… I still believe in the dream he shared with me almost a half-century ago.
“I had hoped this would serve as the first peace offering with you. The second more directly concerns you. Given what Estrial’s party did, and the fact you are the sole surviving victim, you are entitled to compensation. I’m afraid she and the dwarf already dispersed their ill-gotten wealth. But Olphelia has an agent running down the accounts for those two spellblades from her party.
“It… may be another month before they finish with all the red tape, but it should be a payout to the tune of ten thousand gold Sovereigns between both.”
Gabriel barely heard Elaine’s story. His full attention was on the glowing runes decorating the enchanted corpse bag.
While not popular among adventurers, they were one of the more common dimensional storage containers in circulation. The enchantment preserved a single corpse and shrank it, along with its worn equipment, down to an easier-to-transport package.
But this one had an extra band of runes running the length of the three-foot-long bag. Gabriel triggered Magesight as he studied the glowing symbols.
Phantasmal Barrier?
‘Wh-what’s wrong with my sister?’
Sthuza squeezed his hand. “Is everything all right, Gabriel?”
He shook his head, canceling Magesight, and faced Elaine. “Why is it shielded against spirits?”
Elaine flashed another sad smile. “Given the nature of her… death, it is not uncommon to find the strong-willed do not leave the Mortal Realm as they should.”
Brynja leaned forward with intense focus as she listened in. She looked so somber Gabriel started to worry.
‘Valkyries were once servants of the gods who helped ferry departed souls to their proper afterlife. I would imagine her interest is merely related to that innate calling, Master.’
Leryane turned to Elaine, who nodded. “The day after Alberik died, El sent a courier to contact another old friend. Korbin was happy to help, and he tracked Raeya down easily enough.”
Sthuza frowned. “That does not explain the spirit warding.”
“Yeah, well, from what we’ve learned, I’m guessing your friend Reyna only stopped there long enough to learn her sister had died, right?”
Gabriel frowned, reaching out toward his dead bonded.
‘Is that true?’
Reyna snorted. ‘Pretty much. I barely remember the trip there and back. Fear had me imagining a thousand horrible things. When I finally caught up… sh-she’d killed herself a few days earlier. Once I learned that, I turned around and hunted down those turd-sucking twins… You know how that went.’
“You’re right,” Gabriel growled, causing Elaine and Leryane to rock back.
The elf recovered quickly. “So anyway, turns out the other Keenclaw sister was more of a firecracker than some people expected. I couldn’t get the exact details. Everyone involved was already dead. Somehow, she got a hold of a Silver tag, sharpened it, and slit her throat… But not before killing the fucker who’d paid for her time and three of the staff at that dis—”
Elaine put a hand on Leryane’s clenched fist, and the elven woman cut off midword as the baroness took over. “After killing one of her tormentors and herself, Miss Keenclaw revived three days later as a vengeance wraith and proceeded to haunt everyone else involved. Their deaths were… gruesome.”
“Ooo, Cindra likes Grouchy Panties’ sister. It’s important to punish those who wrong Pack.”
“What happened to Raeya?” Gabriel asked, his heart thundering in his chest. Reyna’s hope and terror managed to bleed through from beyond the grave, spiking his nerves and leaving him breathless.
“Fortunately, El’s friend got involved shortly after they found an adventurer crew willing to deal with her. Swinging his big dick like a pro, Korbin stomped all over the new owners’ attempt to have her exorcised and instead…” Leryane ducked a bit, a shy smile on her face.
“Raeya Keenclaws’ spirit is trapped inside the bag?” Sthuza asked, sounding disheartened.
“Yes,” Elaine said. “Korbin was unsure what to do with her, so he had her bound to an enchanted amethyst as an anchor and transported here along with her remains. I had thought perhaps…” A hopeful look in the older woman’s eyes made Gabriel gulp.
“I don’t know what we can do now, but thank you.” He paused and swallowed before bowing his head to her. “I know this means a lot to Reyna, so it means a lot to me. Thank you.”
Elaine and Leryane shared a look. Both smiled, though their eyes carried a sadness similar to the one weighing on Gabriel’s tattered soul.
“Well, with that taken care of, I suppose I should make arrangements with Olphelia about that investigation.” Elaine stood in a rush and made a show of patting down her flawless outfit. “How about we meet up again the day after tomorrow… to discuss the results?”
◆◆◆
 
“So, Master, what do you intend to do with Raeya’s remains?” Sthuza asked as they left the Nobles’ Quarter.
Gabriel sighed and glanced over to his disguised Prime. After he asked Cindra to carry the enchanted corpse bag—which despite its dimensional enchantment, was still half the size of a person—Sthuza had latched onto his left arm and guided them out from the castle.
Walking along the bustling streets of the Guild Quarter, Gabriel couldn’t help but notice how much busier the entire city seemed.
“Even if Elaine’s told the guard not to question us, carrying corpses into the dungeon is going to draw attention.”
Sthuza chuckled. “Yes, I imagine the rumors would spread rather rapidly.”
“We simply must lay this poor soul to her proper rest,” Brynja declared. Her intense silver-blue eyes brooked no arguments as she stared at Gabriel and his Prime. “Though not my battle sister for long, Reyna proved a fierce and steadfast ally, with a heart far larger than her petite stature.”
‘Hey! Is Birdbrain talking shit about my tits?’
Gabriel almost laughed at Reyna’s sudden, offended outburst, but at least she sounded more like herself now.
Or at least, the version of her I’m imagining sounds more like the her I remember.
‘Seriously, Fucker?’ Reyna’s laughter rang in his head. ‘It would be just like you to go crazy and imagine me teasing you, wouldn’t it?’ The lycan’s mischievous humor vanished. ‘Aw, shit, I’m not really me, am I? You’re just crazy and strong and masochistic enough to poof me into reality, aren’t ya?’
‘I don’t know, Reyna. I just don’t know. But I promise you this, I will take care of Raeya and make sure she’s properly laid to rest.’
Reyna sniffled. ‘You promise?’
‘You have my word, my darling lycan bonded.’
‘Fuck you and that “darling bonded” bullshit… But thank you, Alpha.’
Turning his attention back to the physical, Gabriel let Sthuza lead the way to the east gate. “Is this where the hidden entrance lets out?”
“Yes, Master. Since Lady Merideva already went to the trouble of carving out the passage, we felt it best to keep the entrance. Disguising it was not difficult, and no one likely to find it should have any chance at breaching the door.”
“As long as you’re sure it’s hidden. Maybe we should set a few kobolds out in the woods near here to keep an eye on it?”
Sthuza bowed her head. “An excellent idea. Would you like to mention it to Lady Merideva, or should I, Master?”
Gabriel took a moment to consider before replying. Perhaps due to her relative youth or their unusual circumstances, Merideva often got quite down when Gabriel pointed out flaws in her ideas. They had found that letting Sthuza make many of his suggestions helped the Dungeon Core accept them more gracefully.
“Since you two handled this entrance entirely without me, she’d probably think I’m second-guessing her, so please make the suggestion when you feel the time is best.”
“Of course, Master. Now, as for what we do with Raeya…?”
“Well, we’re definitely going to treat her and her remains with the utmost respect,” Gabriel said, grinning at Brynja, who had just opened her mouth to reply.
The valkyrie met his gaze and flashed a radiant smile. “Thank you.”
“As Cindra pointed out, Reyna was Pack, and we don’t turn our backs on each other. Especially after all she sacrificed to help us.”
They were five minutes out from the gate when Sthuza released Gabriel’s arm and squatted beneath a massive oak tree. “The entrance is enchanted to only unlock for one of us currently, Master. We may want to assign access to a few monsters bound directly to Lady Merideva.”
Stepping over, Gabriel helped the disguised gorgon lift the carriage-sized, dirt and rock-covered door. Sthuza arched an eyebrow at him, but he only grinned.
“Just because you’re strong enough to do the heavy lifting doesn’t mean I’m going to leave it all to you and Cindra.”
“I know, Master.”
Cindra started for the yawning cave revealed, but Brynja thrust a white wing out and cut the hellhound off.
“Please, battle sister, allow me to venture forth first. You have the duty of carrying our precious companion’s remains. Let me ensure the path is safe.”
Cindra glanced at Gabriel, who nodded. She shrugged and stepped aside for the fully armored valkyrie. “Where should Cindra put Packsister’s sister?”
“I was thinking Reyna’s room. I-it feels… right.”
Sthuza nodded. “Agreed, Master. We can lay her down next to Miss Reyna’s glass sarcophagus for now.”
“And since it’s only accessible from our quarters, she’ll be safe until we’re ready to release her.”
‘Are you sure you can’t free Raeya now?’
‘No, it’s too risky. We don’t know what she’s like at the moment, and the last thing I want to do is screw up and have her get captured by that undead bitch who’s been harassing us.’
‘Y-you think she could hurt Raeya?’ Reyna asked, sounding both scared and furious.
‘She’s a very powerful undead, maybe even a lich. I don’t want to take chances with something this important.’
‘T-thank you, Gabriel. I don’t de—’
‘No! None of that self-deprecating talk, Reyna.’
‘What? You’re not the boss of me,’ she sent, but there was a hint of amusement in her sad mind-voice.
‘Either you’re a figment of my imagination, and thus everything you say is what I want you to, or you exist in a state of semi-awareness solely because of our bond. So either way, I’m in charge, and I say: no badmouthing yourself.’
Reyna let out a lengthy raspberry that made Gabriel smile despite the melancholy clinging to all of them. Everyone was solemn as they made the trip back to their shared lounge.
Cindra held the enchanted bag out for Gabriel to take, the hellhound seeming to have decided he should be the one to carry Raeya into Reyna’s room. Brynja got the door for him, then stood guard beside it as he went inside.
The room itself was an identical match to the three others Merideva had carved out for his bonded. A twenty-foot square room with thick black arches rising from the corners to support a domed roof.
A plain table stood to Gabriel’s right, just inside the door, and a matching dresser was the only other piece of ordinary furniture in the room.
Instead of a bed, a large glass box sat atop a black stone plinth against the opposite wall. Reyna’s corpse lay on a white silk cushion inside the sealed glass.
Gabriel flinched at the sight. He had visited her frequently, but his throat still tightened, and his eyes burned every time. Her blonde hair was brushed back, leaving the shorn, black sides of her head and her cute face visible.
Her skin was paler than she had ever appeared while alive, but with her hands crossed over her heart, she looked asleep rather than dead.
She looks so peaceful. So… un-Reyna.
Reyna’s amused chortle sounded in his head. ‘Yeah, I was never really the “peaceful” type. Hells, I still can’t believe how good Snakes and that glowing rock made me look.’
‘You were just as attractive when snarling and threatening to castrate assholes. But yeah, they did a great job restoring your body. Now if I can only figure out how to connect your soul to it.’
‘Don’t worry about me, ya big-dicked fucker. You’ve got to protect that silly gem and kick some super-creepy insect ass. Maybe when you release Raeya, the two of us can just haunt you like this forever.’
Gabriel shuddered. ‘Not sure I’d survive that if Raeya’s even half as intense as you.’
Reyna chortled again but then grew silent. Their bond turned solemn as Gabriel knelt and gently laid the enchanted bag carrying Raeya’s remains, and her soul, on a new cushion that seemed to appear from thin air.
“Thanks, Meri.”
“Of course, Gabriel,” Merideva replied, her voice emitting from thin air. “Sthuza filled me in on what the baroness offered. D-do you want me to build another case like Reyna’s?”
Rising slowly, Gabriel shook his head. “No, I don’t intend to put this off for long. The undead are becoming too much of a problem to ignore. Once we’ve dealt with this ‘Mistress,’ I’ll figure out how to release Raeya safely.”
“O-okay. So, do you want to talk about this inspection team thingy?”
Gabriel placed a hand on Reyna’s transparent crystal coffin and stood for a moment before swallowing and turning away. “Yeah, let’s work on how we’re going to ensure this plays out best for you.”




Chapter Sixteen







“Are you sure you have to go back tonight?” Merideva asked. “Couldn’t Sthuza get the fish and cook it down here? I’m sure I can absorb any smells.”
Gabriel reached out and captured the hovering orb with his left hand. “It’ll be fine, Meri. And it’s not like we’re going to spend days away from the dungeon again. Relax.”
“O-okay, Gabriel. But still, you’re my Dungeon Master. You can’t do your job if you’re not in the dungeon, you know.”
Gabriel chuckled and stroked her flawless crystalline surface with his thumb. “If things work out well with the baroness, it sounds like she’ll handle the Guild for us. Then we’ll be able to focus all our efforts down here.”
“Really?” Merideva gasped. She pulled free of his grip, vibrating in the air above Gabriel, her already strong glow brightening.
“Indeed, Lady Merideva,” Sthuza said. Her voice caught Gabriel’s attention, and he turned toward the door to their private wing.
His Prime had dropped her disguise once they entered the hidden tunnel outside of Lostbarrow. Now the pale-skinned greater gorgon strode toward him in her natural humanoid form, but she wasn’t wearing the white-and-green leather armor he was so used to.
A rich, dark-green dress clung to Sthuza’s curves, highlighting her slender figure and making Gabriel’s mouth water. The upper half was modest, covering much of her shoulders and showing only a hint of cleavage. The tight, shimmering fabric came down to mid-thigh, leaving her sleek legs exposed above the ridiculously high, matching heels she wore.
“Do you approve, Master?”
Gabriel swallowed as he traced his gaze down the beautiful woman standing before him. If she appeared like that in the city above, everyone would lose their minds from terror. In her human guise, she would wreak a different form of havoc.
“That dress looks amazing on you, my love. What’s the occasion?”
Sthuza’s naturally dark-green lips quirked to one side in a satisfied smirk, but a hint of color darkened her pale, high-boned cheeks. “If we are going to pass ourselves off as legitimate adventurers, especially ones with influence at the highest levels in the city, we will need to look the part.”
“And you intend to go out in public dressed like that?” he asked, still unable to tear his eyes from Sthuza’s stunning figure.
“You… would prefer I wear something else, Master?”
“Don’t worry, Snakey! Packmaster really likes seeing you in that.”
Mouth open as he prepared to assure Sthuza about what he’d meant, Gabriel paused when Cindra spoke and turned toward his second bonded.
To his surprise, the hellhound’s outfit wasn’t as form-fitting as Sthuza’s slinky little dress.
Well, at least the bottom wasn’t.
Cindra rushed in and stood beside the much shorter gorgon, posing this way and that as Gabriel simply stared at the pair.
Where typically, Cindra never missed a chance to strip off her armor and run around naked, this time, she seemed to relish her outfit.
A wide, flame-motif, blue belt held up her billowy, white pants. The puffy-legged, voluminous pants had become popular among relaxing adventurers sometime in the past few years. Gabriel paid little attention to fashion trends but recalled several classmates buying them to lounge around in.
Unlike most people in the city, Cindra’s baggy pants didn’t tuck into a pair of soft walking boots. Instead, dark-gray silk wraps secured the hems and concealed the short, impossibly soft fur that ran down to her ankles, leaving her feet bare.
The most obvious difference between a seruuberc hellhound and the inutari she posed as, was the fur lining her limbs. The luxurious fur was softer than the finest lanataek coat. Since no inutari had fur-lined limbs, Cindra had to keep the difference concealed.
Flame-decorated, blue-and-gray arm sleeves hid the rest of the hellhound’s fur yet still managed to accentuate Cindra’s impressively defined physique. It would be hard to mistake her vicious, black claws for an inutari’s nails, but most people wouldn’t notice.
Especially not with that top.
Gabriel had thought Cindra preferred skintight clothing if she had to wear any at all. Her baggy pants might have thrown that assumption into doubt if not for the ridiculously tiny and impossibly tight fabric concealing her enormous breasts.
His manhood twitched as his eyes tracked over the hellhound’s chest. A small, blue leather breastplate—obviously cosmetic, even from across the room—meant no one would be able to see her nipples through the skintight white “shirt” she wore.
The spider-silk fabric might be called a garment, but it didn’t look wide enough to cover Cindra’s nipples on its own. With only a single thin strap running over each of her shoulders and around her chest, it had to be enchanted, given the sheer mass of luscious flesh it was restraining.
That was all she wore from the waist up, excluding the arm sleeves concealing her fur, which meant there was a lot of exposed flesh. Her flawless, dark-gray skin and exquisite musculature were on full display, making the hellhound a mouthwatering vision of powerful, feminine perfection.
“Ooo! Packmaster likes Cindra’s new clothes too.” Cindra’s expressive face lit up, and she pulled Sthuza into a spine-cracking hug. “Thanks for helping pick it out, Snakey!”
Sthuza gasped and sputtered. Her head-snakes hissed, some in annoyance, others with laughter. “Y-yes. Now… let me go, you overgrown boobie-monster.”
Cindra ignored Sthuza’s protests, absently lifting the smaller woman off her feet as she turned back toward the door. “Come on, Birdsister, you have to show new clothes to Packmaster.”
Gabriel shook his head, tearing his gaze from where Sthuza’s head was smashed between Cindra’s gravity-defying breasts. Even as he turned toward the door, he couldn’t help but notice how tightly the gorgon’s dress clung to her firm, round butt.
Damn, they’re both so beautiful.
“Th-this is m-most unnecessary, Cindra,” Brynja said. Still, she stepped through the door and approached the other two women. She refused to meet Gabriel’s gaze, her pale face heating as she walked, hips swaying.
Objectively speaking, the valkyrie was the single most beautiful woman Gabriel had ever laid eyes on. His love for Sthuza was unquestionable, but even her incredible attractiveness could not compare with Brynja Vadisdóttir.
Unlike her two fellow bonded, Brynja’s outfit wouldn’t look too out of place in the Guildhall or the castle. She wore a long-sleeve, silk shirt that matched her feathery wings beneath an expertly tailored, bluish-gray quilted vest.
Her darker-gray trousers fit her long legs with equal precision and gave her outfit a sleek, efficient look. Unlike Sthuza’s outlandish high heels, Brynja wore supple leather boots with modest heels.
The valkyrie’s ornate mithril jewelry, enchanted to contain her priceless arms and armor, matched her ensemble perfectly and seemed to draw the viewer’s gaze to her face.
Brynja’s silver-blue eyes finally met Gabriel’s, and her blush brightened. Her blonde hair was pulled back by her circlet and held in a tight ponytail. A flicker of doubt flashed in those beautiful eyes, and Gabriel shook his head.
“You look stunning, Brynja.” He paused, trying to imagine the reception they would receive if they went back to Lostbarrow with the three women dressed so well. “I’m not sure we’ll have any peace if you three wear that up in the city.”
Cindra laughed while Sthuza’s pleased smirk widened. The valkyrie stared at him with an intense gaze, her eyes searching for something.
“Master is not one for false praise, Brynja,” Sthuza said as she gave up on escaping Cindra’s embrace. “Now, perhaps we should get back on task? I believe we have distracted him enough for the time being.”
“Aww, but Packmaster really likes it.” Cindra met Gabriel’s gaze, then waggled her eyebrows.
“No mating in my Core Room,” Merideva declared, bolting up from near Gabriel and rushing at the three gorgeous women. She floated in front of each face, zooming side to side before moving on to the next one.
The Core seemed to spend a little extra time in front of Brynja, something the valkyrie took no note of but which Gabriel found odd. Before he could question his Prime, Cindra walked over and set her down before him.
“Thank you, Cindra. Now, let us sit, and perhaps we can review the most recent events.”
Merideva floated over to hover before Gabriel, bobbing at the gorgon’s words. “I caught a few hints of what you were talking about with that baroness woman, and Sthuza summarized the important bits, but I’d like to know what happened.”
“Of course, Meri.” Gabriel gestured for her to rest on her cushion, but she darted over to sit in his lap as his bonded took their seats around him.
Gabriel and Sthuza handled most of the storytelling. Sthuza deferred to him more than he would have preferred, but she took over when it came to explaining what had happened while his mind was back in the dungeon fighting the undead.
Merideva seemed fearful but excited at the thought of a surge in low-level adventurers headed her way. “D-do you think we can handle them if her plan’s successful, Gabriel?”
Gabriel stroked the glowing Core still resting in his lap. “They shouldn’t be any trouble at all, Meri. You said you can power the spawners spread out across the rest of the floors whenever we want, right?”
The orb rolled in her version of a nod. “Yep. But… if she’s spreading word, won’t that bring the Guild crawling around and asking questions?”
Gabriel opened his mouth to reply, then glanced at his Prime. The gorgon smiled and shook her head, causing a flurry of soft hissing.
“No, Lady Merideva. Master has already hinted to Elaine that we ‘discovered’ a forgotten passage leading to a large, previously untapped section of the upper floors. Such events are not unheard of, and given the most influential Guild leader in the region appears to be firmly in her pocket, I do not see Elaine having any trouble, at least initially.”
“What do you mean, ‘initially’?” Merideva asked.
Gabriel sighed. “Lostbarrow is a ghost of its former glory. I mean the whole barony. Hells, it was a county back before all this started. But right now, the wealth flowing in and out is minuscule to what it was in the past. Once enough adventurers are delving here, creating more wealth and opportunity, someone will want to steal it away.”
Cindra growled. “No one is allowed to steal from Packmaster!”
Sthuza shook her head, then scooted closer to Gabriel and leaned against his right side. “Not from him; from Elaine.”
“What would they steal from the baroness?” Brynja asked, frowning. The valkyrie’s disdain for theft and deceit was on full display.
“Politically, a barony is the lowest level of real nobility,” Sthuza said. “Titled men like Sir Darren are technically nobility. But even if the title is hereditary, they lack the power and wealth that comes with land grants.”
Gabriel nodded, taking over. “After our raid on the castle a month ago, Elaine is in a terribly vulnerable position. Honestly, now that I think about the situation, it’s impressive she hasn’t been replaced already.”
“But it was her husband’s title, yes? Who would take it from her?” Brynja asked.
“Count Fayhallow. As long as he manages his county and meets his obligations to his duke, it doesn’t matter who rules a particular barony. And given how poor Lostbarrow has been for the past century or so, maybe no one is willing to move on it.”
“But once Glowy Lady and Packmaster finish fixing dungeon, everyone will be rich.”
Gabriel chuckled at Cindra’s confidence, reaching up to stroke her cheek. “Not exactly, but the barony itself will definitely start drawing greedy eyes.”
“Yes, Master. And if we are unprepared for that when the time comes, the unrest in the city could distract us when we can least afford it.”
“Does that not suggest that our best course of action would be to firmly install Lady Lostbarrow as the undisputed candidate? You said your previous visit weakened her position. Surely we can reinforce her without revealing our true allegiance? She seemed to me a most fair and reasoned person. Certainly far better than most humans I have met so far.”
Gabriel looked around at each of his bonded and received a nod.
“I agree, Master. While Elaine has a… degree of hostility toward us, understandable given past events, she seems quite determined to do what is best for Lostbarrow. It is possible she is completely sincere in her claimed goal.”
“Cindra likes Sad Eyes. She respects Pack and did a big favor for fallen Packsister.” The hellhound grinned, baring white fangs. “Plus, her scent is interesting.”
“If you’re going to work with a human, w-will you still be able to help me, Gabriel? Y-you are my DM, right?”
“Of course, Meri. Don’t worry; I’ll never abandon you. And whatever we do with Elaine will be specifically to improve your situation. Honestly, I doubt it’ll be much more than stuff like this investigation crew she’s having sent in tomorrow.”
“Do not forget about her request for us to reconvene after Harkon’s party finishes their inspection, Master. I suspect Elaine will place a great deal of import on your opinion of the results. If we are fortunate, she may have everything ready for your elevation to Gold-ranked as well.”
Gabriel shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose I’ll have to show up for that.”
“You do not seem much excited,” Brynja said.
“I guess I’m not. Not really. Hells, I’ve already made it as high as I’d ever dreamed of rising. Compared to my life here as Meri’s DM, I really couldn’t care less about success as an adventurer.”
“Cindra is still not sure if she even likes being an adventurer. Though… maybe that’s because we haven’t snuck into enough homes and wrecked up the place? Mother said that’s what adventurers do.”
Sthuza snickered, and Gabriel grinned. “Anyway,” he said, “what else do we need to worry about right now? There’s the undead issue down below, and of course, the ever-present threat of Swarm.”
“True, Master, but first, I would like to hear more about what exactly happened during your earlier battle. You looked far more stressed than I had anticipated.”
Clinging to his left arm, Cindra gave a vigorous nod. “Yep. Packmaster pushed too hard and started bleeding.” She furrowed her brow and scowled at Gabriel. “Bad Packmaster. No hurting self like that.”
“I must agree with my battle sisters, Gabriel. It was… terrifying when you began to hemorrhage so. Surely you did not deplete your mana pool during that brief time?”
Before responding, Gabriel triggered his Interface.
Mana 92%
Gabriel shook his head. “No, I was casting magic through Cuix and Kestria at the same time.”
Cindra leaned over to rest her head on his shoulder, seeming unconcerned now that she had admonished him, but his other two bonded stared at him.
“Y-you did what, Massster?”
Gabriel took his time recounting the battle and the lengths he had pushed himself and his Minions to in order to win. After he finished, Sthuza sighed, several of her head-snakes staring at him, their tiny eyes filled with a blend of disappointment and surprise.
“And both of your brave and noble Minions survived?” Brynja asked.
Gabriel didn’t bother bringing up his Dungeon Interface this time. Reaching out across the five thinner threads connecting to his Minions, he confirmed that all were alive and well.
Gwen stirred at his mental touch, and Gabriel summoned her from within his Soul Vault.
“Ooo, Wolfie!” Cindra exclaimed, releasing his arm and lunging at Gwen as the yawning wolf drake stretched.
“Yeah, they’re all alive,” Gabriel said to Brynja.
Cindra and Gwen kept everyone distracted until the large door leading out into the rest of the dungeon opened, revealing Cuix and Kestria.
“Hey, Big Boss Guy, you’s is wanting us?” Cuix croaked, flashing a broad grin.
“Kestria sensed War Chief’s attention and returned.” The shadowstalker kobold gave an overly formal bow and almost fell as her oversized armor slipped and tangled up.
“No, everything’s fine. I was just describing the fight to my bonded.”
“Oh, I’s can help there.” Cuix rushed over and stood before everyone. “There we was with—”
Gabriel reached out through their connection and clamped down on Cuix with an iron will. The goblin’s oversized eyes bulged out, and her wide mouth snapped shut.
He gave a relieved sigh and directed Kestria and Cuix to join the guard on patrol outside of Merideva’s Core Room. “Okay, so they’re obviously fine.”
Sthuza giggled. “Yes, Master. Now, should we discuss what to do about this investigation team and the undead?”
“Yeah. Yeah, they’re the biggest threat at the moment.”
“Maybe Pack should go deal with smelly, walking corpse lady and get it over with?” Cindra asked from where she wrestled with the wolf drake.
“D-do you think you could, Gabriel?” Merideva asked, her pink glow dimming.
Gabriel thought back over the various undead they had faced so far, then nodded. “Yeah. If she has more death knights available, they could pose a challenge, but we’re a lot stronger than we were back when Dougraine attacked. The only reason the last group put up such a struggle was having to fight without me or any of my bonded being on site.”
“Still, we should be cautious, Master. This ‘Mistress’ of theirs has apparently survived for quite some time.”
“I’m not saying we act recklessly,” Gabriel replied. “And regardless of what we decide to do about her, we can’t act until after the investigation team.”
“What do they do?” Merideva asked.
Gabriel glanced over to his Prime, who smiled and nodded. “Effectively, they are just a party of adventurers, but the Guild has trained them to rate and classify dungeons. Usually only within a certain range of challenge.”
“Exactly. Given Harkon is only Silver, with the rest being Steel-ranked, I imagine they’re not prepared for anything much harder than orcs… maybe those minotaurs. I mentioned we’d seen hints of them on the fifth floor. But I’m not sure whether we want to invite that much attention from the Guild so quickly.”
“Agreed, Master. While I am quite eager for Lady Merideva to take in Matriarch Wannaga, it might be wise to wait a few weeks before we reveal their presence to any adventurers.”
“Um, she sent another messenger up earlier today,” Merideva said.
Gabriel sighed. He still wasn’t sold on the idea of working with the bovine monsters.
“Relax, Master. Minotaurs may be furry, but they make excellent guards.”
“I know they’re Threat Rating C compared to the D for orcs, but is there really that much of a difference between them?” Gabriel asked.
“Minotaurs are way better!” Merideva chirped. “I’m going to be so much stronger once you claim the sixth floor for me.”
Gabriel shuddered at the memory of the earthy, musk-heavy scent he’d detected when passing by the door to the minotaur lair back during his first excursion as a Dungeon Master.
Sthuza giggled. “Honestly, Master, you can be so silly at times. I know you have had an… unpleasant experience with a minotaur before. Still, I assure you, most of them are highly intelligent. Much more so than young orcs. Once properly bound to Lady Merideva, as the six Wannaga already sent are, they will provide her with far more capable guards.
“Which will be essential when we move against both this mysterious undead woman and the Swarm.”
“Yeah, I remember you talking them up before. But it’s hard to forget that huge, stupid brute.”
“If any Beef People bother Packmaster, Cindra will eat them.”
Gabriel laughed at the hellhound’s emphatic statement and the way Gwenaelle nodded eagerly at her side. “We’ll hold off on that option to start. But you’re right. We need to get this dealt with.”
“Um, when do you want to meet them, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. She wiggled side to side in his lap, her glow pulsing slow and steady.
“The rest of today is pretty well accounted for between meeting Elaine at the Guild in a couple hours to deliver the map and hitting the inn afterward for dinner. How about tomorrow, say midday, after the inspection crew leaves? Assuming we don’t have any problems.”
Merideva bobbed in agreement. “That’d be great, Gabriel. Thanks!” The Dungeon Core bolted from his lap and raced over to hover above her pillow-covered plinth.
“What should we do for the time being?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie rose from kneeling on her cushion in a single, fluid motion. Her sharp eyes darted toward the door leading back to their private wing. “Would you care for a brief training session, or perhaps you would prefer…”
From how Brynja’s pale cheeks flushed, it was obvious what she was hinting at. Gabriel glanced at his Prime, who flashed a hungry grin.
‘Two hours would hardly be sufficient time for serious training, Master. But it sounds like just long enough for a little… relaxation and a nice bath.’
‘And what is poor Brynja to do by herself while you and Cindra abuse me in bed and bath?’
Something seemed to occur to Sthuza, and several of her head-snakes rocked with hissing laughter as the gorgon’s pale-green cheeks darkened.
‘I am sure everything will be fine, Master. Now, let us go… relax.’




Chapter Seventeen







Gabriel cast his cleaning spell once again, purging any dirt that had gotten on his bondeds’ stunning outfits as they slipped out through the hidden exit. He had already cleaned Sthuza’s twice. Once because the two of them had gotten a little frisky before disrobing and again when Cindra decided she just had to kiss the gorgon after they’d started to leave.
‘We probably need to keep a watch out for Duyaris and his people. He might come wanting revenge someday.’
‘Possibly, Master. And you told Jessandra how to find us, so she may cause some trouble in the future. But for today, there is no need to worry. We are stronger than ever, and Lady Merideva’s Domain Power Rating grows daily. Let us truly relax and enjoy ourselves tonight. Worry tomorrow.’
‘I’ll try.’
They headed back to Lostbarrow with plenty of time to spare. Sthuza was quite insistent that she had arranged for Darlene to have their dinner ready at sunset. But Cindra was confident they could eat earlier.
With the hellhound all but dragging Gabriel by the hand, they walked through the forest, then reentered the city through the same gate they’d passed through earlier.
“There is no need for such a rush, Cindra,” Sthuza said for what felt like the thirtieth time. The gorgon’s slinky, dark-green dress looked just as impressive on her redheaded disguise as on her true appearance, and Gabriel found himself struggling not to stare.
His other bonded also wore their newest outfits, each looking just as eye-catching. Though, Brynja’s far more modest vest and trousers gave her a classier, chaste look rather than blatantly sexual.
A glance at the busty woman clinging to his left arm reminded Gabriel of just how much Cindra’s “fancy clothes” left exposed. Acres of flawless, dark-gray skin glistened in the sun’s soft light as it made its slow way toward the horizon.
The gate guards stared at Cindra’s exposed cleavage and defined abdominals as Gabriel and his bonded passed through. If not for the way the hellhound beamed and pressed herself against him, Gabriel was pretty confident he would have wound up starting a fight.
The stunned stares that followed the group as they made their way along the streets and through the Guild Quarter to the Careless Queen did nothing to improve his initial instincts.
‘Relax, Master. None of us would dream of betraying you. Besides, it is somewhat fun to see how they long for us but do not dare approach. The four of us being seen like this will only enhance your reputation.’
‘I don’t care what a bunch of random strangers think of me. The few people who matter already know me.’
Sthuza let out a throaty chuckle.
‘Fair enough, Master. But please, allow Cindra and I to enjoy showing off for you, anyway. And truly, I am confident the boost to your reputation will pay dividends in the future. Plus, I believe Brynja is quite enjoying not being the center of attention for a change.’
Gabriel glanced back to the valkyrie walking just behind them. All of her gleaming mithril jewelry was visible, and her face was as supernaturally perfect as ever. But with her modest outfit, fewer people seemed to pay her any mind.
Sthuza was garnering a great deal of attention in her sleek, tight dress. Its high cut and her calf-laced, spike-heeled sandals drew much of it to her long legs.
But everyone paused to stare at Cindra. The hellhound refused to release Gabriel, pinning his arm between her massive breasts, which forced everyone’s gaze to those perfect globes as they strained to tear apart the enchanted silk straps that made up her top.
‘This is me relaxed, Sthuza. Something about seeing guys staring at you two makes me want to shred them with my claws.’
‘You do not have claws, Master. And that instinct is not truly yours. While you have made great progress acclimating to your new bonds and the… unusual condition of your soul, I believe that particular urge comes courtesy of a certain furcoat.’
Gabriel turned to his right and stared into Sthuza’s sharp green eyes. Her spiked heels looked ridiculous, and only magic allowed her to walk safely in them, but they gave her enough height to be only a few inches from eye level to him.
‘Seriously? It’s from Cindra, then why does she seem so damn eager to show off like that?’
Sthuza cocked an eyebrow at Gabriel, and when he looked confused, she giggled.
‘Honestly, Master. There are some ways that you are much slower at grasping. Cindra wants to be worthy, to be seen as a highly desirable mate. And she wants to feel your possessiveness over her. No doubt, the way you keep grinding your teeth and growling low in your throat as men leer at those ridiculous globs of fat on her chest is getting her even more riled up than normal.’
‘Wait… are you serious?’
A wicked smirk flashed across the beautiful redhead’s face.
‘Brynja asked if I could spare some time for her tonight, Master. But I am sure Cindra will keep you quite busy while I am away.’
Gabriel chuckled at his Prime’s teasing, then shook his head as Cindra glanced down at him. “It’s nothing, beautiful. Let’s get inside the inn before anyone forces me to hurt them.”
The hellhound’s brilliant smile left no doubt that Sthuza was correct.
Tonight’s going to be a long, wonderful affair, isn’t it?
‘Not for me it’s not, Fucker! Every time you and Boobs get to bumping uglies, all that ambient horniness washes over me. So gods-damned annoying.’
‘Uh, sorry?’
Reyna snorted. ‘No you’re not… Fucker. But at least try changing it up more; I’m tired of you taking her from behind every time.’
Something about Reyna’s statement struck Gabriel as off. Given that Reyna—or at least, the mental projection of her—didn’t seem to spectate his activities in the Astral Realm, he knew she wasn’t aware of times like last night when they had definitely steered clear of the mundane.
But why did that matter?
Gabriel struggled to connect the dots. Before he could grasp the faint concept, they arrived, and the crowd of patrons staring at his bonded distracted him.
The Careless Queen was even busier tonight, despite the sun still working its way down. Over a dozen adventurers crowded the long, wooden bar along the wall. A handful of day laborers were mixed among the better-armed but less rough-looking young adventurers.
“This establishment seems more crowded every time I visit,” Brynja said, barely audible over the raucous din of the rest of the patrons.
“It’s nice Happy Cook’s keeping busy. She serves the best stew, and everyone should come eat it. Then she’d be able to make even more, right?” Cindra glanced around until she spotted Mrs. Spaulding, then gave an energetic wave, drawing almost every eye in the building.
“Oh my, that’s a… lovely outfit, dearie,” Mrs. Spaulding said as she waddled over. Her round cheeks were rosier than usual, and she brushed away the sweat beading across her forehead. She paused and took in the three women with Gabriel, then glanced at him with a smug grin.
“Well, don’t you ladies all look just delightful tonight? That dress really brings out your eyes, Sthuza.” Darlene turned to Brynja and smiled warmly. “And you look like quite the dashing heroine in that getup. It does my heart good seeing you at Gabriel’s side. He needs all the looking after he can get.”
Gabriel felt his cheeks heating, worsened by Cindra’s emphatic nodding. Brynja preened at the innkeeper’s friendly welcome, puffing her chest out as she stood a touch taller.
“It is good to see you tonight, Darlene,” Sthuza said. Her emerald eyes took in the smiling woman’s flour-dusted appearance. “I hope our sudden request has not made your job too taxing.”
“Oh, nonsense, darling. I’ve been looking forward to this all day. Ever since word of all that foolishness up north reached the city, it’s been more work than it’s worth to buy good seafood. It’s nice to cook up an old favorite like this. And with as much as you had delivered, I’ve been adding some to the general menu for the night.”
Gabriel and Sthuza smiled, but the human woman furrowed her sweaty, flour-covered brow. “I don’t want you lot to start thinking I can’t handle my own shopping, now, you hear me?”
Gabriel laughed. “Relax, Mrs. Spaulding. I had offered to get Cindra some seafood a few weeks ago, but everywhere we went, it was already sold. When the chance arose, we had to buy enough to make it worth the merchant’s time.”
The rotund woman studied them both for a moment, then huffed. “All right, but I’m serious. No trying to take over my shopping. It’s bad enough I’ve got to deal with Elrick. Durned fool always mixes up my veggies.” She turned back toward the kitchen and started away. “Go ahead and grab your usual table, dearie. I’ve got my oil hot back there, and it’s time to start frying.”
“Ooo! Fried fishies!” Cindra yipped. The statuesque hellhound already had a hand on Gabriel’s arm, but she grabbed Brynja with her left and dragged them both toward the rearmost corner table.
Gabriel went along with his powerful bonded, glancing over at Brynja, who shrugged and smiled back.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel couldn’t even imagine how big Mrs. Spaulding’s fry pot must have been. The cheerful innkeeper kept platters of golden-brown seafood coming out almost nonstop.
The deal Sthuza had struck apparently resulted in enough fish, shrimp, and shellfish being delivered that Darlene had canceled her regular dinner plans and gone all in on seafood.
When she brought a huge ceramic tureen of a rich, creamy bisque, accompanied by a fresh loaf of bread, Cindra had taken a single taste before declaring the lobster dish delicious.
Brynja, taking the hellhound’s vocal support as encouragement, reached for a slice of bread only to have Cindra steal all of it and promptly stuff the foot-long loaf into her mouth.
“Oh godsss, Cccindra, that isss disssgusssting.”
Gabriel laughed the entire time his Prime berated the goofily grinning hellhound as she made a show of barely chewing the bread before swallowing.
Cindra’s glowing, blue-on-black eyes flashed with eagerness as she grabbed another of the golden-brown, azure-nosed snapper filets and dipped it into the creamy bisque. She caught the dribbling mess with her long tongue, then moaned as she savored the rich dish. “Yep. New stew is really tasty on fried fishies.”
Sthuza huffed and rolled her eyes after catching Gabriel’s attention. She turned back to her own plate, a selection of several grilled and smoked fish splayed out and awaiting consumption.
“If you are so confident, then of course, I shall follow your lead,” Brynja said. A look of intense concentration spread across the valkyrie’s face as she selected the perfect filet before dipping her chosen vessel into the creamy goodness.
Gabriel laughed at her horrified expression as the delicate fried fish broke apart, half of it sinking into the thick lobster bisque.
“Aww, not supposed to make mess in shared dishes,” Cindra said. The gray-skinned beauty frowned at Brynja, intensifying the mortified woman’s embarrassment.
Sthuza muttered under her breath, but Gabriel grabbed the large spoon, lifted the drenched filet bits, and ladled them onto his plate.
“You should not take such befouled food upon yourself, Gabriel,” Brynja said. Her silver-blue eyes stared into his, seeming on the verge of tears, but all he could do was smile.
“Relax, Brynja. I’m going to try Cindra’s idea here.” Using his own spoon, Gabriel took a bite, eyes widening as a rush of flavor assaulted his taste buds.
The rich, creamy sauce was perfectly seasoned, a whirlwind of subtle spices blending together to enhance succulent chunks of feilian lobster. Those tender white hunks melted in his mouth, the smooth flavor leaving him eager for more.
Hmm, the bisque is delicious, but I’m pretty sure the bread would complement it more than fried fish. Still, tasty.
Darlene kept the drinks flowing, and Gabriel allowed himself to relax. For weeks he had feared returning to the city. At least in part due to the threat of the baroness spilling the beans on him and his bonded.
After the past few days, he was starting to feel cautiously optimistic about their progress, and he thanked his Prime for encouraging him to return to the city.
The noise level in the Careless Queen had grown since Gabriel and his bonded arrived. Thankfully, the general attitude seemed cheerful, almost festive. Several groups raised their voices in toasts to new friends and successful delves.
“It would appear that the local adventurers are quite content with the increase in goblins, Master.”
Gabriel nodded as he finished off another mug of gnomish ale. “Yeah. Lots more beastkin out and about than I’m used to, looks like Elaine’s edict had a major effect.”
“No doubt, though I imagine we are also seeing the results of Sir Darren pushing to recruit more novice adventurers,” Sthuza said. The disguised gorgon plucked another whole grilled snapper and began carving into it with her knife.
“Why would recruiting more Coppers affect the balance of species around?” Gabriel asked.
“During my brief tenure at his estate,” Brynja said, “I noticed Sir Darren had a conspicuous predilection toward beastkin friends and servants.” The valkyrie sat next to Cindra, looking the very definition of refined, noble grace as she extracted unblemished morsels of crabmeat from long, knobby legs and thick, armored bodies.
Cindra stuffed another crab into her mouth and crunched down on it, shattering the spiny shell. She munched loudly, moaning and slurping as she ate.
“Ach, that lass is a feisty one, ain’t she?” a dwarven voice drawled.
A very familiar dwarven voice.
“Torrik?” Gabriel gasped, turning toward the speaker.
The Silver-ranked adventurer who had saved Gabriel’s life multiple times during his first delve, only to help Estrial sacrifice him in a bid to steal the Domain Crystal, stood scant feet from their table.
Cacophonous hissing began, but the loud ambient noise of the bustling tavern kept Sthuza’s head-snakes from being noticed beyond the table.
At the disguised gorgon’s frigid glare, Torrik slowly raised his hands, palms toward the group. His tongue peeked out between his bushy mustache and thick, but much shorter, beard as his amber eyes darted from face to face.
Gabriel stared at the dwarven adventurer, unsure what to make of his presence. He knew Torrik couldn’t be here with the rest of his party. Sthuza had trapped the twins and Estrial in S-Crystals.
Cindra tilted her head as she studied the stocky dwarf. The glow of her eyes brightened, and she snuffled loudly.
Brynja was the only one who seemed relaxed. It took her a few seconds to recognize the unarmored adventurer in his sweat-stained and much darned, off-white arming jacket.
“Ah, greetings… Torrik, was it? I hope we will not have to do battle again. But if you are here for a rematch, I would ask that you allow my compatriots and I to finish our dinner first.” Brynja gestured to a platter of lightly breaded rock shrimp. “Everything here tonight has been simply exceptional, and I would hate to squander any of it.”
“Ooo, Nice Shorty could join us for dinner. Cindra bets Happy Cook has more fried fishies ready in the back.”
“I do not think that isss—”
“It’s all right, Sthuza,” Gabriel said, reaching over and capturing one of the gorgon’s clenched fists. She relaxed at his touch, rolling her hand over and entwining their fingers, but her hard, green eyes never blinked as she watched Torrik.
“Uh, I-I’m sorry, Lad. Didn’t mean to be interrupting your meal.” What was visible of Torrik’s cheeks heated. “I’ve been… thinking about what I was gonna say for so long, then I saw you over here, and… everything went blank.”
Gabriel triggered Magesight and gave Torrik a quick once over. While it was possible to conceal magical auras, it was not often considered worth the rather extreme effort. Given how they had left the adventurer, Gabriel wasn’t too worried about Torrik being part of any grand conspiracies.
The dwarf looked much like he had the night they first met, also here in the Careless Queen. A little taller than average for his species, he looked downright short compared to Gabriel and his bonded. Even Sthuza, the shortest, was several inches taller.
Or rather Torrik looked much the same at first glance. But as Gabriel studied him, he noticed numerous minor differences. Torrik’s barrel chest and thick arms didn’t look quite as well-muscled, and he didn’t project the same relaxedly intimidating air he’d had back before they fought.
‘Well, Master, I would be somewhat disappointed if you found a Silver-ranked fighter intimidating at this point. Though, you are correct. Torrik is clearly suffering the consequences of resurrection, so I suppose he is not here to start any trouble.’
There were dark bags beneath the dwarf’s eyes, but a fierce stubbornness glinted in those amber orbs, proclaiming that he wouldn’t quit easily.
“Don’t worry about it, Torrik,” Gabriel said, raising a hand and making eye contact with Mrs. Spaulding. “Why don’t you grab a chair and join us. You look like you’ve been traveling for a while.”
Torrik nodded, flashing a half grin. “No need to be so polite about it, Lad. I look like I got run over by a telyak and pieced back together from spare parts, but I’ll live.” He turned and stalked over to a nearby table only half full of human adventurers who had been busy glaring at a particularly boisterous group of beastkin across the tavern.
Three men leapt to their feet when Torrik grabbed a chair and tugged.
Cindra laughed gaily as the drunken adventurer still sitting in it fell on his ass. Sthuza let out a resigned, long-suffering sigh, and Brynja sat up straighter, her eyes locked on the group of humans arguing with Torrik.
The dispute ended when one of the women who had remained seated pointed over at Gabriel’s group and said something. All three red-faced men paled and turned away as one, leaving Torrik alone, humming happily as he dragged his conquest across the wooden floor.
“Did you have to take one of the occupied chairs?” Sthuza asked while Torrik settled into the spot Brynja and Cindra made for him.
Eyes flickering to Sthuza, then to Gabriel, Torrik smirked. “I just grabbed the closest seat I could find, Lass.”
Cindra chortled and slapped Torrik on the back hard enough that the dwarf coughed several times, eyes wide.
“Is your naughty elven hussy going to be joining us tonight?” Mrs. Spaulding asked.
Gabriel winced at the innkeeper’s cold tone, but Torrik only smiled at the looming woman as she glared down at him.
“No, Ma’am. Me old party is long gone.” Torrik shot Gabriel a knowing look before returning his attention to Darlene. “I don’t expect we’ll be seeing any o’ them in these parts again.”
“And you’re not here to drag poor Gabriel off into some new cockamamie scheme and leave him holding the bag?” Darlene leaned forward, which caused the serving tray she carried to tilt dangerously as well.
Cindra leapt to her feet and took it, along with the drinks it bore, from the rotund woman.
“Thank you, dearie,” Darlene said as Cindra beamed and began passing out mugs and glasses to everyone at the table.
“I swear to ye, I’m only here to try to make amends with the lad, Mrs. Spaulding. What we did was wrong, and I’ve had some… subtle encouragement to make things right.”
Darlene held the dwarf’s gaze for long seconds, clucking her tongue before nodding to Cindra. The hellhound sat a large, foam-capped tankard of dwarven ale before Torrik.
“In that case, you can stay, but I don’t want any trouble in my inn. You understand me?”
“Of course, Ma’am.”
Darlene shifted her intense gaze to Gabriel, who grinned.
“What? I don’t cause trouble.”
The older woman tilted her head, arching her eyebrows in a masterful look of doubt.
Cindra nodded in support of Gabriel’s words. “Packmaster hasn’t even killed anyone for talking bad about Pack. Well… not in Happy Cook’s lair.”
“How often has he needed to kill people merely for talking?” Brynja asked. She looked to Sthuza. “I know about that foul-mouthed captain we discussed previously, but were there others?”
Gabriel met Torrik’s amused look and sighed.




Chapter Eighteen







Gabriel sat back, nursing an ale as Torrik recounted a brief bit of what he had been up to since their fateful battle.
“I have to say, Lad, you or yer ‘friend’ Meri has the eye o’ the Forge Father at the very least.”
Gabriel flinched, throwing a glance over to his Prime. Sthuza stared back at him, concern visible in her deep green eyes.
“What kind of attention are we talking about?” Gabriel asked, sipping at his ale, though he didn’t taste the rich brew, his mind running off in a dozen directions at once. The thought of a deity taking an interest in him or Merideva filled him with dread.
Torrik gave a hearty laugh, then tossed back the dregs of his own drink. Wiping his bearded face, he replied, “I dun rightly know. Something about the process o’ being transferred back causes memory loss. At least, that’s what High Cleric Tarmoth said.”
“You were resurrected by a dwarven High Cleric?” Sthuza asked.
“Aye, Lass.” Torrik shook his head, a look of disbelief across his rugged face. “I still can scarcely believe me luck that the Forge Father’d give me another chance after…”
“Are you all right, brave warrior? You look ill. Perhaps you need further recovery before recounting your tale?” Brynja said.
Torrik flashed the valkyrie a grateful smile. “Nah, I’ve just been doing a lot o’ remembering what I once had and reliving that time when it all went so damned wrong.”
Cindra stretched out to pat the dwarf on the shoulder in a friendly gesture. Torrik grunted, and the creak of hardwood sounded as she beamed. “Don’t worry, Nice Shorty. Cindra lost old Pack to mean spider bitches, but Packmaster fixed everything. Now Cindra has a new Pack. Mourn losses but don’t waste now life on dead one.”
“Right ya are,” Torrik said, working his battered shoulder about. “And damn, but you’re stronger than ya look.” He glanced at Gabriel with a questioning expression. “Are any of the lovely ladies around you not terribly dangerous?”
“Ooo, Green Chew Toy’s not very dangerous.”
Gabriel scowled at Cindra, then rolled his eyes. “She’s also a long damned sight from ‘lovely.’”
‘Heh, fucking cock-hungry goblin slut would love to be dangerous to your chastity.’
‘Ha ha.’
Gabriel shook aside Reyna’s teasing and Cindra’s response to Torrik’s question. “No, Torrik, about the only woman I’ve talked with lately who’s not at least moderately dangerous is Mrs. Spaulding.”
The dwarf let out a booming laugh that caused several nearby adventurers to turn and stare.
“What’s so funny?” Gabriel asked, glancing around to the amused faces of his bonded.
Brynja cleared her throat twice and seemed to be struggling against a powerful urge to grin. “I take it you have yet to witness Mrs. Spaulding punishing ne’er-do-wells with that absurdly large frying pan she is wont to brandishing?”
Gabriel paused, face scrunching up as he tried to decide if the valkyrie was serious or if this was an elaborate prank. Sighing, he glanced at Sthuza, who had a slight smile.
“Yes, Master. When we visited about a week ago, Darlene came charging out of the kitchen and proceeded to pummel a particularly unruly patron over the head until the city watch arrived.”
“Well… damn. No, I hadn’t seen anything like that. Though, back before all this disruption, the place was mostly regulars, so they probably knew better than to cause any problems.”
Cindra gave a sharp nod. “Happy Cook is a good Packfriend. Snakey says she’ll arrange secret tunnel so Cindra and Packmaster can sneak up and get more tasty stew… Ooo! And fried fishies!”
Gabriel laughed as Sthuza spat a mouthful of wine, sputtering at the hellhound in outrage before sitting back with a resigned sigh.
As his bonded calmed down, Gabriel turned his focus back to Torrik. “So, your god expressed some interest in you meeting me, recruiting me… killing me, what?”
Torrik glanced around the smoky, crowded tavern. “Like I said, ain’t much of me moment with the almighty that I can properly recollect, but I’m to help ya. Serve you and yer special friend. And I’ve got a feeling it’s more related to me old clan job rather than wearing armor and taking hits for ya, though, if that’s what yer needing of me, jus’ say the word.”
Gabriel sipped at his ale, finishing the rich brew and buying time as he considered Torrik’s words.
Sthuza shifted in her chair and leaned closer. “You mentioned being a foreman, I believe?” Torrik nodded. “Was that a mine foreman, or did you run a foundry?”
“Smithing. Clan Stouthammer was known in our little patch of Evora for reliable, if plainer, arms and armor. The Nobles’ Council had contracts with over a dozen human and beastkin states. At… at the end, I managed our primary Holdfast’s immense magma smithies.”
Sthuza nodded, nibbling cutely at her bottom lip as she thought. “And you believe the Forge Father wants you to take up your old profession on behalf of Ma—Gabriel?”
Torrik winced, then glanced around the tavern again. He must have spotted someone staring as he scowled at a table across the room until the offender broke eye contact. “I’ve a mighty unpleasant feeling it’s less of the lad and more of his ‘legendary friend’ what got mentioned when we met last time.”
Gabriel’s mind flashed back to the aftermath of ambushing Estrial’s party. Brynja had mortally wounded the dwarf, leaving Gabriel time to have a brief chat with the only member of that group he hadn’t hated.
‘So, gonna take the bearded midget in? I think you should.’
‘Really?’
‘Hells yeah, Fuckstick. Ask if he can adjust all that adventurer-sized loot you and Snakes collected to fit your Minions and those musclebound orcs.’
Reyna’s comment set Gabriel’s mind into motion, and he considered the idea. If Torrik could alter and repair their growing collection of gear, much of it enchanted, it would let Merideva equip several groups of monsters as elite squads that could crush any stray undead or troublesome adventurers without real issue.
Gabriel must have been distracted in his head longer than he realized as Sthuza, Brynja, and Torrik were busy discussing the finer points of enchanted armor.
“—aye, Lass, that mithril suit of yours is damned near perfect for any but the most freakishly strong o’ warriors. Honestly, moment I saw ya charging out, I knew it was over.”
Sthuza smiled and nodded as the valkyrie’s face pinkened. “Indeed. I was quite eager to invite Brynja to join our… party when Aren mentioned her. Even so, I was stunned at the level of equipment she possessed.
“It is most impressive, easily the finest suit I have ever handled. Perhaps you will have a chance to do maintenance and see what I mean.”
“If that’d help you and the lad, I’d be honored.” Torrik noticed Gabriel’s attention shift and smiled. “I’m eager to get started if yer willing to take me on, and I’ll accept whatever Soul Oath ya need to feel comfortable with me.”
Everyone at the table turned to watch Gabriel, waiting, and he chuckled. “Give me just a moment.”
“Of course, Lad.”
Sthuza flashed a knowing smile. “Checking first is a wise idea.”
Gabriel focused on the bond he shared with Merideva. ‘Meri, you got a moment?’
‘Huh? Sure, Gabriel. What’s wrong? Oh no, did that wicked baroness doublecross you? Are you trapped in her sex dungeon?’
‘What? No!’
‘Oh, then did Cindra ride you until your legs turned to jelly again?’
‘No! Why do you think it’s always about sex?’
‘Well… you do spend a lot of time in that “Spirit Sex Realm”
thing with them. And there’s all the times you wound up taking one of them in my Core Room.’
‘It was only twice! And that was because you mentioned “mating” around Cindra.’
‘… why are you getting mad at me now, Gabriel? If you’re not in trouble, why did you contact me? I thought tonight was going to be your fancy “seafood” dinner with just your bonded. You definitely didn’t invite me to try any of this special food.’
Gabriel bit back the urge to scream at the Dungeon Core. ‘Of course I didn’t invite you, Meri. You’re a Dungeon Core. You can’t enter the city, spend the night in a tavern, and you most especially can’t
eat food!’
‘I could if I had a high enough DPR to unlock Avatars.’
Merideva’s unexpected reply disrupted Gabriel’s train of thought. He had expected her to bicker for a bit more, then move on to his reason for sending in the first place. The idea of her being jealous about seafood had never occurred to him.
She could have a separate avatar? Gabriel shook his head clear. Deal with that later. Focus on the current issue.
‘We ran into Torrik, the vanguard fighter from Estrial’s party.’
‘Hmm? Oh, you mean the shortie with that filthy mop of face hair? I thought Brynja killed him. If he won’t stay dead, maybe you should let Sthuza use one of those crystals on him?’
‘What? No, he’s come to make amends.’
‘Why would we want to let him change any of our rules?’
‘That’s not what I meant.’
‘Oh? Well, I don’t think anyone can amend ED’s rules. There was an old story about this DM who tried, and ED turned them into a chupacabra. Whatever that is.’
‘A what? No, never mind. I mean, Torrik was resurrected by his god and sent here to apologize and serve us. Serve you… I think.’
‘Then why didn’t you say so, Gabriel? You took our talk way off topic and wasted a bunch of time you could have enjoyed with your lovely bonded. Oh, I think you should try spending more time with Brynja in the dungeon. All that time “training” in the Astral Realm isn’t the same as real quality time with me chaperoning you.’
‘Right… anyway, Meri, focus. Do you want me to accept Torrik and bring him down to you?’
‘I guess?’ she drawled in response. ‘He’s probably tougher than my new minotaurs, but what good is one more fighter? I need at least like a party worth of a humanoid species to be able to conjure more… maybe. There might have been some rule about not jumping progression, but it was a very boring talk, and I had Sylia to deal with that.’
‘No, he was apparently a smith, used to run his clan’s forges. That means armor and weapons. Reyna suggested having him modify all that loot we’ve collected. Especially the stuff Sthuza brought up before the Swarm took the thirteenth floor.’
‘Oh, that’s a great idea! Though… are you sure you’re feeling okay, Gabriel?’
‘Yeah, I’m fine.’
‘But… I… you said it was…’
Gabriel sighed. He knew Merideva believed Reyna was just a figment of his imagination. An echo leftover from the trauma of losing her and his climatic battle against Vesrah.
Reyna snorted. ‘Hey, even if you did imagine me, that doesn’t mean you’re crazy.’
‘I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what it would mean.’
Gabriel clamped down on his thoughts, calming his mind, then cut his connection once Merideva confirmed his decision. He opened his eyes, unsurprised to find Cindra’s beaming gray face scant inches from his.
“Packmaster’s back!”
Laughing, Gabriel gave her a quick peck on the lips, pulling back before the surprised hellhound could react. He craned his neck and glanced around her to spot Torrik.
“Yeah, we’re good. Though, fair warning, it’ll be something of a… long-term arrangement.”
Sthuza and the dwarf both nodded.
“I explained as much to him, Master. Was Lady Merideva eager to meet him?”
Gabriel shrugged as Cindra fussed at him, her strong hands stroking his shoulders, arms, and chest as she wiggled her chair closer. “It was hard to tell, honestly. She seemed… distracted or erratic.”
“Regardless, this is an excellent opportunity. However, we will need to gather some supplies in town tomorrow. I would also suggest that Torrik should use our private entrance.”
“Aye, Lass. I don’t stand out as much as the lad and those two over there, but enough of the locals would recognize me and start to ask questions better left unasked.”
Gabriel frowned. “Do I really stand out that much?”
“Packmaster is most desirable male in city!”
“You do have a very regal, distinctive presence, Gabriel. I dare say many of my former battle sisters would compete for the right to pursue you if we were near my mother’s Aerie.”
Gabriel’s frown deepened at his bondeds’ words, and Sthuza grinned. “You are rather tall and well-built for a human now, Master. And your growth in both SE and confidence leaves you cutting a far more noticeable presence.”
Torrik snorted. “I was more referring to the stories circulating the whole damn city about the terrifying Silver-ranked mage who flies around on an enslaved valkyrie and threatened to murder a hundred guards.”
“That is vile slander. I freely accepted service with a noble warrior who bested me in single combat. I am not a slave!”
“There weren’t even a dozen guards,” Gabriel grumbled, causing Sthuza and Cindra to grin as Torrik let out a belly-rumbling guffaw.
“Figured there had to be a bit of exaggeration given to yer rep, Lad, but you’re well on yer way to fame. So, I heartily approve of taking an ‘alternate route’ to me future home.”
“Just like that? Are you honestly willing to put yourself at my—at our mercy, after everything that happened?”
Torrik straightened up, the glint of amusement leaving his steely eyes. There was a weight of experience in that dull, emotionless gaze that struck Gabriel.
‘I have no idea how old he is. Hells, I barely know anything of his past. Just the bits and pieces of his exploits talked about in the taverns and Guildhall. Is this the right decision? How can someone with so much experience put himself under my rule?’
‘Is it truly so hard to imagine, Master?’
Gabriel glanced at his Prime, flashing a quick smile. ‘Sorry. You being at my side feels so natural that I tend to forget you’re like twenty times my age.’
Sthuza huffed, her green eyes flashing with irritation, but the corners of her mouth tipped upward.
‘I must confess I prefer you not thinking of our age difference, Master—or size difference, for that matter—but the simple answer is that we all have parts to play. I am fortunate enough to have been born for a single role. One which I missed for three centuries, but now, at your side, I am once again in my natural element.
‘My guess is that Torrik’s life lacked that simplicity. He has clearly lived centuries, but I do not believe his memories give him the peace and pride that dwarven elders aspire to achieve. Now he perhaps has a mission from the highest deity in their pantheon and an opportunity to make up for the wrongs he committed against you and likely others. And just think, all he has to do is the very craft he was trained in back before he became an adventurer.’
‘Yeah. Fair point, and at least he’ll be useful to Meri, right?’
‘Indeed, Master. While Lady Merideva can theoretically conjure whatever she needs, allowing for DE requirements and unlocking the various templates, it is not the most efficient way to produce many items. Some worked goods are especially expensive to conjure.’
‘Which is why we assigned the oldest orcs to cook for Meri’s monsters. And why you’ve been handling most of our meals, right?’
‘Yes. Well, that and I rather enjoy cooking, though… I expect I will grow weary of it, eventually. So, we should keep an eye out for any perspective chefs.’
“Well, we can worry about getting home later,” Gabriel said, raising a hand to beckon Mrs. Spaulding again. “Let’s drink to new beginnings.”
The door outside opened, and Gabriel, already looking that way, noticed three women enter the tavern.
All three spotted his gaze and grinned.
“Gabe!” Claire cried out, waving wildly. Her twin sister Callie mirrored her, and the pair rushed across the crowded room, drawing every eye in the process.
Torrik laughed, his booming, echoing laughter louder still against the hush that washed over the crowd.
Leryane followed along behind the inutari twins. She brushed tight black dreads from her sleek, elegant face, then made a show of checking her slender saber.
“Oh, wow. Are you having a party, Gabe?” Claire asked. The white-haired inutari loomed over the seated Dungeon Master, but none of his bonded even flinched.
“She cooked fish tonight? Aww, can we have some? That looks so tasty…” Callie said, drooling as she stared at the few remaining fried shrimp scattered across a platter.
“Ooo! Fluffy Packfriends!” Cindra yipped. “Sit. Sit. Happy Cook will make more fried fishies.”
◆◆◆
 
There was no way the three new arrivals could fit at the single table. Maybe just Leryane, but six would be pushing it, to say nothing of eight. Cindra clearly understood as much, leaping to her feet before Sthuza tried to point the issue out.
“Hey, you three don’t mind going to that other table, right?” Cindra asked, being not at all subtle as she loomed over a group of Iron and Steel-tagged adventurers.
One of them, a curvy human, rose to her feet and started to protest. Leryane dashed over and slipped between the scowling adventurer and the suspiciously cheerful hellhound.
“Pleassse at leassst try not to ssstart a fight, Cccindra.”
“Aw, don’t worry. Cindra is being a good girl. Right, Packmaster?” the busty hellhound asked, glancing over her shoulder at Gabriel.
Given her impressive build and highly revealing top, Cindra had garnered almost everyone’s attention within seconds. Gabriel sighed.
Damn it, Cindra. We don’t need to draw any more attention. Besides, I don’t want to turn into one of those arrogant assholes always trying to lord their greatness over others.
‘Ha. Don’t worry about it, Fucker. I’ll let ya know if your ego starts outstripping that monstrous cock of yours.’
Darlene tottled over, scowling. “What’s going on now? I thought you weren’t gonna cause any trouble, Gabriel.”
“Hey, it’s not me. I had nothing
to do with this,” he protested.
Darlene turned to glare at Torrik, then up at Cindra. “What is going on here, dearie?”
Cindra flashed a feral smile that made several onlookers flinch back, but Leryane spoke up first.
“Sorry about the bother, Darlene. It’s my fault.” The elven adventurer reached into a belt pouch and withdrew a few shiny silver coins. “I ran into these two girls and figured I’d catch dinner with them. Then we bumped into Gabe here, and one thing led to another.”
Darlene shot a doubting gaze at Gabriel, but Leryane turned and offered the coins to the outraged adventurer.
“Here, why don’t you join up with that other partial table and buy yourselves a couple rounds on me.”
The Steel-ranked adventurer scowled, and she swiped at Leryane’s outstretched hand, clearly intending to knock the money aside.
Leryane barely moved, flowing away from the other woman’s aggression, then returning to her original position. Her violet eyes hardened, but she kept the placating smile on her face.
Until Cindra stepped over and grabbed the angry human woman by the front of her sweat-stained gray gambeson. The hellhound lifted her up to eye level and drew her in close, grin widening.
“H-hey, l-let go of me!” the woman gasped. She twisted and squirmed, striking at Cindra’s arm to no avail.
“I’d calm the fuck down if I were you,” Leryane said. “There’s no need for this to turn violent.” She stepped around to face Cindra and flashed a pleading smile. “Please let me handle this.”
Cindra cocked her head to one side, then the other. Turning, she shot Gabriel a questioning glance. When he nodded, Cindra shrugged and dropped the human.
Gabriel tuned out the brief conversation between Leryane and the other adventurers as Cindra drew the inutari twins into a spine-cracking hug and carried them over toward the second table.
“Come on, let’s move this one closer to Packmaster’s table.” The hellhound picked up the large, heavy wood table without clearing it of food and drink, then waddled toward Gabriel.
“Cindra, you need to ask for permission before you do something like that,” Gabriel said, holding back a chuckle at his bonded’s pleased expression.
“Cindra did ask. Grumpy adventurer was very rude and tried to refuse dickplomacy.”
“I think you mean diplomacy,” Claire said.
“Dunno, Sis. That might have been a textbook example of swinging the biggest dick. Pretty sure Mother’s accused Dad of that on more than one occasion.”
Both inutari giggled, as did Brynja, distracting Gabriel.
Leryane rejoined them a moment later, dragging a trio of chairs behind her. “Hey, hope you don’t mind, Gabe?” She arched an eyebrow inquisitively, and he smiled back.
“Make yourselves at home. Cindra already invited you all to join us. And I’m sure Mrs. Spaulding has more food to come.”
“I’ll rustle some up in a jiffy, Gabriel,” the older woman said. “But don’t you lot go causing any trouble. Things get busy enough here now that so many new adventurers are in town.”




Chapter Nineteen







After the three women joined them, Gabriel hesitated to discuss plans with Torrik, worried that one of them might overhear. Still, Cindra did an admirable job distracting the newcomers, allowing the others to at least go over the broad strokes.
“So ya mostly need me to convert a bunch of human-sized gear to fit yer friends of different builds, aye?” the dwarf asked after Gabriel and Sthuza mentioned the large amount of enchanted adventurer armor and weapons they possessed.
“Pretty much,” Gabriel said, keeping his voice down. He needn’t have bothered, as Leryane delivered the punchline to a raunchy adventuring joke that set Cindra, Callie, and Claire off.
Gabriel had to lean in to be heard over the three laughing beastkin. “I know it’s possible to resize magical armor, even without proper sizing enchants, but that wasn’t part of my training at the Academy. My curriculum was more on the enchanting and maintenance side of magical items. And all those hours studying contracts, which turned out to be completely useless.”
Torrik took a deep drink of ale, then snorted. “Bah, still hard to believe ya was studying to be one of those red-tape-loving bureaucrats, Lad. The way ya handled yerself in the dungeon, then everything afterward, there’s no doubt in me that ya was meant for the rough and tumble.”
“I find myself agreeing, Torrik,” Sthuza said, scowling at the dwarf. “Back on topic though, what all would you need regarding tools and such for this task?”
Torrik’s amber eyes narrowed, taking on a hard, professional look as he wiped a few drops of ale from his short, frizzy mustache. “More or less, I’ll be needing a decently stocked smithy. Dunno if yer ‘friend’ can provide one, but if not, figure I can scrounge most o’ the tools, bits, and bobs needed without too much trouble. None of that’s particularly expensive—just bulky.”
Sthuza nodded.
“What about the magical side of things?” Gabriel asked. “Won’t you have to alter some of the runes?”
Torrik’s eyebrows rose, and he stared at the taller male for a few seconds, then nodded. “Aye, Lad. The only pricey bit would be getting a set of runesmith chisels. They’re a damn sight scarcer than the mundane sort, and I don’t have any connections here in Lostbarrow.”
Leryane leaned around behind Cindra, who was dominating talk around their end of the two tables. “Did I hear you right?”
Gabriel flinched, but Sthuza smirked, arching her brows. “That would depend on what you heard.” The disguised gorgon’s grin held a subtle edge of lethality that made Gabriel gulp.
From the way Leryane reacted, the elf felt it too. “If you’re in the market for a lightly abused runesmithing kit, I know just where to find one.”
“Oh, ya do?” Torrik asked. “And does that poor widow you work for know about it?”
Gabriel was somewhat surprised at the hostility Torrik was directing toward the Mithril-ranked adventurer, but Leryane let out an airy, carefree chuckle.
“I’d certainly hope so. It’s on El’s list of crap we salvaged after her husband’s final screwup.”
“Tobias Falken had an enchanting workshop?” Gabriel asked, sitting up straighter.
Leryane nodded, then brushed several tight black braids from her face. “Yes. Fortunately, he built it in the basement of that tower yo—that was destroyed by Estrial and her corrupt party.”
Torrik blinked slowly. His mouth fell open as his eyes widened. For several seconds he stared at Gabriel. “I-I hadn’t considered what the truth had to be.” The dwarf shook his head, then tilted his tankard back and drained it in a single go.
“What truth?” Sthuza asked suspiciously.
Gabriel sighed, then chuckled. “Pretty sure he knows his party didn’t hit the castle and murder the baron.”
Leryane scowled. “Would you please keep quiet about that? El put a lot of work into her cover story, and it won’t benefit anyone if the truth leaks out.”
Gabriel, Sthuza, and Torrik all nodded.
“Aye. Right you are, Lass.” Torrik turned to Gabriel, shaking his head, and whispered, “Still… you beat Falken?”
Sthuza smiled proudly while Gabriel just chuckled. “I only singed him with a Fireball. Cindra and Reyna shattered his shield and tore him to shreds.”
Leryane nodded, sighing. “Yeah, and that monstrous hound of yours… oh shit. She’s a fucking hellh—”
Fear spiked in Gabriel’s gut, but before he could react, Cindra’s dark-gray hand darted out and clamped tight over Leryane’s mouth, silencing her without even looking at the elf.
“Friendly Elf shouldn’t spill Pack secrets,” Cindra said in a low, warning growl. Tension around the table spiked, with everyone staring at the two women.
Wide-eyed with terror, Leryane nodded.
Cindra removed her hand just as quickly, a goofy smile on her face as she resumed her chat with Claire and Callie.
Leryane took several deep, gasping breaths. She stared at Gabriel without blinking, her violet eyes fully dilated. “H-how? There’s no way a…” she paused, gulping multiple times before continuing. “There’s no way one of those kinds of creatures could be infected with Lycanthropy. And she’s not a caster… right?”
Gabriel chewed his lip as he considered how to respond. He wasn’t worried about Torrik learning the truth about Cindra—or the others, for that matter. The dwarf had already agreed to serve Merideva, and loyalty wouldn’t be a concern once bound to her.
“I would strongly suggest you forget whatever it is you think you have discovered, Leryane.” Sthuza sounded relaxed and friendly, but her emerald eyes were hard, and a distinct background hissing added a threatening undertone.
“R-right, of course. El doesn’t want to know; I don’t wanna know. Sorry about that.” The elven woman closed her eyes and ran through a focused breathing routine that Gabriel knew was used to relax and lower stress.
“Well, anyway,” Torrik began overly loud to help move the conversation along, “if you can get me access to Falken’s old equipment, I can scrounge up anything else needed. After that, it won’t be more than a matter of elbow grease and time to get that job we discussed going.”
“Excellent,” Sthuza said, raising her glass of golden wine. She took a long, slow sip, and Gabriel found his gaze drawn to how she worked her lips and throat as she drank.
Her free hand slipped under the table and began stroking his thigh, distracting him from the light conversation starting up between Leryane and Torrik. The elven adventurer had dragged her chair around to sit beside the dwarf.
Enjoying the light scratching of Sthuza’s nails up and down his leg, Gabriel took another drink of his own and glanced over to check on his other two bonded.
Cindra and Brynja were laughing and drinking with Callie and Claire, the four seeming like old friends as the inutari mage told a joke that had the others rocking with laughter.
A strangled yelp from the opposite side of the tavern caught Gabriel’s attention, and he, along with most everyone else, turned toward the source.
“Ah shit,” Callie said.
“Do you know who those belligerent and unsightly ne’er-do-wells are?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie’s silver-blue eyes narrowed as she stared at the two groups of five standing around one of the smaller tables.
“Yeah, the ones on the left are Allistor Nair’s party, and the ones they’re glaring at are Brady Sweeney’s crew. Both groups are unrepentant assholes—and all Steel-ranked.”
One of the human adventurers stepped to the side, revealing a single, seated beastkin cowering between the two groups. Unlike the inutari twins, the purple-and-gray-furred felinoid trying to cringe out of sight had a pronounced muzzle and shimmering, feline eyes.
“Oh, no,” Claire gasped. “That’s Yalaen.”
“The one sitting alone?” Gabriel asked as he rose to his feet. All three of his bonded mirrored him. Brynja looked highly affronted while Sthuza shook her head in resignation.
Cindra started pushing through the crowded tavern, a wide, fang-baring grin spreading across her dark-gray face.
“Don’t kill anyone before we can try talking,” Gabriel called out to the towering hellhound. Her head bobbed, and Gabriel chuckled. Brynja rushed to catch up with Cindra.
‘Are you sure this is a situation we should involve ourselves in, Master? I hope you do not intend for us to police all adventurers.’
‘Of course I don’t. But… this looks like bullying of some kind. More importantly, I do want to establish that the Careless Queen is off-limits for this kind of shit. It’s the Guild’s business to monitor everywhere else, but I don’t want anyone causing problems in here. Mrs. Spaulding doesn’t discriminate, and I won’t allow others to start doing so in her inn.’
Sthuza gave a decisive nod. ‘That we can do, Master. Especially with Elaine and Leryane’s support.’
By the time Gabriel was halfway across the room, having dodged around the crowded tables, the two groups of arguing adventurers had noticed Cindra and Brynja.
“Look, we don’t want any trouble with your group,” one of the large men on the left said. Given his more expensive-looking arming doublet and the enchanted sword at his waist, Gabriel figured he was Allistor Nair.
“Yeah, this is between us and young Yalaen here. There’s no reason for any of you lot to get involved,” said a well-dressed mage. Given the stylized B’s and S’s embroidered across the silver-haired man’s immaculate spider-silk gambeson and half-cape, his identity as Brady Sweeney was unmistakable.
Allistor nodded. “Exactly. Me and Brady, we’re just having a friendly little chat with the boy here. I’m sure Yalaen’s just about decided to take my very generous offer and join our group.”
Brady turned to glare at Allistor, completely ignoring the terrified expression on the slender beastkin seated at the table between the two riled-up groups. “You might as well go back to drinking, Allistor. He’s joining us. Who in their right mind would wanna join a group of musclebound hicks like yours, anyway?”
Allistor bristled, and the four broad-backed, angry men behind him clenched their fists, growling at the silk-garbed mage.
“Packmaster doesn’t want anyone disturbing Happy Cook’s lair. You should all apologize, then sit down and drink tasty ale.”
“Fuck off, b—” one of the men behind Allistor started, but Leryane rushed forward in a magic-fueled charge, ironwood tonfa in hand, and caught him by the throat. Before anyone could react, she pressed her hip against his side, hooked a slender leg behind his, and twisted.
The man gasped when his back slammed against the tavern floor. Two dozen voices rose up, shouting, cheering, and screaming as the rest of Allistor’s group turned toward Leryane, two of them drawing short, brutal Stadert knives.
Gabriel frowned at the pair of naked blades. Despite their names, Stadert knives were shortswords, though with hilt construction more in line with tools than weapons. They were efficient and popular sidearms but uncommon among adventurers and nobles.
‘Guess they carry unwieldy two-handed weapons in the dungeon.’
‘Yes, Master. And perhaps we should arrange a sidearm for Cindra as well. Obviously, she can not carry her greatsword with that outfit, but I might have a falchion that would pair nicely with her belt.’
‘Let’s worry about that later.’
Gabriel closed the remaining distance to the angry adventurers before anyone did anything else stupid. Cindra stepped over to his side, pressing her bountiful curves against him and drawing several envious looks.
“Packmaster want Cindra to punish them all or just the bosses?”
Gabriel sighed. “Let’s see if we can’t settle this with words.”
“Aww.”
Callie and Claire giggled, walking over to join them, while Brynja moved around Sweeney’s group and the table. She positioned herself to Yalaen’s left, looming over the beastkin boy despite her lack of armor.
‘He’s kind of… petite for an adventurer, isn’t he?’
Sthuza shrugged.
‘Perhaps, Master. At least, it is easy to see why this young pantheran may not want to join Allistor Nair’s party. They could pass for pink-skinned orcs. Brutes who will never rise to true levels of power…’
‘Yeah. And always one bad fight from being wiped out. Most leaders at least try to cover all the major roles.’
‘Very true. Perhaps we should begin searching for those with unique skill sets to fill your empty bonded positions, Master.’
‘Later.’
Brady turned to face Gabriel. His Dwarven Steel tag rested on the collar of his burgundy-and-gold gambeson. From the way his eyes darted erratically over Gabriel’s body, it was obvious he was trying to spot the Dungeon Master’s tag.
Sighing, Gabriel reached up and pulled the chain holding his Silver tag from beneath his dark-green silk shirt.
Both groups stared at Gabriel, several of the men looking rather uncomfortable. The rest glared at Leryane, who stood with one foot on the prone adventurer’s mail-armored chest.
“Leryane, would you please…?” Sthuza asked. When the elf met her gaze, Sthuza pulled her own Silver tag from her handbag.
The black-haired woman blew out a frustrated sigh, then popped the clasp holding the flap that concealed her tag.
This time everyone stared at the gleaming silver-blue metal plate.
Allistor took a deep breath before turning back to Gabriel. He rose to his full height, puffing his chest out until he was probably larger than the unarmored Dungeon Master. “What does it matter to you and her if we have a bit of a row?”
Cindra growled, but Gabriel held out a hand toward her, halting her advance. He stared at Allistor for several long seconds, then over to Brady.
Both men glared back at him, but Gabriel reached down into his bonds, seeking out the raw aggression and power of Cindra and Sthuza—the feral ferocity of his two monstrous bonded.
Concentrating on projecting his will outward, Gabriel smiled darkly when the men arrayed before him all staggered back a step. One stumbled, bumping into his party mate, but caught himself on Yalaen’s table.
The pantheran stared up at Gabriel with wide eyes, eyes that shared none of the fear emanating from those of the two groups. Brynja rested a hand on the beastkin’s shoulder and smiled at Gabriel before nodding in approval.
Gabriel returned his focus to Brady and Allistor. “I don’t care if your parties slaughter each other in the streets or if you decide to join up inside the dungeon and get annihilated… But you don’t cause trouble around the Careless Queen, got it?”
“Who died and put you in charge?” the sole woman of Brady’s group asked. From the holy symbols of Calios, the Triumphant Radiance, decorating her white and red robes, Gabriel assumed she was a priestess from that annoyingly proactive church.
‘Huh. Would have figured they’d all be busy dealing with that Dark Lord fiasco up north.’
‘Why do you say that, Master?’
‘The crusader state of Toulan is a theocracy aligned with Calios’ “Radiant Sun.” Given all the rumors, I’d expected their devout would be up there, not in Lostbarrow messing around with a failing dungeon.’
Cindra barked with laughter. Sthuza snorted, met Gabriel’s gaze, then rolled her emerald eyes.
“What’s so damned funny?” Brady asked, shifting his glare to the muscular, busty hellhound. His right hand twitched toward his belt, where several wands rested.
There was a spike of outrage, a flutter of background noise, then a rush of satisfaction as a soothing caress brushed Gabriel’s mind.
Everything felt right.
He blinked as the room came back into focus. Brady’s face was turning a lovely puce, a stark contrast against the pale hand clamped around his throat.
“Uh… Gabriel, weren’t we going to talk?” Leryane asked.
Gabriel let out a deep, bassy growl. An inhuman rumble that caused several adventurers to flinch, their wide eyes locking on him. It took more focus than he would have expected to release his grip on the flamboyant mage’s neck.
Brady’s feet hit the floorboards, but his knees buckled, and he fell face-first toward the floor. Leryane dashed over, still Hasted, and caught him before he landed. “Whoa, I got you.”
The robed priestess had stepped back from Gabriel, her dark-blue eyes refusing to meet his.
Gabriel rolled his shoulders, trying to pretend nothing outrageous had just happened. Letting out a slow sigh, he started again. “Look, I’m new in the Guild, and I get it… There are rivalries and betrayals, greed and jealousy, all that shit. Outside of here, it’s business as usual. No one’s trying to boss you around, but if anyone fucks around in here, I’m adding their tags to my collection.”
“Oh shit! That’s you?” Allistor asked.
“Huh?” Gabriel replied.
“H-hey man, we didn’t know this place was your hangout. D-don’t worry, it won’t… will not happen again.” The large man turned a quick glare on Brady Sweeney, then gestured to his companions.
“What’s going on, Al?”
“Come on, guys, let’s go back to our table and order some more drinks. I’ll explain everything.”
The group of hulking, muscular men turned and headed away without another word. Brady rose to his feet, half supporting himself on Yalaen’s table.
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A few minutes later, Brady Sweeney was recovered enough to stagger after Allistor, his own party following him. Several of them shot fearful glances at Gabriel, but none met his eyes.
“What was that all about?” he asked, glancing at Leryane, who stared back at him with a long-suffering expression.
“Are you serious? After the shit you pulled that day you flew back here and put on your little demonstration.”
Gabriel stared at the disbelieving elf for a few seconds until Brynja spoke up.
“I believe she is referring to when we flew into Lostbarrow. We may have made a larger and more impactful impression than either of us had intended. And then, while I confess I believe your display of rolling those tags helped us avoid a fight we could ill afford, it may have made its way into rumors.”
Cindra nodded. “Yep. Cindra heard silly adventurers talking about it when out with Birdsister.”
Gabriel ran a hand through his dark hair, brushing it back from his face, and sighed. “Yeah, in hindsight, it might not have been the best choice.”
Torrik guffawed. The pallid dwarf must have followed them over to stand near Yalaen’s table. He held two tankards of ale, a broad grin splitting his short, fuzzy beard. “Mayhaps not, Lad, but ya don’t seem hesitant to keep at it, eh? Quite a few folks went pale when ya threatened to add their tags to yer collection.”
“Fair point. But for now, let’s head back.”
The purple-furred beastkin leapt to his feet and leaned forward. Large, light-blue eyes that seemed to glow with reflected light stared up at Gabriel and Cindra. “T-thank you for in-intervening.”
The hellhound beamed, exposing her lethal fangs. “Packmaster hates bullies. And Fluffy Packfriends wanted to help, so Cindra had to join in.” She nodded sagely to emphasize her words.
“Hey, Yalaen, are you okay?” Callie asked. The white-haired inutari mage stepped around the table and grabbed the slender male’s shoulders.
“I’m fine,” Yalaen said, struggling against her as she began patting him down, checking for injuries.
Claire rounded the table and joined her twin in groping the smaller beastkin, a cheerful smile on her face. “Relax, Yala, that was really close. Luckily Gabe and his friends stepped in.”
With the inutari sisters flanking Yalaen, it was easy to see how small the beastkin male was. While Callie and Claire were petite compared to Cindra, they were still at least six feet tall.
Yalaen’s pointed ears towered over his head. Without them, he couldn’t be much taller than five and a half, with a more slender build than anyone in Gabriel’s group except Sthuza and Leryane.
Given his muzzled face and short, purple-and-gray fur, it was hard to estimate his age, not helped by his inky-black bob cut with long bangs framing his furry cheeks. His eyes were bright, if a little over large, and a joyful smile lit up his face even as he protested against the twins’ inspection.
He wore a ragged, much patched, mottled gray outfit that seemed ill-fitting. The baggy, long-sleeved top hung loose around his neck and chest, exposing silver-gray fur. His pants seemed too tight across the hips and baggy around his calves.
Yalaen wore no footwear, not a surprise, given pantherans had digitigrade feet complete with the weird ankle design that looked more like an extra knee.
Eventually, the twins seemed satisfied that he wasn’t injured and released him. Claire turned to Gabriel with a pleased grin. “Hey, Gabe, lemme introduce Yala. He came to Lostbarrow a day after we did.”
“Nice to meet you!” Cindra yipped. She darted around the table and grabbed up Yalaen and both inutari in a huge hug that had all three of them gasping in surprise. “More Fluffy Packfriends.”
Yalaen glanced at Gabriel with pleading eyes. “Help me,” he squeaked.
“Let go before you crush them, Cindra.” Gabriel chuckled as the hellhound pouted her lips before releasing the three beastkin.
“Aww, can Shadowy Cat at least join us for fried fishies?”
Both inutari copied Cindra in flashing sad puppy eyes, and several people laughed as Gabriel sighed and nodded.
“But only if he wants to,” Gabriel said before focusing on the svelte beastkin. “Don’t let any of them force you, but you’re welcome to join us.”
“Uh… thanks.”
‘I thought you were not interested in recruiting more bonded at the moment, Master.’
‘I’m not thinking about recruiting him for us.’
Walking at his side as they made their way back to their two tables, Sthuza stutter-stepped, then nodded.
‘Ah, I see. Yes, you are hoping Yalaen can reinforce the Dawsons’ party? Since they already seem friendly with him, is it not a touch strange they have not joined forces before now?’
‘Yeah, but they’re all new, right? I still remember how hard it was to approach those groups I did and ask to join.’ Gabriel thought back to that frantic period after he was expelled. ‘Not sure I’d have been able to do it if not for the looming fear of being out on the streets.’
‘Perhaps, Master. At the very least, we can share a few drinks and get a feel for him before suggesting anything. Besides, given Cindra’s treatment of the trio, perhaps she is thinking the same thing?’
Dropping back into his chair, Gabriel glanced over at Cindra and grinned. The busty hellhound had let the trio walk on their own feet. But now she was forcing Yalaen into yet another chair stolen from a neighboring table.
Darlene rushed over with a large serving tray laden with drinks. “Here ya go, dearies,” she said as she began distributing them among the enlarged party. When she reached Gabriel, she leaned closer, a wry smile on her face. “Thanks for not making a mess, but you don’t have to worry about me and my little inn here. We’ve been fine for a long time.”
Sthuza smiled, placing a hand on the innkeeper’s arm. “You will have to forgive Gabriel, Darlene. He has developed something of a protective streak, but we are working on it. Besides, our presence here will no doubt draw more attention in the future. So perhaps it is best to crush any rotten eggs before they can spoil the rest.”
“He was quite right to declaim this wonderful establishment as inviolable,” Brynja said. She shot Gabriel an approving look, then turned to Torrik, who was asking something about armor.
“Well… I do appreciate it, dearie, but you lot need to keep yourselves safe. You’ve been spending so much time in that deadly dungeon, I can’t help but worry you’re not getting enough rest.”
Gabriel sat back in his chair, savoring the rich gnomish ale Mrs. Spaulding had served him. At the moment, he was content to let his bonded chat with the newcomers. Cindra especially seemed to be enjoying herself as she pantomimed various adventures with the three beastkin.
‘Rest easy, Master. I am confident Cindra will not reveal anything that would cause us trouble. She has been rather more circumspect lately. And in truth, having closer relations with at least a few other adventurers could go a long way to safeguarding our reputations in the city.’
‘Yeah. It seems I’ve started a few unpleasant rumors floating about. We should focus on appearing as “normal” as we can.’
‘Of course. Do you still wish to present ourselves as exploring further afield in the dungeon so we can report Lady Merideva’s newly expanded zones as they are prepared?’
‘Definitely. While I never heard much about how adventurers map and catalog unexplored dungeon floors, I remember plenty of stories about only special groups taking on those kinds of risks.’
‘Yes, Master. Exploring new floors of an established dungeon tends to have a much higher casualty rate, and the brave fools who risk entering a completely unexplored dungeon are rarely heard from.’
‘That matches with the stories I remember, but knowing what I do about Cores and DMs now, I don’t understand why a dungeon would want to be so dangerous.’
‘Well, first of all, killing adventurers does provide a more substantial DE income, especially if you do it efficiently rather than by simply deploying an overwhelming threat against them. But I imagine the primary cause for the greater fatality rate is a simple lack of preparedness on the part of the trailblazing adventurers.’
'What do… oh, yeah. Like stumbling into a greater gorgon’s hunting grounds with only a lantern.’
‘Precisely, Master. How many people in this city could I petrify without warning? And yet, if the Guild knew I was here, they would make arrangements that would almost certainly slay me.’
‘Slay all of us, you mean,’ Gabriel sent.
Sthuza’s cheeks heated at his tone, the corners of her lips curling up, and she slid her chair closer to his.
When her slender hand brushed his, Gabriel let her intertwine their fingers. She leaned closer and rested her head on his shoulder, allowing several disguised head-snakes to brush along his back and neck.
Leryane walked over carrying her chair and dropped it on Gabriel’s other side, slipping in between him and Cindra, who was steadily encroaching on the trio of beastkin. “Hey, I hate to interrupt you two, but I actually had a business reason for coming tonight,” she whispered.
Gabriel sat up straight, but Sthuza remained relaxed. All she did was scoot her chair closer so she could stay pressed against his side.
“What’s up then?”
“A real pain in the ass arrived in town a couple hours ago. El wanted me to make sure you were aware of him before any… problems could erupt.”
Rubbing her cheek against Gabriel’s chest, Sthuza glanced over at the elven woman. “Precisely what sort of pain are we talking about here?”
Leryane sighed, looking about as weary as Gabriel had ever seen an elf. “More than likely, you shouldn’t have any issue with him at all. But given Gabe’s way of reacting to insults toward you three—four, we didn’t want to take a chance on your groups crossing paths unaware.”
“You’re not talking about one of those clowns from earlier, are you?” Gabriel asked.
Leryane shook her head. “No. Sir Triscol Blakemore.” She paused and stared at Gabriel and Sthuza expectantly.
The disguised gorgon continued to rub against him. She shifted in her seat and crossed her left leg over his.
Sensing his Prime’s growing lust across their bond, Gabriel ducked down and kissed the top of her head, then turned back to Leryane. “Sorry, but that name doesn’t ring any bells. Is he related to Duke Mornstead?”
Leryane snorted. “Yeah, yeah. He’s Viktorin’s fourth son, so he’s got no hope of inheriting anything.” She gave Gabriel an odd look, then frowned. “You really haven’t heard of him? He’s Mithril-ranked.”
Sthuza twitched but didn’t stop grinding against Gabriel.
“It’s not like I’ve memorized the names of all the powerful adventurers. Hells, there’s got to be a few hundred Mithril tags in Ailannor alone.”
Leryane chuckled. “Fair. My bad. It’s easy to forget you haven’t been in the Guild for decades.”
“Isn’t it, though? Hard to remember him as that desperate newbie anymore.” Torrik asked.
“Huh?” Gabriel asked. Sthuza continued to press herself against him, stroking her leg up and down his in a slow, sensual motion.
“You’ve got a terrifying presence when you get angry, and there’s just this… feeling around you that reminds me of far more experienced and powerful adventurers.” Leryane’s pale cheeks heated, and she made a lazy shooing motion. “Don’t mind my rambling. I’ve probably spent too much time with Wil and his beasties of late.”
‘Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?’
Sthuza let out a sensual, amused laugh.
‘Master, when you were attempting to “talk” with those adventurers, you reached into your bonds and drew upon us. Combined with your true Spiritual Presence, damaged soul or not, your aura likely terrified everyone nearby.’
‘Wait, for real?’
Sthuza giggled.
‘Yes, Master, “for real.” You are likely not terribly far behind Leryane in Soul Essence at this point. And you do recall that powerful beings can make their Spiritual Presence or “Aura” felt, correct?’
‘Yeah… oh… oh.’
‘Precisely.’
“Anyway,” Leryane said, “El wanted you to know the puffed-up asshole is in Lostbarrow, no doubt, to stir up some kind of shit for her.”
“They’ve had problems before?” Gabriel asked.
“Not exactly. But there’s no other reason for Triscol to show up here in the ass-end of nowhere less than a month after the baron died. I don’t know what his game is, but…” Leryane shook herself and frowned at her half-empty ale. “Forget about it. We just wanted you to be aware he was in Lostbarrow. Hopefully, you won’t even meet him, but…” She gave a weak shrug.
“We’ll be careful,” Gabriel said, causing the elven woman’s eyebrows to climb toward her hairline. Sthuza giggled again, still rubbing against him.
“Sure… Well, you lot have fun. Thanks for the dinner, but I need to get back and check on El. I hope you all have a great evening.”
Gabriel and Sthuza exchanged goodbyes with the Mithril-ranked adventurer, then he glanced down at his Prime. “So, what’s gotten into you?”
Craning her neck back to meet his gaze without pulling away from his chest, Sthuza smirked. “Maybe it is what has not gotten into me.”
Gabriel snorted, but his hardening manhood twitched, of which, Sthuza was clearly aware. Her free hand glided down to stroke the bulge in his pants, but she otherwise seemed content to rub as much of her body against his as she could manage.
Willing to let her have her way, Gabriel glanced around the tavern while finishing his ale. A few people stared, looking rather envious, while most of the crowd continued to drink, eat, and make merry.
The Careless Queen was still packed, despite the earlier unpleasantness. Gabriel spotted Allistor’s group seated at a large table not far away. The brutish adventurer noticed Gabriel looking his way, raised his mug, and nodded.
Gabriel returned the salute, then turned his attention to Cindra and the three beastkin.
His bonded was pressed up tight against Callie, leaning halfway across her to chat with Yalaen. Claire had the petite male flanked from the other side, the two sisters squeezing in just as close as Cindra was to Callie.
“Ooo, Packmaster!” Cindra cried when she noticed his attention. “Shadowy Cat is a shadow pouncer!”
Gabriel blinked at Cindra’s cheerful boast; Sthuza sat up, though she remained painted against him.
“No, no, that’s all wrong,” Claire slurred. “Talaen’s a meadow master.”
Callie snickered. “Nah, he’s one of them… magic… blade people.”
It only took a second for Gabriel to realize both inutari were drunk. Beside Callie, Cindra looked fine. But the male beastkin in question was hunched in on himself, his face noticeably reddening, despite his short fur.
“Did you perhaps mean a ‘shadow dancer,’ Cindra?” Sthuza asked. There was a faint, excited hissing, and several of her red ‘dreadlocks’ shifted behind her.
Yalaen and Cindra both nodded.
“Damn,” Gabriel said. “That requires a genuine talent for shadow sorcery, doesn’t it?”
This time, it was Yalaen and Sthuza who nodded.
‘Indeed, Master. Are you sure you do not wish to recruit him into Lady Merideva’s service at least? Such innate magical talent would make him quite useful.’
‘No… I… I’m not comfortable dragging more outsiders into this. At least not yet. We’re finally in a position of relative safety, and I don’t think rushing out to recruit random people, especially just for their talents, is the best idea.’
‘Very well. And I suppose once you master Dungeon Translocation, his powers would be less special to us.’
‘Yeah. And we don’t need an assassin. Besides, he’s Bronze, just like Callie and Claire. I don’t think any of them could handle the shit we’ve been facing. Admit it, even Reyna could test out to at least Dwarven Steel, if not Silver, on her own.’
Gabriel felt a flicker of embarrassment and gratitude from what he thought, hoped, was Reyna’s bond.
‘I would say Silver, Master, though that would perhaps not be the wisest thing for a lycan to carry.’
Callie and Claire argued about who had been more right about Yalaen while Cindra stared intently at Sthuza.
When the disguised gorgon rose up in her chair, pressed her face against his neck, and kissed his throat, Gabriel winced at the blazing passion glowing in Cindra’s eyes as she watched.
‘You need to stop before Cindra gets any wild ideas, Sthuza.’
Sthuza let out a throaty chuckle, then brazenly climbed onto Gabriel’s lap. ‘Perhaps those “wild ideas” are precisely my intent, Massster.’
Uh-oh.
‘I’ll say, Fucker. You’ll be lucky if Boobs even waits till ya get back to the room before she jumps your ass. Bet she leaves you a moaning puddle of DM before morning.’
‘I’m pleased that my sex life is so entertaining to you. Gods, I truly hope you’re real, and I’m not just going crazy.’
‘Ha! Why can’t it be both?’
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The hellhound all but dragged Gabriel toward the stairs to their room—without bothering to dislodge Sthuza from his lap. The gorgon, thankfully still disguised, had her sleek legs wrapped around his waist as she ground herself against him.
Her position caused her short, tight dress to ride up, exposing toned thighs and a firm, round ass. In her human guise, her buttocks were a lovely pale white, just a shade from her true appearance.
Gabriel clamped his hands over her tight rear, pinning her dress down enough to cover part of her ass and holding her up. But he couldn’t do more, his head spinning from her aggressive kisses.
Unexpectedly, Cindra held back beyond grabbing his hand, and after a very brief goodnight, she dragged the pair upstairs.
Sthuza was less restrained. Her hands stroked his back, and she kissed him with a fiery passion that seemed more appropriate coming from Cindra.
They were both breathless by the time Cindra unlocked their door and slammed it open. She tugged them forward. Gabriel grunted, and Sthuza winced when the hellhound bumped the pair against the door casing in her eagerness to get inside.
“Come on, Snakey, it’s time now, right?” Cindra asked in a needy whine.
Sthuza broke their kiss. “Hmph, I suppose it is, Cindra.” Her emerald eyes flashed. Then a wide, teasing smile spread across her beautiful, disguised features. “Enjoy.”
With that, The gorgon unclenched her legs and dropped down. Her feet hit the carpeted floor, and she danced away from Gabriel.
“Wait, what are—”
Cindra cut Gabriel off, yanking him into her arms and smashing her lips against his.
“Well, Master, it seems that Cindra has been feeling a bit… frisky, and she is very much in need of your attention. Your physical attention. And as it happens, Brynja has asked for another private chat. So, we will escort Torrik to Lady Merideva, then return to her room for the night while you two… enjoy yourselves.”
Gabriel tried to reply, but Cindra’s tongue darted into his open mouth, and one of her hands found his aroused member. Her blue eyes flared brighter.
Well, at least it’s always enjoyable, and I do love her.
◆◆◆
 
A warm, wet sensation woke Gabriel from restive slumber. He groaned at the intense stimulation as Cindra sucked and slurped at his erect member.
She took more of his length into her mouth, gagging just a bit as his tip entered her throat. Her low growling rumble sent pleasant vibrations through Gabriel’s sensitive flesh, and he bucked his hips up, seeking more.
So close. Wait… does Cindra even have a gag reflex? And I know Sthuza doesn’t.
Gabriel’s drowsy, lust-addled mind struggled to put the pieces together. His body seemed unconcerned with anything other than the glorious pleasures of his bonded’s eager, almost manic, oral attention.
It took Gabriel several seconds to force his eyes open. Instead of their well-appointed but older room in the Careless Queen, he was back in their bedroom inside Merideva’s Domain.
“Wh-what?” he muttered, rising enough to spy the woman sucking him off. “R-Reyna?”
The lycan’s head bobbed rhythmically, her thick stripe of blond hair swaying with her movements. She flinched at his voice. But instead of stopping, she sped up, sucking harder and pushing him over the edge.
Despite the confusion slowing his mind, Gabriel’s body reacted. Legs flexing, his hips bucked up, forcing the rest of his manhood into Reyna’s mouth.
Her throat constricted around his girth, and she let out a hungry, feral growl as he peaked. Her small hands clenched his thighs with bruising force.
Gabriel’s member pulsed, spraying his seed straight down the lycan’s throat. Reyna growled louder, her fingers digging into his legs.
His orgasm lasted longer than normal, but soon enough, Reyna pulled her head up, dislodging him from her throat. Once his tip plopped free of her mouth, she licked her lips in satisfaction, sitting up.
All she had on was a pair of the slick black boy shorts Sthuza wore on occasion. Eyelids fluttering open, her gaze met Gabriel’s, and she froze.
“Uh, Reyna, what’s going on?”
Her amber eyes widened, and she gulped several times before breaking out in a noisy, fake fit of coughing. “Gods damn, Fucker. Why were you so backed up after four rounds with Boobs? I thought I was gonna drown.”
Gabriel blinked. “What?” He closed his eyes, ran a quick centering routine, then snapped them open again and stared at his fallen bonded. “First off, since we’re in the Astral Realm and I was asleep for most of it, however ‘backed up’ I was, that was your creation. And second, why are we in the Astral Realm? Hells, how are we here?”
Reyna froze, staring at him unblinking for several seconds. “Uh… y-you didn’t create this place?”
Glancing around, Gabriel confirmed they were in the lavish bedroom near Merideva’s Core Room. Or at least, an astral reproduction of it. “I made a facsimile of our suite when Cindra kept begging to try the ‘Spirit Sex’ you mentioned. But like I said, I was asleep, so I doubt I brought us here.”
Reyna flushed. “Um…” She nibbled at her lower lip for a second before smirking. “If I’m just a figment of your warped imagination, that’d mean it had to be your idea. Besides, after your raunchy sexcapade last night, how can you be so sure? You and Boobs went at it for hours.”
“Fair point. Still, I didn’t think I could manifest you here. I tried several times.”
“Y-you were trying to drag my ghostly ass in here for sex?”
Gabriel jerked upright, frowning. He shook his head, then reached out and pulled the topless lycan into a crushing embrace. “No, crazy werebadger. I was trying to bring you back. If nothing else, the five of us could have been together here.”
Reyna gasped when his arms wrapped around her. She huffed, shaking her head but hugged him back. “I already told you, I’m not interested in fucking other girls.”
Gabriel laughed. “It may surprise you, but I’ve spent far more time here training with them than playing at Spirit Sex.”
“Sure you have.” Despite her mocking tone, she pressed closer, straddling his lap.
Gabriel sighed in satisfaction before ducking his head and kissing Reyna’s cheek. “It’s great to see you here.”
“Yeah, I kinda like having a body again. Even if it is fake and stuck here in Fuck Space.”
They sat in silence for several minutes before Reyna pulled away and sat back on her heels, exposing her pert breasts and toned belly. Her amber eyes stared into his, daring him to lower his gaze.
She smirked. “Since we’re already here, mind helping a bitch out?”
“Help with what?”
Reyna’s eyes flashed, and she lowered a hand to her crotch, biting her lip in a provocative display. “After being forced to watch you plow Snakes and Boobs for weeks, I’m horny as that damn hellhound. Since it’s your fault, shouldn’t you help me relieve the pressure?”
Her proposal left Gabriel conflicted. His feelings for his fallen bonded had grown, but there was still a part of him that feared she was as Sthuza and Merideva believed. A figment of his imagination.
“Wh-what’s wrong?” Reyna asked, her sultry facade melting away into self-doubt. “You don’t have to if you’re not interested in me. I know I’m not much compared to the others. All three of them are so—”
Gabriel lunged forward and cut her off with a kiss. The werebadger went stiff at first, then opened her lips and wrapped her arms around his chest.
First, she bit his tongue, then seemed determined to swallow it. Her strong fingers dug into his back, and she ground her sex against his erection.
Gabriel worked to match her, accepting her intensity. His tongue overpowered hers, and he reached down to cup her tight ass. Squeezing those pert globes, he was unsurprised when she started growling low in her throat.
“Yes, Alpha. Take me. Bend me over and fuck me like your other bitches. Mark me as part of your Pack.”
He slid a hand up her back, reaching her thick blonde hair, and tangled his fingers within. Holding her frozen in place, her hips still rocking against him, he stared into her amber eyes. “Is that what you really want, my wild little lycan? For me to pin you down and pound your cute ass like Cindra’s?”
Arousal flared in Reyna’s gaze. She growled again, grinding against him harder. “Yes! Do it. Claim me.”
Gods, if she’s not real, this is so fucked up.
Gabriel suppressed his doubts and focused on his bonded. Tilting her head back, he kissed her slender throat, drawing more moans. Unlike with Sthuza, he suckled at the tender flesh, marking the horny lycan.
Minutes passed as he ravaged Reyna’s neck, spiking her excitement with every hickey marring her smooth skin.
“Yes, Alpha! Do it. Brand me.” Reyna let out another throaty moan, then screamed when he bit down hard. Her entire body seized up, and Gabriel held her close until she sagged in relief.
After licking at the bruised flesh of her throat, Gabriel kissed up to her ear. He breathed out, enjoying the way she shivered in his lap. “Well, my beloved bonded, ready to get bent over now, or…?”
Reyna let go and leapt away from him. Landing on her knees, she spun, dropping to all fours and glancing back over her shoulder, eyes smoldering.
That answers that.
Gabriel let his eyes trace Reyna’s petite form as he moved to loom behind her. Nude other than the black boy shorts, all the lines of her toned body were on full display.
When he paused, kneeling between her spread legs, her lusty look softened, fear flickering in her eyes.
“Relax, Reyna. I’m just taking a moment to appreciate your beauty before thoroughly mussing you.” Gabriel flashed his smuggest smirk, and after a second, her snarky smile returned.
“Yeah, yeah. You can leer at me later, Fucker. Now put that monstrous cock of yours to work. This itch isn’t getting any better with ya just sitting there.” She shook her hips invitingly, eyes lighting up when his gaze dropped to her ass.
He cupped Reyna’s butt with one hand, tracing his thumb along her silky boy shorts. She bit her lip when he slid his fingers under the slick fabric.
Without warning, he ripped her underwear away, applying just a sliver of focus to ensure the astral construct tore away without issue. Reyna gasped, then growled in excitement.
Copious wetness soaked her slit. Her face reddened, but she didn’t look away as he tenderly caressed her exposed flesh.
A faint brush along their bond drew Gabriel’s attention, and he focused on the subtle hint. He cocked a hand back, snorting when Reyna’s excitement spiked.
Spanking her firm ass, he watched as his bonded reveled in the playful smack. While she was tough enough to take any blow he could deliver, he had no interest in injuring her.
Still, I can give her at least a taste of what she wants.
Gabriel spanked her several more times, reddening both butt cheeks and driving the horny lycan to another orgasm. He also took the opportunity to enhance her body, making her as tough and durable as Cindra.
“Enough foreplay, Fucker. Stick it in me… now!”
Snickering, Gabriel contemplated denying her. But while she might enjoy being teased, he was almost as eager to continue as she was. He grabbed Reyna’s hips, pinning her in place, then pressed his tip against her wet entrance.
She let out another guttural moan and rocked her hips back. Gabriel pulled back an inch, drawing a frustrated growl. When Reyna glanced back again, scowling, he smirked and slammed his hips forward.
Her eyes flared wide, then snapped shut. She gave a lewd moan as he hilted himself in a single thrust. “Gods damn, Alpha. Ar-are you trying to break me?” Despite her words, Reyna shifted her hips, grinding back against him.
“I’m sure you can handle it,” he said before withdrawing most of the way, then slamming his full length inside her again. She gasped but braced herself as he began thrusting.
Gripping her hips tight, Gabriel pounded the petite lycan with the same forceful energy as he did Cindra. While he had enhanced Reyna’s body to ensure he wouldn’t harm her, she was unaware. Excitement and fear heightened her enjoyment as he took her.
Reyna rocked back and forth on all fours, syncing her motion with his powerful thrusts. She slammed back against him, growling each time he hilted deep inside her.
Gabriel’s focus narrowed until the room around them vanished. All that remained was the two of them on the large bed, floating in an infinite void.
Lust flared across their bond, followed by a desperate hunger for more. Gabriel drew on his experience with adjusting Cindra for sparring, boosting his mass and strength to match the powerful hellhound.
“Gods, yes! Don’t stop,” Reyna moaned as he took her harder, pounding her into the mattress.
Shaking his head in amused disbelief, Gabriel kept going. Her silken heat felt incredible around his member, and he knew he wouldn’t have lasted much longer in the physical world.
I can go as long as I want here… but let’s see about increasing her pleasure a bit more.
Gabriel reached out, gathering her thick stripe of white-blonde hair into a tight ponytail. He pulled, putting just enough force to make her stare straight ahead. As he held her in place, her inner walls tightened, squeezing him.
Reyna matched his movements, slamming her ass against his thrusts, trying to drive his manhood deeper. Their breathing grew ragged as they maintained a frantic pace.
When the lycan’s panting increased, her sleek body glistening with sweat, she twisted around to peek up at him. A pleading look washed over her face, and Gabriel grinned.
He tugged her hair, making her stare ahead again. Then he slammed his hips against hers with even greater force. Wanting to give her the most pleasure, he reached out through their bond and spiked her arousal and his.
His manhood twitched, swelling within her tight passage. Reyna howled, and her inner walls clamped down with incredible strength.
Embracing his own orgasm, Gabriel slammed home again. As the first jets of seed sprayed deep inside her, he leaned over, covering her with his larger form. He brought his mouth to her pointed ear and bit that sensitive flesh before whispering.
“You’re mine, Reyna.”
Moaning as she climaxed, she spasmed beneath him. Her back slammed against his chest before her strength failed, and she collapsed to the mattress.
Gabriel remained hilted in her wet folds, filling her with a last few spurts. Once finished, he released her hair and slipped his arms under her. He rolled over, pulling her along until he lay on his back with the petite lycan resting on his chest.
Reyna shimmied against him, cooing softly. “Thanks, Alpha,” she said a moment later, once her breathing had somewhat recovered.
Gabriel smiled, wrapping his arms around her, holding her close. “Anytime, Reyna. Did I manage to scratch that itch you had?”
“Ha, yeah, Fucker. That really hit the spot. And your fur feels pretty nice as well.”
“Wait… what?!” Gabriel raised an arm, staring at the short gray fur coating his muscular limb. Wicked black claws tipped each finger, and he gulped as he realized what he had done.
Snickering, Reyna twisted around to stare down at him. “Wow, you didn’t even notice? Fucking hells. I assumed you’d been doing that with Boobs. Is this the first time you turned into a hulking hellhound hunk?”
Gabriel nodded.
Reyna cackled. “Seriously? Oh gods, you are so boned. Boobs is gonna break you in half when she sees you like this.”
“Ye-yeah… yeah, she might get a bit
excited.”
Reyna snuggled closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “Would it be okay to stay like this, just for a little while? You can worry about that later.”
Fighting down the dread he felt at what Cindra’s reaction to him shapeshifting into a male hellhound would be, Gabriel smiled and kissed Reyna’s head. “Of course, my beloved bonded.”
“Fucker.”




Chapter Twenty-Two







A soothing voice crooned in Gabriel’s ear. The gentle, wordless sounds calmed his disturbed nightmares, even as he slowly returned to awareness.
Echoes of tormented voices and greedy, hate-filled pleas rattled around in the distance. That relaxing voice was accompanied by a protective presence that wrapped powerful arms around him, shielding him from the clawing, grasping hands of a faceless mob.
“Huh?” Gabriel tried to look about, only to blink when his vision cleared and he saw the surrounding room. He remembered falling asleep after sating Cindra, the hellhound, having taken full advantage of their alone time.
And then Reyna managed to drag us into the Astral Realm somehow…
But as he triggered Darkvision and studied the colossal chamber around him, it was obvious he wasn’t in their room back at the Careless Queen. Nor had he returned to their wing in Merideva’s Domain.
The shadowy bedroom was larger than his quarters and Merideva’s Core Room combined. And given the titan-sized, four-poster bed, it was definitely a bedroom. It would have dwarfed Elaine’s receiving hall and was decorated in such a luxurious fashion Gabriel couldn’t even imagine it as a king’s bedroom.
Flowing purple and black curtains hung from exquisitely carved ebonwood columns and rails. The dark spider-silk sheets about his body were softer than the ones Sthuza had arranged last week after a lengthy trip to her lair.
He lifted his head off a plush pillow that seemed to negate gravity itself and rose to a sitting position.
Rubbing at sleep-crusted eyes, Gabriel looked around. He felt an intense longing for the presence he had sensed sheltering him against those hostile, relentless people from his dream, then flinched.
“Why did I think ‘relentless’? Wasn’t that the first time I’ve had that dream?”
“Ah, my beloved, you know that lesser mortals will always beg for your favors. But do not fear them. I will shield you against their dirty, grasping clutches. For it is our inevitable destiny to rule together.”
A hint of unstable, almost manic intensity colored Vesrah’s voice, shocking Gabriel. Leaping from the bed, he tripped as his legs tangled in luxurious, forty-foot-long sheets. He crashed to the floor, his fall broke by impossibly soft, warm carpet of the finest lanataek wool. Staggering to his feet, he twisted about, searching for her.
“Calm yourself, Gabriel Grimm,” Vesrah cooed in her familiar, uneven tone. “I am here to protect you. To aid you, not harm you.” She let out a disappointed sigh. “I did not even mean to wake you.”
“What? Was that y—why did you trap me here again?”
“Trap you? I have done nothing of the sort!” she screeched, her voice growing darker and filling with anger. A raging presence crushed down on Gabriel. The gorgeous wood-paneled walls and soft, violet lighting shimmered beneath her angry outburst.
But then she let out an affronted huff, and the building pressure vanished.
“Then why did you bring me here?” Gabriel asked. Given the reactive environment, it seemed obvious he was somewhere in the Astral Realm.
“I was shielding you from those crude, vicious monkeys that seek to torment your wondrous mind. Why you hold on to them is beyond our understanding. Still, I will not allow such pathetic vermin to torment my beloved.”
“Monkeys? Hold on to them?” Gabriel turned his still-foggy mind toward deciphering the Swarm’s words. Had he held onto anyone other than Reyna? How?
Any torment I’m suffering about Reyna is self-inflicted. She’d never hurt me. But who else could I feel tormented about?
“You have angry, twisted souls clawing at your own. One clings to you and reminds me of your… women. The rest fear and loathe you. Though… most are… mere echoes compared to her and those two males. A small part of you, the most pitiful and undesirable, keeps them chained tight to your soul.”
Gabriel’s face scrunched up as he parsed through her meaning. “Wait… are you talking about guilt? The guilt I felt over killing so many people?”
“Guilt?” Vesrah parroted. Silence reigned for a moment, then a voluptuous female figure manifested, standing on the thick, dark-gray carpet before him.
She wore a diaphanous gown that exposed acres of pale flesh. Black tendrils seemed to shift and squirm beneath otherwise flawless skin. Her purple eyes glowed. Then a long, inky-black tongue slipped from her mouth, waving about as though tasting the air. “Ah, yes… Guilt. That is what mortals call it.”
A dark look of supreme disdain flashed over her too-beautiful face before she smirked at him. “Your guilt yields you no value, Gabriel Grimm. I sense much guilt from your Prime as well.”
When she spoke of Sthuza, a fresh spike of anger raged through Gabriel. Brows furrowing, he glared at the female Swarm, his fists clenching.
Vesrah raised her hands in a placating gesture, her cruel expression softening. “Please, Beloved, calm yourself. I only mention it to help you.”
“Ha, yeah, ‘help,’ me. Right.” Gabriel shook his head in disbelief. “Did you forget that whole spiel you gave about how you were going to kill Sthuza and replace her? Said something about her being ‘unworthy.’”
The beautiful, unsettling woman rocked back like he had slapped her. Her purple eyes widened, clouding with black, and she licked her lips in a nervous tick. “I… was… hasty, Beloved. Since then… since you… proved your worth in our last confrontation, I have reevaluated our previous plans.”
Gabriel blinked. Everything Sthuza and Merideva had told him about the Swarm suggested the foul, alien creatures couldn’t even show, let alone feel, remorse. His own brutal experiences with Vesrah reinforced that idea.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think she’s sincere.
‘Yeah, right. Don’t listen to her, Fucker. Remember when she sent you those horrid nightmares and shit? And don’t forget that twisted army of mutate superbugs she sent after your pet rock. Gods damn, If I wasn’t dead, bet I’d still be having nightmares about some of those fucking monsters. She’s just trying to play with yer head because you kicked her ass last time.’
Reyna’s sudden mind-voice in his head startled Gabriel, reminding him of their recent intimacy. Ignoring her slight embarrassment, he drew strength from her warm, feisty presence.
“Why are you doing this, Vesrah? You made it clear you wanted to enslave Meri, and I won’t let you do that. Why did you summon me here again? You already tried this whole ‘seduction’ angle, and it failed, remember?”
Vesrah pouted, her full lips puffing out and quirking to one side in an oddly cute expression. Her pale cheeks darkened, revealing a light dusting of purple-black freckles. “I…”
Gabriel held his tongue but gestured for her to get on with it.
The darkly beautiful woman broke eye contact, staring down at the rich gray carpet. “I was just trying to shield you, but… there was… something about you. It drew my presence closer than intended, and when I brushed your hair back… you woke.”
Nonplussed, Gabriel stood there, blinking at her.
‘Holy shit, Fuckstick! You’ve got a stalker! A crazy, insectoid stalker who wants to devour the entire planet.’
‘Thanks, Reyna. That’s a very comforting assessment.’
Gabriel ignored Reyna’s dark, almost manic cackling and focused on Vesrah. “I’m not going to help you destroy the world. This one or any other.”
“Yes, but… why though?”
“What?”
“I have seen how the people of that disgusting city treated you. Not just the ones who betrayed you in the dungeon, but there were others, weren’t there? They were so quick to destroy your entire life for their own gain.
“Mortals bicker, betray, and torment each other endlessly. They lack the harmony of our Swarm. Even after centuries of watching, seeking to understand them—I cannot fathom why they deserve to exist.”
Gabriel sighed. “I am not having a philosophical debate with a genocidal hivemind.”
“But surely, Gabriel Grimm, you can see the advantage for you? I have gone over my previous offers—the dreams I sent you—many times, trying to find what you disliked. Was it the simpering looks on that lycan? With access to her soul, I could restore her true self. My vision of her was based on our observation of many mortal minds. But we can tailor the real thing to satisfy your most exacting preference.”
As Vesrah spoke, images flashed through Gabriel’s mind. Again he saw the gorgeous giantess, a stunning silver dragon, and so many more impossibly beautiful women from dozens of species.
A second later, they filled the cavernous bedroom. All of them focused on Gabriel. Reyna and Raeya appeared near the bed. This time with both women having drastically different expressions.
Raeya seemed frightened and unwilling to approach Gabriel. Beside her, Reyna had a lustful look in her eyes that he had never seen on her face. At least not in the Mortal Realm.
‘Don’t even think about it, Fucker! There’s got to be another way to save Raeya, and besides… my sister’s off-limits!’
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel growled and swiped angrily at the scene before him. A dozen beautiful women flickered. The entire chamber warped and shimmered before returning to an empty but luxurious bedroom.
Vesrah strode out of the darkness, her stunning figure now enhanced by silky silver stockings, arm sleeves, and a lace-covered corset—all connected in a complex web of garters and straps. “What about that example did you dislike, Beloved? Just tell us what you desire, and I will give it to you. You never need want for anything.”
Gabriel glared at the beautiful, terrifying—and, he increasingly suspected, insane—being before him. “It’s not a matter of giving me things or slaves or whatever else you dream up. I
don’t want to help you conquer Evora, let alone the entire Mortal Realm.”
A heartbroken look washed over the shadowy beauty’s face. Unfathomable emotions swirled in her alien eyes, and it was all Gabriel could do to resist some instinct that urged him to yield. To let her have her way.
‘Come on, Fucker. What are you doing letting her play you like this?’ Reyna’s mind-voice was brash as ever but grew faint, as though moving farther away.
Shaking his head, Gabriel focused and ran through a breathing exercise to calm his mind.
“Why do you resist us, Gabriel Grimm? I will give you everything you desire. Do you want to protect this world?” Something harsh flickered in her eyes, and there were increasing traces of that alien presence in her tone. “Fine! I will protect this worthless planet and all of its inhabitants. I already said I would give it to you to rule. Is that enough?”
“No! I don’t want to rule the fucking world. Gods damn. A month ago, I was studying for a nice, safe, boring Guild job. I never wanted to control anyone or rule anywhere.”
The shadowy-purple woman cocked her head to one side, then the other. Her movement reminded Gabriel of Cindra’s behavior. But this time, the eerie glint in her eyes made him think it was a natural reaction—not her copying his bonded yet again.
“Then… we… will leave the pathetic little vermin to run their wasteful wars and petty vendettas. If I swear to this, then will you accept me?”
Gabriel stared at the Swarm woman, unable to make heads or tails of her sudden intensity. “Why do you want me now? I… I won’t let you enslave Meri.”
“The Core is worthless without you,” Vesrah said, seeming to surprise herself. Her eyelids fluttered in a strange, rapid blink. Chittering, hissing, and clicking sounds echoed around them. She shook herself like a wet dog. Vesrah’s movement dulled the cacophony but failed to silence it.
“What’s going on?” Gabriel asked.
“Silence!” Vesrah screeched. Except this time, there was nothing natural about her voice. The riotous noise vanished. Before Gabriel could reply, she slapped herself so hard her head spun.
All the way around.
They stood still, blinking at each other, and Gabriel realized the strange woman wasn’t breathing. Or at least, her bountiful chest and slim abdomen never moved.
Eh, guess that doesn’t really matter in the Astral Realm, but shouldn’t her body behave the same as back in the Mortal… unless her entire body is false? That might explain why her head spun like a top.
Vesrah frowned. Then her eyes glowed brighter, and her lips turned up in a wicked grin. “Ah, of course, Beloved. Perhaps seeing our destiny will help you understand.”
“Nothing you can…” Gabriel trailed off as the luxurious bedroom melted away.
Soft, warm light flooded in through large, ornate windows, illuminating a massive marble hall. A subtle fogginess suffused not just the large room but every aspect of Gabriel’s surroundings, giving it a hint of intangibility.
Glancing about, he spotted Vesrah seated beside a large, white-cloaked figure on a red sofa. Despite how detailed the rest of the vision was, including Vesrah, the man beside her seemed too bland to see.
“What’s the point of this?” Gabriel asked, scowling at the Swarm woman. “I don’t care what fantasies you dream up. I will not let you have Meri.”
The purple-haired woman on the luxurious sofa never flinched.
“While I confess a degree of fascination with this sight, Beloved, I did not create this moment,” Vesrah whispered from behind him.
Spinning, Gabriel found another copy of the beautiful, terrifying being standing behind him. He glanced from one to the other, noting their absolute sameness.
The seated Vesrah leaned closer to her shrouded companion and spoke, though Gabriel couldn’t understand her words.
“It is a shame our prescience fails to accurately recreate language.” The standing Vesrah stepped closer to Gabriel, a strange look in her purple eyes. “Still, is it not thrilling to look upon our future? See how wonderful our love is?”
‘The hells is this crazy bitch talking about?’ Reyna asked.
“Our future? I just see you and—”
The white-draped figure rose from the sofa, his Vesrah mirroring him. He stood tall, with broad shoulders, and Gabriel stared in horrified fascination when the man shrugged off a white greatcoat.
As it fell away, his features came into focus.
Very familiar features.
‘Fuck… you look paler than those undead,’ Reyna muttered.
Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut, dismissing the disturbing doppelganger Vesrah had created. When he reopened them, an icy chill spread through him.
A hard-edged, pale-faced version of the body Merideva had crafted for him stared back at him. Remorseless purple eyes bored into his very soul. The dark Gabriel wore the same black-and-silver brigandine, with added pauldrons, over his gambeson. A sinister metal serpent coiled about his left wrist, and oversized enchanted boots covered his feet.
‘That’s just some fucking bullshit mind game she’s playing, right? It has to be.’
Gabriel stared at his ruthless double, an uneasy resonance building within him.
‘I… I think it’s real. Or at least, Vesrah believes it is.’
‘You look even more terrifying than back when you choked the shit out of me in that sick fuck’s sex dungeon.’
Those pitiless purple eyes captivated Gabriel, preventing him from looking away. Then, everything flashed a soft white.
Blinking, he found himself anchored within his sinister twin. His body felt right.
Powerful.
Vesrah stepped over to her own copy, then submerged within. Her head turned, and she flashed a too-wide grin. “Ah, Beloved. Isn’t this amazing? The two of us here, no doubt preparing to demand yet another king bend the knee before you.”
She moved closer, pressing her soft body against Gabriel’s. Instinctively, his arm wrapped around her as she cuddled in at his side.
Gabriel let out a world-weary sigh. It had taken years, but now, at last, he was about to pluck the final niggling thorn from his side.
‘Uh, what the fuck?’
“Oh, now, that won’t do,” Vesrah said. Her inky-black tongue peeked out between perfect teeth as she stared up into Gabriel’s eyes.
Hers darkened, then flashed. Reyna screamed in pain, the depth of her agony blasting across her bond with Gabriel.
He blinked, then shook his head. Something felt wrong. Focusing on his breathing, he calmed his mind. “What did you just do, Vesrah?”
“I drove that annoying fleabag out of you, my beloved.”
“You what?” Gabriel growled, only to flinch at the intense darkness of his own voice.
Vesrah shivered, a beatific smile gracing her face.
A small, firm hand grabbed his free arm. “Calm the fuck down, Alpha.”
Gabriel spun toward the vibrant voice of his fallen bonded. “Reyna? How?”
The blonde lycan shrugged her toned shoulders. That drew his eyes to her body, and he couldn’t help but admire the way she filled out the short green and purple outfit. Her skirt barely covered her thick ass, and her breasts seemed about to pop free of her strapless top.
She looks a little… bigger than I remember.
Reyna huffed. “My eyes are up here, Fucker.”
Gabriel raised his focus, staring at her scowling face. Tumultuous emotions filled her amber eyes as she gazed right back at him.
A grin struggled to spread across his face. It felt alien, unfamiliar after so many years, but he forced everything other than his bonded aside. Reaching out, he grabbed the werebadger and pulled her in tight, eliciting a startled gasp.
“Hey, watch it, Fucker. Just cause I let you scratch my itch that one time doesn’t give you the right to go pawing me up like this.”
Gabriel hugged her tighter, a deep belly laugh rising up from within him. “Oh, it’s so good to have you back, Reyna.”
The annoyed look on her face vanished. “I’m not back. We’re in that crazy bug bitch’s weird-ass sex dungeon.” Reyna glanced around at the white stone walls and large windows leading out to an astral void. “I think I like your version better.”
Vesrah humphed. “I fail to see why you would want to restore her original nature, but I will do so. For you, Beloved.”
Reyna scowled, then stomped closer. “Hey! Stop calling him that.”
“You dare give us orders?” An ominous chittering accompanied Vesrah’s words.
The lycan shuddered but did not back down. Instead, she pressed forward, glaring at the taller woman. “Back off, ya overgrown bug. Alpha’s already got enough bitches thirsting for him.”
A sardonic smirk spread across Vesrah’s face. “I have no concern for how many of you little pets my beloved keeps. All that matters is his joining our Swarm. Soon enough, our brood will spread across the Realms, devouring even the gods.”
Gabriel nodded at her words. “Of course they will.”
Reyna spun around to stare up at him. “The fuck did you say, Fucker? You really wanna help this bug bitch conquer everyone?”
Her amber eyes radiated hurt, fear, love, and hope, the conflicted emotions striking a chord within Gabriel.
“I… n-no. I… why would I…?” He shook his head violently, then bit his lip until he tasted blood. The spike of pain brought clarity, and he glared at Vesrah. “What did you do to me?”
The pale woman shrank back from his fury, her dark eyes wide. “I did nothing to you, Beloved. Only pushed you to connect with your future self. If you understand my desires better now, it is only due to who you will become.”
Reyna’s gaze snapped back to Vesrah. “You don’t know that. This whole thing is just another one of your fucked-up mind games.”
“Oh?” Vesrah raised her head, looking over the petite werebadger to stare into Gabriel’s eyes. “And what about you, Beloved? Can you feel the difference between this and mundane astral constructs?”
“The hells is she talking about? It is the same, right?” Reyna peered up at Gabriel, fear blossoming in her eyes. “Right?”
“I-I don’t know. But you seem much more real now. Even more so than earlier.”
Reyna scowled as her cheeks heated. “Doesn’t matter, Fucker. Maybe I am just a product of your perverted subconscious, but you’ve got to fight this crazy bug monster.”
“We grow weary of your foul tongue, filthy mongrel.” Vesrah stepped forward, pressing in and trying to overwhelm Reyna.
The spunky lycan pushed back, keeping the Swarm woman from Gabriel. “Back off, bitch.”
“Both of you, stop it.” Gabriel stepped forward, resting a hand on each woman’s shoulder. “Enough of this.”
Vesrah sighed. “Fine. Perhaps we should retire to a more comfortable location.”
The bright castle interior vanished, replaced again by the shadowy bedroom. Gabriel breathed easier as an intense pressure he hadn’t noticed melted away.
“Oh, hells
no,” Reyna growled. “You’re not fucking him!”
“Your opinion is undesired. I separated you out as a sign of… goodwill toward my beloved.” With that, Vesrah gave a sharp wave. Reyna vanished.
“What did you do to her?”
Vesrah put on a pout worthy of Cindra. “That hurts us, Beloved. We only banished the feral bitch back to where she was. Once you bond us… I will restore her in the Mortal Realm.” Another sincere smile spread across Vesrah’s pale face, almost distracting from the growing number of black tendrils burrowing beneath her skin. “Come, my beloved. Let us celebrate our union here and now.”
“No.”
Vesrah blinked, her purple eyes flaring bright before dimming. “Why not?” she asked, her voice carrying a hint of her usual wrongness.
“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I’m not going to fall for your tricks.”
The darkly beautiful woman scowled. Dozens of chittering voices sounded off as one, causing Gabriel to wince.
“What are you doing?”
Vesrah pursed her lips, making a face like she smelled something foul. Her eyes closed for several seconds, then snapped open, a sickly purple-black glow replacing her eyeballs. “You will be ours… Gabriel Grimm!”
‘Okay, that’s like seven shades of fucking terrifying. Maybe you should wake up now?’
Gabriel agreed with Reyna’s suggestion and tried to shift his mind back to the Mortal Realm.
Nothing happened.
After the dozens of trips he had made, most with at least one bonded in tow, Gabriel found it effortless and near-instant to make the shift back to his body.
Normally.
No matter how hard he tried, Gabriel couldn’t return to the physical world. The more he strained, the more it felt like he wasn’t actually in the Astral Realm. Many somethings began to touch him, but they all felt off, as though the world was losing substance or reality.
‘Whatever you’re doing ain’t working, Fucker. Just wake the fuck up!’
Gabriel barked laughter at Reyna’s demanding tone. If she was just a figment of his fractured mind, he was yelling at himself, but at least he could grin at the outlandishness of the situation.
He refocused his mind, shutting out the growing distractions as he felt more touches, and Vesrah began ranting. He threw all of his willpower to the singular goal of waking up. Squeezing his eyes shut, he visualized himself laying in bed beside Cindra, safe and sound back in the Careless Queen.
The disturbing reality around him—and its darkly luxurious, eerie chamber—faded. He felt two sets of strong, familiar hands clutching at him in a panicked rush. Blinking against the brightness of a magical lantern, he struggled to make out the shapes of his first two bonded.
“Massster!”
“Packmaster’s back!”
Another voice sounded off, closer and more intimate, bouncing around inside his skull. ‘You are destined to be ours, Beloved. I will wait until you see the truth for yourself. For now, ware the Undead Bitch. She has powers and knowledge that could enslave you forever.’
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel opened his eyes again to find all three of his bonded crowding around him. Cindra had him wrapped tight, her powerful arms pinning him in place, while Sthuza laid across them both.
Brynja knelt beside him on the bed, her stunning face tense with worry. She leaned closer, hope blooming in her silver-blue eyes. “Are you all right, Gabriel?”
He nodded, then winced at a sudden, minor stab of pain accompanying the movement. “Y-yeah.” Blinking his eyes a few times, he glanced around and realized all three of his bonded were underdressed.
Cindra’s bare breasts and hard nipples were pressed against Gabriel’s back—no surprises there. But Brynja and Sthuza were both dressed in skimpy lingerie.
“Uh, what’d I miss?” he asked, unintentionally staring at the stunning valkyrie clad in a lacy black teddy.
Brynja’s cheeks heated, but she made no move to cover herself or turn away. Instead, her eyes stared right back at him, a smile spreading across her face.
“We were getting ready to dress when we sensed your terror, Master.”
Gabriel turned to face Sthuza, surprised at the concern on her face. “What? I—”
His Prime cocked an eyebrow at him, her emerald eyes narrowing, and he sighed. “Fine, Vesrah was messing with my dreams again. But she didn’t… well, I don’t know what to think about her attempt this time.”
“Ooo, Rotten Soul needs to stay out of Packmaster’s dreams. All dreams should be fun, happy times with lots of puppies! And stew and fried fishies! Ooo, and mating!”
Gabriel chuckled along with his other bonded as Cindra nodded emphatically, beaming.
Brynja crinkled her nose. “Do you mean that Vesrah made another attempt, but this time she utilized tactics that differ substantially from her previous attempts?”
Still uncertain as to the truth of what he had experienced regarding “the vision,” Gabriel decided to play down that aspect.
“I suppose so. Vesrah was trying to seduce me last time, which was a radical change, and I think she started with that this time, but then… she… She honestly seemed confused. Like she doesn’t understand how to interact with people, or maybe she’s just crazy.”
Sthuza leaned forward and stroked Gabriel’s cheek as she stared deep into his eyes without blinking. After several seconds with her head-snakes joining in with their tiny gazes, she relaxed, her sharp brow softening, and she smiled. “Let him up, Cindra. He is fine.”
“But it’s safer if Cindra holds Packmaster tight.”
“Come on, let go, Cindra,” Gabriel said, reaching up to pat her arm.
“Aww, fine.”
Once the hellhound released him, Gabriel sat up and only then remembered he had gone to sleep nude after finishing with Cindra.
Sthuza caught his attention, glanced at Brynja, then grinned. “Relax, Master. Brynja and I will return to her room to get dressed once we hear what happened. Now please, explain this most recent dream incursion.”
“Well, at first, I thought I’d just woken up in the morning,” Gabriel began, leaving out his tryst with Reyna. He recounted every detail he could recall and noticed all three of his bonded flinch when he mentioned Reyna’s interjections.
After he finished, the women shared a concerned glance before turning to stare at Gabriel.
“What? Why are you three looking at me like that?”
“Master, do you not find it strange that Reyna was able to chime in and assist you during this ordeal, but none of us had any ability to connect with you? Please believe me, we all tried, but whenever you experience one of these attacks, it is like you have been cut off from us by a… thick field of energy. Similar to how a heavy curtain muffles sounds from another room.”
Cindra nodded. “Yep. Packmaster’s mind felt so far away when Rotten Soul messed with him. Cindra doesn’t like it at all.”
“I don’t know what to think,” Gabriel said, sighing. “Reyna sounds and feels real to me. And Vesrah made it sound like one of the souls I’m holding close was Reyna’s. Maybe she’s real, and it’s just a matter of figuring out how to resurrect her.”
Sthuza nibbled at her bottom lip for a moment, her emerald eyes softening. “Master… could Vesrah be fooling you? Presenting Reyna to undermine your defenses?”
‘Ha! That’d teach that fucking bug bitch, wouldn’t it? Kinda scary to consider, though. So thanks for that, Snakes. But if it’s true, at least it’s backfired… It has backfired, right? Cause I don’t want to help that monstrosity at all. Even if that means having to ghost your ass.’
Gabriel shook his head, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. “No, I don’t think Reyna is part of Vesrah’s scheme. There’s a very noticeable difference in their mental touch. It’s possible retaining a bonded’s soul is normal for all we know. Besides, my Interface still says I have four bonded, and Iylara never told you it was impossible, did she?”
“No. No she did not. None of her bonded died during my tenure with her. I admit you have a point, Master. And regardless, I am pleased Reyna was able to help shield you against that abomination’s foul presence.”
“Yep, Cindra is glad Grouchy Panties is still protecting Packmaster.”
“Thanks. Now, let’s get ready for the day,” Gabriel said. “We should have a while until Harkon and his crew enter the dungeon. But I’d rather we get home so we’re ready ahead of time.”




Chapter Twenty-Three







Gabriel monitored the bunker entrance with Dungeon Sense until he spotted Harkon Slairn and his party enter. Gabriel still hesitated to use the dungeon version of scrying after almost losing himself to the Swarm. Despite that, he found it effortless to shift his vision around within Merideva’s Domain. With a thought, he rushed back into his own body.
“Okay, they’re headed in, right on time,” Gabriel said, blinking and rolling his shoulders as he readjusted to his body. “Let’s split up and get in position.”
“Aww, can’t Cindra stay with Packmaster?”
‘Are you sure this is the wisest plan, Master? With us spread out across Lady Merideva’s Domain, there is a risk of being overwhelmed if the necromancer detects one of us. And what if Vesrah targets you again?’
‘I’ll be fine, Sthuza. And while we may be spread out, Meri will have at least a dozen orcs and minotaurs near each of us. If a truly dangerous threat shows up, I expect each of you to abandon the investigation team and Meri’s monsters to return here.’
Brynja licked her pink lips, her brow furrowed in concern. “I would feel more comfortable if my assignment was closer to you, Gabriel. How can I be your guard if you are so far away?”
Sthuza gave an agreeing nod, and Cindra beamed at the unarmored valkyrie. Gabriel reached out through his bonds with the three women and sent a focused surge of gratitude and confidence.
“If I’m in any danger, I’ll be heading straight for you, Brynja. I have no doubt about your ability to protect me, but this scheme the baroness has set up would be a great help for Meri. I don’t want to risk that undead ‘Mistress’ spoiling it. We’ll cover Harkon’s party from four sides and ensure they only run into Meri’s monsters.”
“Hopefully, we will not encounter any others,” Sthuza said. The greater gorgon sighed as she double-checked her gear. In addition to her bow and silver daggers, she had the enchanted scimitar that had cut through Gabriel’s gambeson back in the castle. “I do wish Lady Merideva possessed enough spare DE for more minotaurs.”
“Yeah, that would have been nice, but given they cost five times more than an orc, she only had enough for twelve without tapping into her reserved stash. And we needed a few for Harkon to find and fight to confirm they exist.”
Brynja peered at Sthuza before glancing back at Gabriel. “Do these ‘conjured’ creatures truly not mind being sacrificed to adventurers?”
“It is more that they are fulfilling their Dungeon Core’s wishes,” Sthuza said. “While any living being conjured by a Core is as sapient as a natural-born version of their species, they were formed with a purpose. They do not desire death but tend to have few qualms with risking their lives. At least when in service to their Core.”
Gabriel snorted. “Didn’t seem that way with Cuix and her boys when I went looking for stronger monsters to recruit.”
Sthuza flashed him an amused smile. “I do believe we discussed that previously, Master. Like many other species, goblins require a firm hand and strong leadership. Otherwise, they tend to be somewhat cowardly.”
“Hey, Cuix is no coward!” his goblin Minion screeched from the far side of Merideva’s Core room.
Several other voices spoke up at Cuix’s words. Gabriel silenced every goblin and kobold by clamping down on them through his connection with Merideva. So close to the Core, it was as easy as breathing.
“Anyway,” he said, “let’s get in position before they get past the first floor.”
“Packmaster will keep connected with Pack using his Spirit Sex powers?”
Brynja blushed, but Sthuza merely rolled her eyes at Cindra’s teasing.
‘It’s telepathy, but yes. I’ll keep in touch with all three of you so we can descend floors together and ensure no one gets overrun.’
Gabriel grinned when Cindra grabbed him and pulled him in for a tight, wet kiss. Her oral assault on Sthuza was predictable enough, but he was surprised to see how eagerly she and Brynja kissed.
The hellhound held the athletic valkyrie close, bending her backward as she shoved her tongue into the winged woman’s mouth.
Gabriel started to call Cindra off, but Sthuza reached out and brushed his arm. ‘Do not worry, Master. I believe there is no cause for alarm. Perhaps check Brynja’s bond to verify whether she would appreciate your intervention?’
Without replying, Gabriel brushed his bond with the young valkyrie. Brynja’s emotions surged across in a radiant burst of joy. Feelings of belonging, arousal, embarrassment, and more filled their connection. He chuckled as he pulled back.
Once Cindra relinquished Brynja, both women looking flushed, they made their way from Merideva’s Core Room to the second floor.
Gabriel and his bonded only split up once they reached the third floor, at least one Minion accompanying each bonded. With multiple stairs or ramps between the floors, they could spread out and patrol each flank of the investigator team without worry of being trapped when they headed deeper into the dungeon.
It took almost half an hour to reach the team of orcs and minotaurs assigned to work with him. Gabriel slowed his approach once he spotted the restless group and summoned Gwenaelle to his side.
The wolf drake gave a happy trill and brushed against his leg, almost knocking him over. “Hey, Gwen. Good to see you too,” Gabriel said as he scratched the wolf drake’s black head scales.
Gabriel turned to the twelve monsters Merideva had arranged for him. There were ten orcs, eight male and two female, along with a pair of male minotaurs. “So, who’s in charge here?”
Three of the male orcs stepped forward. All of Merideva’s green-skinned warriors looked young, barely adults. At this point, Gabriel had grown accustomed to their boastful tendencies.
He sighed, already preparing himself to make a show of force. Before he moved, one of the minotaurs stomped a massive hoof against the cavern floor. The towering, black-furred monster reached out and grabbed the nearest two aggressive orcs and dragged them close, slamming their heads together with a resounding conk.
The lucky one who avoided the minotaur’s grasp stepped up before Gabriel. “I’m—”
A female orc followed behind him, grabbed his black topknot, and jerked.
Hard.
The second minotaur, who seemed even larger than the one who had just clobbered two orcs, flashed a sincere smile. “You are in charge here, Dungeon Master.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Fair enough. I assume you’re going to be my second-in-command while we’re out?” he asked, grinning at the huge minotaur.
‘Damn. That furry beefcake is enormous. Did the glowing rock really create all of them out of thin air?’
‘Meri used a decent bit of the DE she’s saved up over the past few weeks to conjure them, but yeah. And if you think he’s big, you should have seen Gromp. Now that guy was huge.’
Reyna chortled in Gabriel’s head. ‘Oh, right. Wasn’t he the one that wanted to breed you and a bunch of goblins?’
Gabriel shut out Reyna’s laughter and focused on organizing his squad of monsters. “Now, if everything works out well, we won’t actually do any fighting. But I want everyone ready in case any more undead rush out and target our new friends. Or any other adventurers in the area.”
Both minotaurs and the one female orc nodded. The other orcs frowned, staring back at Gabriel without any comprehension.
“Okay, you three are in charge of the rest of these idiots.” Gabriel pointed at the trio, who seemed to understand his commands.
◆◆◆
 
While the three monsters he’d put in charge organized their chaotic group, Gabriel shifted his mind into Dungeon Sense and reached out across the third floor for Harkon’s Heralds.
Harkon Slairn was in the lead, the large man making his way down one of the winding stone passages that exited into a vast cavern filled with goblins. At Sthuza’s suggestion, Merideva had populated the massive chamber and its three sub-rooms with an entire goblin village.
Creating a semblance of a natural environment for the little monsters enhanced the adventurer’s experience and allowed the creatures to go about their lives rather than simply wait for someone to come along and kill them. At least according to his Prime.
Gabriel watched Harkon and his party advance through the winding, low-ceilinged tunnel with half his attention while shifting the rest to seek out his bonded.
After weeks together, Gabriel found it second nature to tap his connection with first Sthuza, then Cindra, and Brynja. Each of his bonded was in position, accompanied by ten orcs, two minotaurs, and at least one Minion.
It only took a second to confirm they were flanking Harkon’s Heralds, and he focused on sending to all three women.
‘Looks like we’re in place and ready. I’ll keep watch via Dungeon Sense, but stay alert for any surprises and keep out of their sight.’
‘Ooo! Packmaster’s voice sounds so good in Cindra’s head.’
‘Understood, Master.’
‘I will perform your will to my utmost, My Lord.’
Gabriel sighed but refrained from responding to Cindra and Brynja. He kept telepathy with them to a minimum because both women had strong reactions. Cindra was prone to spend hours chattering away with her silly but lovable antics. An almost entirely different result came from the valkyrie, who returned to her more formal ways whenever he sent to her.
Focusing back on Harkon and his party, Gabriel watched the five adventurers advance. Harkon wore blackened vanguard plate, as he had the previous night in the Careless Queen. The Silver-ranked adventurer carried a rugged dwarven steel greatsword as his primary weapon.
While a massive blade capable of inflicting devastating strikes yet agile enough to parry with, It looked like a child’s toy after so much exposure to Cindra’s adamantite giant’s blade.
Behind Harkon came the two robed men Gabriel had thought of as Dumb and Dumber. The taller of the pair wore a vibrant scarlet gambeson vest over his black and gray robes. He held a polished ebonwood scepter in his left hand and a small metal buckler in his right. A simple arming sword hung at his waist.
His spellcasting partner wore no visible armor and carried a withered yew staff decorated with alternating bands of mithril and carminium. A brace of wands hung from a fitted bandoleer, giving him access to a variety of spells.
Behind those two came the other man, Darrish Veryna, and the woman with the intense, chocolate eyes.
By Gabriel’s estimate, Darrish was another fighter like Harkon. He wore lighter armor, a heavy mail hauberk over a matte black gambeson with bronze bracers and a large blackened shield. An arming sword hung from an ornate sword belt, and he brandished a short spear with a reddish shaft.
The woman wore tight-fitting black leather pants with a figure-hugging, black-and-gray padded vest. Two slender, curved blades hung at her waist, but she held a short recurve bow in one hand, the other kept free and ready. She glanced about nonstop, her rich, brown eyes seeming to take in more details than any of the men’s.
Harkon passed through the yawning cave entrance, greatsword at the ready as he stepped into the vast cavern. The rough, uneven stone floor was scattered with various bits of debris and refuse that almost magically appeared around any goblin settlement in Merideva’s Domain.
Gabriel watched as the rest of the adventurers followed their leader, then spread out, ready for action.
“Hamish, you cover our backs in case any of the little bastards try to flank us,” Harkon said with a quick glance back at the armored mage. He shifted his gaze to the other robed adventurer. “Just work your normal magic, Beatty. You shouldn’t have too much to do with just these goblins.”
The two robed men nodded while the woman glided around a particularly large stalagmite. “Hey, Harkon, I see a couple of warren entrances over here. Looks like this must be a pretty sizable colony.”
“Oh? Nice work, Stella. Keep your eyes peeled and count how many you can find in the area, then I’ll mark it down,” Harkon said. He pulled out a worn leather journal and scribbled a few quick notes. “At this rate, the baroness and Guildmaster Olphelia are going to be very excited.”
“Heh, maybe they’ll feel like kicking in a little bonus, ya know?” Darrish said with a chuckle.
Stella snorted, shaking her head and sending thick chestnut locks whipping about.
Harkon cleared his throat. “Let’s just focus on the job for now, folks. According to the map Leryane gave me, we’ve only just scratched the surface of the five floors we’re supposed to inspect. And I don’t know about you guys, but I’d rather not spend any more days on this than needed, so let’s get moving.”
The other nodded as Harkon made his way across the open expanse of the cave. He made it halfway before a loud shriek sounded, followed by a cacophony of goblin screeches.
“More hummies here to steal our treasure!” a high-pitched male goblin cried. Gabriel shifted his attention to the speaker and blinked at the sight before him.
A dozen goblins, ten male and two female, crowded around a pile of trash. There were several mugs, mostly cheap tin ones; all caked in gunk. A dozen separate socks hung from a thick cord in a low circle around the twelve goblins.
In the middle of the piles of broken and assorted junk, Gabriel spotted a large spinning wheel, complete with coarse thread and several spots of bare wood where it had been damaged. One section looked almost broken clean through.
“They’s not allowed to steal our precious loot!” a female goblin shrieked, and Gabriel shifted over to spot her even as he reached out for Cuix.
‘Uh, what you want, Boss Guy?’ Cuix’s voice echoed in his head, making him shudder.
‘N-nothing. Just thought you were… never mind,’ Gabriel sent in a rush before slamming his mind shut against his goblin Minion. I’d have sworn that sounded like Cuix, but she’s still with Sthuza’s group, so it can’t be.
A pot-bellied female goblin with dark-green skin knelt beside a pile of busted bronze lanterns and at least a hundred battered and bent pitons.
I don’t even want to know.
Gabriel shifted his attention back to Harkon’s group just as the first goblins charged out. The small green warriors screamed battle cries and lashed about with their stone axes and knives.
Harkon barked out sharp commands, and his party spread out in a line behind him. As a warbling goblin closed the distance between them, Harkon swept his greatsword down and around, slicing the defenseless goblin in half.
Another four goblins charged the large, armored man, but ten seconds later, they were strewn about in eight pieces.
A pair of arrows darted out and took down two more goblins while Darrish dropped three with a series of quick, smooth strikes.
The two spellcasters stood relaxed and watching, focusing on their flanks rather than the diminishing goblin surge.
Gabriel studied the three active adventurers as they carved up another half a dozen goblins before the rest broke and ran.
“Give shinies to stupid hummies and run!” the pot-bellied goblin female cried from the rear. She dashed off with surprising speed, knocking several other goblins out of her way before diving into one of the goblin-sized holes in the cavern wall behind their junk pile.
While Merideva had given them a massive cavern to defend against adventurers, they also had numerous little tunnels to hide in, along with small, hard-to-access rooms. Most of the crude hovels the Dungeon Core had constructed for them were just for show, though several appeared to be crammed with more junk.
“Should we bother to loot ‘em?” Hamish asked. He stepped over to a leaning stick hut and prodded its wall with his buckler. The ramshackle building collapsed, and he backed off as a cloud of yellowish-green dust puffed outward.
“We need to see what kind of crap they drop and check a couple of their Magic Stones, just to be certain,” Harkon said.
Stella nodded. “Yeah. I’ll work on cataloging any viable loot while you three claim the Stones.”
Darrish grumbled, but Harkon simply nodded. “Sounds good. Shouldn’t take long.”
With that, the five adventurers set about looting and butchering the goblins. At least with the small green-skinned monsters, the Magic Stones were easy to find—almost always in their throat, just above the collarbone.
Gabriel watched as Stella grabbed several items from the corpses scattered around and tossed them in a pile. She stepped over to the goblins’ “loot” and frowned before nudging through the mess with her boot toe.
“What’d you find?” Harkon asked as Stella rejoined the others.
“Couple of ‘em had copper coins; one had a decent bronze knife. About what you’d expect from sixteen goblins.”
The Silver-ranked adventurer nodded. “Yeah.” He held up a blood-covered white orb smaller than his pinky fingernail. “Their stones look right, wouldn’t ya say?”
Several heads nodded.
Gabriel pulled back from his scrying and checked on his bonded, then his own group of monsters as Harkon made a series of notes in his battered, leatherbound journal.
‘How is it going so far, Master?’
‘According to plan. They just finished with the village in that huge cavern two rooms west of your group.’
‘Ah, excellent. Did they mark down how many warrens the goblins have?’
‘Yeah, Harkon told the woman, Stella, to keep count of them. They did a bit of looting, but now they’re back on the move.’
‘Are they still headed west?’
‘Yeah. So move your group closer; I’m going to make sure mine’s far enough ahead that Harkon doesn’t catch wind of us.’
After updating Brynja and Cindra, Gabriel shifted back to his body and led his monsters through a long, zigzagging tunnel that split off into three more goblin warrens. He knelt beside a thick, squat mushroom, leaning against the tree-like trunk.
Gwenaelle prowled over and brushed against him, trilling softly. He stroked her scaled head and grinned. “We’re doing fine. Ideally, we won’t see fighting today.”
The wolf drake let out a throaty rumble and redoubled the pressure against Gabriel, almost knocking him over.
“Don’t worry. I have complete confidence in you if we do have to fight. For now, keep your eyes and nose on alert, all right?”
Gwenaelle’s head bobbed, and she flashed a wide, predatory grin.
Gabriel reactivated Dungeon Sense and centered his view on Harkon’s group again. The party continued along the winding path until they reached the split off.
At each junction, they paused to study the map Sthuza had given Leryane. Then Stella slipped stealthily into the shadowy caves and scouted out the goblin dens at the end of each. She was thorough, performing a complete circuit before returning to her group and heading off for the next branch.
The map Sthuza had created didn’t cover the entire third floor, or any of the others, but it included all of the well-known regions along with almost half of the forgotten and decayed sections Merideva had restored over the past month.
Gabriel still didn’t understand all the details of how Domain Crystals, and dungeons in general, operated. But once they had established Merideva with the crystal they had recovered, it became clear much of the original upper floors were no longer under the crystal’s sway and had been forgotten.
Now that Merideva had a decent daily Dungeon Essence income and a nice savings to rely on, they’d had little trouble expanding her control out across those forgotten caves and tunnels, more than doubling her Domain.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel continued to watch Harkon lead his party through more winding tunnels. They encountered goblins frequently but only fought when needed. If they could pass the monsters without killing them, they did. Despite that, they wound up slaughtering three more bands before they reached the staircase Sthuza had marked as newly explored.
“Okay guys, the fourth floor is supposed to have orcs and maybe the occasional kobold. We should be fine, but I want everyone focused. Other than that Silver-ranked and his crew, there haven’t been many parties headed this far down in over a decade.”
“Why’s that?” Darrish asked. The handsome man frowned as Harkon started down the shadowy staircase.
Near the back of the party, Stella huffed. “Because the monsters were growing scarcer. There’s not much point delving deeper if you’re gonna find fewer targets to kill, now is there?”
“And that asshole in the tavern says more orcs are spawning now?” Beatty asked.
“Yes,” Harkon answered from the stairs. “More importantly, Leryane, the baroness, and Guildmaster Olphelia all believe he’s right, so we need to check it out thoroughly.”
The others nodded and followed Harkon down the rough stone staircase. Gabriel shifted his vision back to his body, then ordered his monsters to join him on their route down.
He updated his bonded, and they got their groups moving as well. Given that they were inside Merideva’s Domain, Gabriel had no doubt that everyone would be in position before the adventurers could run into trouble.
Especially since the only trouble they’re likely to find would be undead.
Gabriel followed Harkon’s Heralds’ progress as they explored the fourth floor. Having followed a western route across the third, they made their way east this time.
The section where their staircase let out was similar to the natural caves from above. Worked-stone halls existed, but Gabriel figured it would take them an hour or so to reach those areas.
Harkon killed the first two orcs they encountered, a pair of bare-chested brutes who charged him without hesitation, only to be cut in half by the skilled adventurer. The party paused just long enough to carve out their Magic Stones before moving on.
After three more small bands, the party seemed satisfied with the orc population in the area, and they shifted their focus to traveling across the floor as quickly as they could manage.
“Hey, Harkon,” Beatty called out. “What do you think we’ll find on the fifth floor?”
“More of the same,” the vanguard-armored man replied. “Maybe a few older orcs, or a minotaur if we’re lucky. Enough to make the floor more of a challenge but nothing we’d need to worry about. And Leryane was specific about where we should call it a day.”
Darrish glanced over, looking surprised. “Yeah? How come?”
“According to that Grimm fellow, there’s a cave-in not too far along the main route. He said there seems to be a lot of monster activity past it, so his party hasn’t pushed through the tighter passage. Given he’s got two Silver and two Steel in his party, and our employer doesn’t want us going any farther, that’s where we’ll be calling it a day. We’ll probably need a few more days to map out the rest, but I want to get the baroness a good picture of what’s down here today.”
“I thought Guildmaster Olphelia was paying us for this,” Stella said. The brown-eyed woman kept her focus on their rear even as she joined the conversation.
Darrish chortled, but it was Harkon who replied, “Yeah, that’s the official story, but from what I’ve heard, she and Baroness Lostbarrow go way back. Given the recent… disturbances everyone’s been talking about, I’m pretty damn sure the baroness is our boss for the moment.”
“Oh great, more nobility meddling with the Guild, ‘cause that never turns out poorly,” Beatty muttered.
“I doubt it’ll be too bad here,” Harkon said. “If you’d bothered to check the Guild registry back in the hall, you’d have noticed she’s got a Gold tag and just reactivated it.”
The conversation continued, but Gabriel’s attention was drawn to a spike of worry from Merideva.
‘Is something up, Meri?’
‘Oh, Gabriel, I don’t know. It felt like someone dashed across one of my empty rooms on the fifth floor.’
‘And it wasn’t one of ours?’
‘I don’t think so. They were really swift, and I barely noticed. It was near the edge of my Domain.’
Gabriel blew out a long sigh, then reached out to his Prime. ‘Sthuza, Meri noticed something screwy, so we may need to strike.’
‘I am ready, Master. My forces are organized and eager to serve.’
‘Good, I’ll let you know what I find.’
Centering his mind, Gabriel triggered Dungeon Sense with his intent focused on scrying the specific location Merideva was worried about. It took him a minute to pinpoint the spot. Then he shifted more of his awareness and manifested in midair within a shadowy stone tunnel.
The rich black walls seemed to absorb light, and even Gabriel’s Darkvision seemed dim as he surveyed the surrounding space.
Gabriel had stayed away from this section of the fifth floor other than a brief trip out to reinforce the Domain Crystal tethers which allowed Merideva to include the winding tunnels in her Domain.
The dark stone reminded him of his encounter with Gromp, the rampaging minotaur. Since Merideva had no need for him to spend time among the halls and tunnels where the insane monster had roamed, he preferred to avoid it.
Looking around, Gabriel thought he recognized the particular stretch of coarse stone tunnel, but the lack of the ubiquitous bones made it hard to be sure. None of them knew what had happened to the enormous collection of bones that had littered most of the fifth floor before Merideva claimed it.
Gabriel and Sthuza rather suspected the undead necromancer might have been involved.
A vague sense of unease filled Gabriel as he searched the area. Nothing looked out of place, and he saw no movement, yet he felt as though he was being watched.
Given I’m not even there, it’s kind of hard to imagine anyone spying on me.
After several minutes of careful searching, Gabriel sighed and focused on his Dungeon Core.
‘Hey, Meri, I can’t find anything, but I thought I felt some—’
‘Gabriel!’ Merideva chirped, interrupting him. ‘There are a bunch of undead headed toward you and your bonded.’
‘What?’
Fear and excitement coursed through Gabriel’s body as he spread his focus out around Cindra and Sthuza. He targeted them first both because their bonds were stronger and because he knew Brynja’s armor and talents would keep her safe against almost any threat.
Any attackers that could overwhelm her in a rush would slaughter us all.
Unlike with his previous search, it took only seconds for Gabriel to detect the score of ghasts, ghouls, and zombies headed for Cindra.
Without pulling away, he shifted enough of his awareness to searching the tunnels near Sthuza. Again he found a horde of undead marching two by two down a winding stone tunnel.
Gabriel had to pull his focus back as the sheer number of undead at the two locations threatened to make him ill. Something about their presence seemed to radiate through his Dungeon Sense.
Back in his body for a brief moment, he shook his head clear, then dove back to searching. Another group of undead were headed straight for Brynja. They moved with the same steady cadence as the other two bands, and he idly wondered if all three would strike at the same time.
‘Gabriel, why aren’t you moving?’ Merideva cried. ‘They’re almost on top of you!’
At Merideva’s panicked mind-voice, Gabriel pulled his focus back to his immediate surroundings. He leapt to his feet even as he scanned the two tunnels intersecting the one where he and his party waited.
Sure enough, a fourth group of undead was headed toward him.
Well, they could take that leftmost tunnel and bypass me, but then they’d miss Harkon’s party too. And for some reason, I doubt they’re going to pass us by.
‘Gee, ya think?’ Reyna groused. ‘There’s no fucking way four random bunches of corpses decided to wander along and just stumbled upon you and the girls. That rotting skank must have been spying on your ass.’
‘I’m aware, Reyna—or me… whatever. Fight now, we’ll worry about how she found us later.’
Gabriel drew his mithril sword and a looted wand of Fire Shard as he sent a quick warning to each of his bonded. Once they were all alerted, he tapped into Dungeon Sense again and checked on Harkon’s Heralds.
Shit.
The five-member party had just descended to the fifth floor. They milled about in the large entrance Merideva had constructed, seemingly taking in the new location. Thick, worked stone walls framed the room and gave it a more substantial feel than the natural regions nearby. Four doorways had been carved out of the room, which was now the center of where Gabriel and Merideva intended for adventurers to delve.
While Gabriel and his bonded were already in position to cut off every access to the inspection team, he hadn’t envisioned a scenario where all four passages were threatened by undead at the same time.
Cursing under his breath, Gabriel commanded his twelve monsters to form up and follow him, activated his Spell Mantle, then bolted toward the closest undead. Focusing his mind, he called out to Merideva.
‘Meri, I need you to keep Harkon and his people distracted while we deal with these undead.’
‘O-okay. I can totally do that.’




Chapter Twenty-Four







Gabriel’s forces rushed to keep up, the thunderous crash of minotaur hooves against stone almost drowned out by the boisterous battle cry of his orcs as they exited the narrow tunnel into a twenty-foot-wide cave.
“Ah, the Dungeon Master himself. Excellent,” a female ghast said from behind a dozen armored zombies and ghasts. “The mistress felt certain you would be the first to engage. Come, let us be about it.”
With that, the pale-skinned woman raised her left arm, her diaphanous green sleeve hanging like a wing. A bronze spell token rested in her black-taloned grip, and she flashed Gabriel a hideous, leering grin before snapping it in two.
A dome of translucent blue Aether flared into the globular spellshield he had grown used to seeing from these ghasts. Like the previous one he had overwhelmed with twin spells, this one was a single magical shield rather than the multifaceted hexagon style he preferred.
Given that she’s only shielding herself, that’s not a real handicap. It’ll be harder to punch through, and I doubt I can pull off the same trick as I used against Galfrey.
“Take care of the muscly brutes, my children,” the ghast crooned. “I will deal with the Dungeon Master for our mistress.”
A dozen grating voices rose up as one, and the undead surged ahead.
“Form a defensive line and watch out for the ghasts’ claws. They’re paralytic,” Gabriel said. Aiming his wand and hoping these undead weren’t shielded against flames, he triggered the spell within. A fist-sized shard of flaming Aether manifested, then streaked toward his target.
It caught an armored ghast—at least, Gabriel thought it was a ghast—in the chest, splattering across a pitted, much-scored steel breastplate. The flames surged, licking the monster’s frayed arming coat and catching.
Looks like we got lucky.
Gabriel ignored its panicked screams and desperate attempts to put out the magical fire. The stench of burning flesh mixed with the rot and decay that clung to the undead, making him gag.
Suppressing the urge to vomit, he shifted his focus to the next closest ghast and triggered his wand again. The fiery projectile caught his foe in the gut, but other than a vibrant flare-up, failed to ignite the undead’s gear.
“Come now, you are not going to ignore me, are you?” the female ghast asked. She held up an unadorned yew staff and began chanting arcane syllables.
Gabriel growled and fired off a third shot, managing to set his second target on fire as he raised his arcane conduit and began forming a spell circle of his own. He studied the ghast’s budding spell but couldn’t breach the encryption over her glyphs.
‘How come you can’t just see through hers like you normally do?’
‘I’ve been having more trouble with the undead than with living mages, at least since… Anyway, I’m a little busy here.’
Unable to decipher his opponent’s magic fast enough, Gabriel began weaving a brace of Aetheric Missiles. While they lacked the penetration power of an enhanced Aetheric Lance, they were easy to cast, mana efficient, and would serve to keep the undead mage’s attention on him.
Hopefully.
Ten orcs crashed against the horde of undead with angry roars and the clash and clang of axes against swords and shields. Two were cut down in quick succession, but one of their brothers crushed a zombie’s head with a massive maul.
Several orcs lacked weapons that could seriously injure an undead, but that did little to deter their zest for battle. They swung, chopped, and smashed, pushing against the tide of gangrenous monsters with abandon.
Most of Gabriel’s focus was on his nascent spell, but he kept enough free to take aim at the next undead to be exposed. His Fire Shard wand held enough power for four shots, and he triggered its final charge as a lightly armored orc staggered back from a ravenous ghoul doing its damnedest to eat his face.
The shard of magical fire caught the ghoul in the eye, the explosion causing it to belt out a wordless screech. It fell to its knees as the flames raced across its ragged jacket and filthy, quilted armor.
“Th-thanks, War Chief,” the orc said before stomping his way back into the fray.
“Happy to help,” Gabriel replied with a sliver of attention, chuckling as he traced out the final glyphs of his spell with his mithril sword.
Some casters preferred to trace their spellwork with their arcane conduit instead of their free hand, but that was more common among mages who wielded staves. With his ability to split his mind and cast two spells at the same time, Gabriel now found it more useful than he ever had back at the Academy.
Tossing his wand aside, he dropped his hand to his thigh holster, then drew a wand of Acid Bolt. Acid was less effective against undead than fire, but it was better than most other options at the moment.
‘We need to see about buying more fire wands,’ he sent to his Prime. Even that brief contact was enough to confirm she was also engaged in battle.
‘Agreed, Master. Kestria is doing what she can, but she and I are the only ones able to readily destroy these foul monsters.’
‘Just make sure you stay safe, Sthuza. Everyone else there is expendable.’
Gabriel tied his spell off and released it; a brace of twelve purple-pink balls appeared before him, then darted across the cave, weaving between melee combatants only to smash against the ghast’s spellshield in a bright but impotent flash.
“Those were an interesting color,” she rasped. “Is that part of the secret behind why the mistress is so taken with you? No matter, I trust she will inform me when I deliver you to her.”
“Don’t count on it,” Gabriel growled.
The ghast smiled, flashing blackened fangs and gums. She traced out a sharp gesture with her free hand, then slashed downward with her staff.
The spell circle before her flashed into nothingness, and a nebulous wave of faint blueish-black energy burst forth from the tip of that aged wood. It shot forward, rising over the embattled mob and streaking toward Gabriel.
The dark energy formed a dimly glowing disk as it arced down to strike him. He didn’t recognize the magic and could only hope his Spell Mantle had the proper defense woven in.
It did. The magical wave struck his chest. A brilliant purple-white flare bloomed, and the apparently necromantic spell washed over Gabriel without effect.
“What? No, that should have… You didn’t even cast a spellshield.” The ghast glared at Gabriel, her red eyes simmering with hate.
Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief that the necromantic wards he had woven into his Mantle had held up. While the multilayered defensive web had protected him, his limited spell knowledge meant he had no way to learn what spell he had just blocked.
Doesn’t matter; put her down so you can help the others.
As the ghast scowled and shifted into another spellcast, Gabriel followed suit. He traced the first glyph for Fireball before a soft poke at his mind drew his attention to Gwenaelle.
He couldn’t see the wolf drake as she slunk across the battlefield. But once he felt where she was, a wide grin spread across his face, and he canceled his new spell.
Weaving Aetheric Missiles with his right hand, he aimed the Acid Bolt wand at a zombie who had just knocked an orc to the ground. The undead monster bent down, following its prey, but a deep-green, fist-sized ball shot from Gabriel’s wand and splashed across the zombie’s head.
It wrenched upright, groaning in a low, agitated voice as it flailed at the sizzling acid eating away at its rotten flesh.
With danger averted, the downed orc growled and leapt to his feet. He kicked the acid-coated zombie in the gut, causing it to fall back and roll on the ground. Spinning to face the nearest threat, the orc gave a battle cry and joined two others in smashing an armored ghoul.
The vanguard-plated undead remained active despite three hulking orcs battering its hunched figure. It lashed out with two rusty maces, but Gabriel trusted the trio would eventually bring it down.
Instead, he targeted another ghoul. This one wore a pitted and scored mail hauberk and coif over a thick, rotting gambeson. The female ghoul whipped a brutal cleaver in a wide sweep that caught her foe.
Her age-worn blade tore a staggered orc’s leg off, and he fell to the ground, screaming. As the ghoul lunged for him, ravenous hunger glinted in her recessed, solid-black eyes.
Gabriel focused, then triggered the wand for another corrosive Acid Bolt. The glistening, dripping green orb shot out and struck the ghoul’s flank. It sizzled against her armor, throwing up a cloud of gray fumes as it ate through the ancient armor.
“Stop that!” the ghast mage screeched. “I am your opponent; face me.”
In response, Gabriel flashed a cocky smirk and picked out another target. Most of the remaining undead were locked in such close quarters that he had no clean shots. He waited until another orc fell, then blasted the victorious ghoul in its hideous face.
The female mage screamed, but Gabriel ignored her and worked to anchor his budding spell to the remaining undead.
There were four, including the ghast mage, but only one minotaur and three orcs were still on their feet. Both sides continued to clash, Merideva’s monsters letting out booming battle cries while the undead gnashed teeth, hissed, and screeched as they fought.
Gabriel checked on the ghast’s spell circle. Even with Magesight active and his attention focused, he had no luck deciphering the undead mage’s magic.
It’s like she’s got a special layer of defense just for confounding me. Did those last ones also? I should at least be able to make out the fundamentals of the spell she’s weaving.
Discarding questions about why he couldn’t get a read, Gabriel traced the final glyphs and ensured his spell was tied to each target through the Weave.
Just as he finished casting, the ghast let out a triumphant cry, and he looked to her. She stood staff pointed at him, her completed spell circle spinning slowly. She opened her mouth to speak, and Gabriel winked.
“What are y—”
Gwenaelle leapt from the shadows behind the undead mage. The dark wolf drake moved in complete silence, passing through the barrier spell attuned only to magic and crashed into the ghast’s back.
The first noise Gwenaelle made was an abbreviated howl as she spread her jaws wide, then snapped them shut, latching onto the ghast’s upper arm. Rumbling growls accompanied panicked screams from the ghast as Gwenaelle put all four paws into action, her sharp claws shredding ancient textile armor and putrid, magically preserved flesh.
Gabriel chuckled as his Minion eviscerated the mage and turned his focus back to the frantic melee. Another orc was down, and the lone minotaur had blood matting the thick fur of his massive chest.
Without waiting for a clean shot, Gabriel released his spell. Eight glowing purple-pink darts of Aetheric energy manifested and raced toward the fray. They juked and dived, avoiding Merideva’s monsters and paired off to blast fist-sized craters in the undefended undead.
Two zombies collapsed, one from a headshot that had hollowed his skull out, the other from a ruined hip joint that could no longer support him. As they fell, the orcs facing the pair let out whooping cries of joy and leapt at the last two enemies standing.
Gabriel focused on the minotaur. “You’re in charge. Make sure they’re all dead, then tend to the wounded.”
“Yes, Lord Grimm.”
◆◆◆
 
Confident his group was dealt with, Gabriel reached out across his bonds. None of them felt panicked, though concern radiated from all three. He knelt down and dove into his connection with Kestria, seeking to aid Sthuza first.
The stink of blood, rot, and burned flesh vanished as his sight flickered, then he stared out across a similar scene in a larger cave. Only now, his vision was overlaid with bright reds and blues. Kestria’s more sensitive nose picked up undercurrents of pestilence and rot that sickened him in the brief second before he shut down his sense of smell entirely.
“Ah, excellent timing, Master,” Sthuza said as she danced away from a spear-wielding ghast. Her blackened skirt and tassets flicked and swayed with her movement. Then she braced a foot and twisted sharply to her left.
Sthuza surged forward and slashed the back of an unsuspecting ghoul’s neck with her silver dagger. Before the undead minotaur could react, she used her crimson-edged scimitar to sever its left hamstring.
“Stop hindering my thralls and face me,” the female ghast snapped. She lunged with her spear but missed as Sthuza dipped low and slid beneath the attack.
Confident his Prime had things under control, Gabriel focused on the rest of the battle. Only two orcs and a minotaur remained of Merideva’s monsters. All three sported burns that suggested the undead had brought alchemical weapons.
‘Kestria welcomes War Chief,’ the shadowstalker kobold sent. As usual with Kestria, she had turned over every aspect of her being to Gabriel’s will, not even able to talk without his intent.
“Sthuza, keep them busy for a minute,” he said with Kestria’s voice. Without awaiting a reply, he raised the kobold’s arcane conduit and began tracing the glyphs for Fireball.
‘Sthuza, try to guide the rest of them into a tighter group so I can blast them all at once.’
‘Yes, Master.’
Gabriel poured his complete focus into the spell he cast through Kestria, using both her scaly hands to trace the glyphs at maximum speed. Still, he kept enough awareness to watch his Prime fight.
There were six undead, four ghouls and two ghasts, fighting. Though from the number of bodies, Sthuza’s group must have faced a second wave. That realization sent a chill down Gabriel’s spine—or Kestria’s, actually—but he focused on the task at hand.
‘Hey, are you sure that’s a wise idea, Fucker? What if a bunch of those hungry zombies gets ahold of your drooling body while you’re all spirity and shit?’
‘My group had enough left to protect me. Besides, Gwen would warn me.’
‘Oh, right. Yeah, she’s a good girl. I’m glad you took her in.’
A genuine smile spread across Kestria’s face at the sincerity in Reyna’s mind-voice. Gabriel savored the feeling but kept his mind and hands working on weaving a decent Fireball.
While Sthuza occupied both ghasts and a ghoul, Gabriel directed the minotaur to stand watch between them and Kestria as he dove deeper into his spellcasting. The glyphs flowed, and he felt Kestria straining her own ability in an effort to enhance his magic.
Sthuza spun away from the spear-wielder again. But the other ghast was ready, and she let out a hissing gasp as his curved, two-handed sword scored her white leather armor.
A dark-red line appeared along the left side of her ribs, but Sthuza batted his blade aside before he could follow through.
“I am fine, Massster,” she said before Gabriel could speak. “Focusss on finishing thisss quickly. I will heal.” She continued to shift to her right, drawing her opponents into a tight spiral as they pursued, the male ghast licking his lips in eagerness.
Biting his lip—or rather, Kestria’s—Gabriel tasted blood but ignored it. The final glyph glowed softly in a complex spell circle before Kestria’s outstretched staff.
Releasing the magic, Gabriel watched a tiny ball of compressed flames shoot out. He felt a flicker of fear that Sthuza might twist back into the line of fire. But just as it passed her, she crouched, then threw herself into a powerful backflip.
The female ghast shouted, thrusting her spear and tagging Sthuza’s left leg as she fell back.
Then the tiny ball of fire swelled into a raging inferno almost twenty feet across. It pulsed, the flames flickering and brightening, before detonating. The blinding, roaring blast threatened to topple Kestria until her minotaur bodyguard stepped in front of her, forming a windbreak.
Gabriel crouched the kobold’s petite body low and blinked her eyes as he waited for their vision to recover.
Once he could see again, Gabriel surveyed the battlefield. Sthuza stood ready for action ten feet in front of Kestria, the lone minotaur beside her.
Only one orc still stood, but the muscular, green female flashed a tusked grin and shouted, pumping her arms overhead.
Gabriel bit back a retort and continued scanning the area, wanting to be sure the undead had been eliminated. Flickering flames danced atop smoldering corpses, but he saw no movement.
“I believe you got them all, Master,” Sthuza said with a weary chuckle. She seemed to relax and sheathed her blades. “Have you checked on the others?”
Gabriel shook Kestria’s head. “No, I came here first.”
A slight blush darkened Sthuza’s smooth, green cheeks, and her eyes flashed. Several head-snakes curled up and back as they rocked with hissing laughter. “Thank you, Master, but please, go check on Brynja and the furcoat.”
Snickering, Gabriel nodded, then shifted his presence from Kestria. A sense of weightlessness washed over him as he reached out across his bonds. A quick peek at his own body confirmed he was safe there, though he sent Gwenaelle a mental brush to be certain.
From how she leaned in against his nonphysical touch, Gabriel figured it was a safe bet she didn’t detect any more enemies.
Neither of his remaining bonded felt worried, so Gabriel tapped his connection with Cuix and took control of the horny goblin’s body. As usual, a kaleidoscope of horrid flavors and scents assaulted his senses, and he clamped off the goblin’s before he even opened her eyes.
‘Oh, hi, Big Boss Guy. Is you here for Fanged Death or me?’
‘I’m here for the battle, Cuix. Now let me focus.’
“Ooo! Packmaster’s in little Green Chew Toy!” Cindra barked.
Gabriel blinked at the deeper voice rumbling off the worked-stone walls surrounding them. Looking about, he spotted a huge gray-and-blue furred hellhound trotting over to loom above him.
“Uh, are you okay, Cindra?” he asked with Cuix’s mouth.
The canine’s large head bobbed. “Yep. Is all the fighting done already?”
“I don’t… wait, why did you shift?”
Cindra flashed a broad, predatory grin. “The shambling corpses don’t like fire, Packmaster. Remember?”
Gabriel blinked Cuix’s eyes several times before laughing. “Damn, I hadn’t considered your fire breath.”
He glanced around the large stone room, noting the charred remains of over a dozen corpses. Nine orcs and two minotaurs stood off to one side, weapons in hand, with frightful looks on their faces.
“Cindra, did you kill one of Meri’s orcs?”
“Never, Packmaster! Cindra is good girl.”
She turned to glare at the remaining orcs, who all nodded in vehement agreement.
“Did you… clean up the corpse?”
Cindra bobbed her head, still grinning. “Yep. Cindra is good girl.” A long, blue tongue dangled from her bloody maw as she eyed the goblin Gabriel occupied.
I do not want to experience her playing with Cuix from the chew toy’s perspective. Or find out what orc tastes like.
“Okay, Cindra, I’m going to check on Brynja since you’ve got everything under control.”
“Aww, Packmaster can’t stay?”
“Not right now, but we’ll join up again soon,” Gabriel said, reaching out to brush the hellhound’s furry head with one of Cuix’s hands. His goblin Minion fought against the action, terror flooding across their connection, but Gabriel only snorted.
‘Serves you right for all your playing around and slacking.’
‘Hey, that’s super not nice, Boss Guy.’
Without bothering to respond, Gabriel withdrew from his Minion and reached out for Brynja. He found her right where he had last seen her and dove into Kuterug. The green-scaled kobold submitted in a flash, and Gabriel looked around.
Sathru stood beside him, several small bandages covering her white-scaled arm. She flashed a typical, oversized kobold smile, then pointed behind him.
Turning, Gabriel spotted Brynja in an instant. The quiet, beautiful valkyrie was a mithril-clad engine of slaughter.
A score of ghouls and zombies swarmed the winged woman in vanguard plate, screeching, growling, and moaning. They thrust spears, slashed with swords, and one utterly nude ghoul brought a heavy maul down overhead.
Brynja’s shield leapt up to intercept the powerful blow, a brief flicker of yellow glowing from the gleaming mithril surface.
Gabriel winced just watching as the stupefied ghoul struggled to remain upright after his heavy weapon rebounded, spinning him around.
Swords and spears scraped and clanged against Brynja’s mithril armor. Despite the horde of undead attacking her, none had breached her defenses. And given the mass of broken corpses strewn across the cavern floor around her, several had paid the price for trying.
To one side, Gabriel spotted eight orcs and a pair of minotaurs. They held a strong circle formation, the two larger monsters keeping the unruly orcs in position. Seven devastated corpses surrounded them, but all of Merideva’s monsters focused on the spectacle of Brynja slaughtering the massed undead.
Unwilling to risk distracting the focused, ruthless valkyrie, Gabriel held still and watched.
A zombie brandishing a heavy spiked mace took a swipe at Brynja’s head. She bent gracefully, twisting aside, then buffeted the overextended monster from behind with a glowing wing. That was enough to send the zombie tumbling to the floor. Then her spear darted out, punching a clean hole through his putrid skull.
Two ghouls tried to seize the opportunity and lunged at Brynja before she could retract her spear. One grabbed her right shoulder, jabbing wildly with a short, brutal dagger.
The other went low, slamming against the side of her knee. Brynja staggered, leg almost buckling, but she flapped her wings and stood tall again.
Pointing her spear upward, she aligned the butt with the lower ghoul’s head, then slammed it down with crushing force. Bone shattered, and rotten brains and blood splattered across silvery armor.
In that same instant, Brynja’s left hand reached over and grabbed the knife-wielding ghoul by the throat. A loud crack sounded as she snapped the monster’s neck and peeled it away from her.
With the ghouls down—she had already handled the one with the maul, his torso sporting a gaping hole a few feet to her left—Brynja now fully controlled the fight’s tempo.
She spun, ducked, and leapt up over the zombies, using her wings to glide just out of reach and land behind them. Each time she did, her spear ripped through another undead.
A minute after he possessed Kuterug, the last undead fell.
As Brynja shook her spear clean, then transformed it back into a simple baton, Gabriel started clapping. The valkyrie flinched and spun to face the two kobolds.
“Amazing work, Bryjna,” Gabriel said with the kobold’s voice. “I was a little worried since I left you for last.”
“Last? Ah, Lord Gabriel. Last of what may I ask?” Brynja replied. As she spoke, her gleaming mithril helm vanished, morphing into an elegant circlet holding her golden-blonde hair back.
“I already checked on Sthuza and Cindra; they’re fine. But seriously, you just single-handedly slaughtered a horde of undead.”
Brynja’s pale cheeks brightened. She glanced down demurely, but her lips spread in a shy smile. “Thank you. I am pleased to have been of use, though… I was unable to deal with all of them. If not for my allies who dealt with their mage, I fear it would have been a much more arduous battle.”
Gabriel nodded. “I’m glad they were helpful. I’ll need to shift back to my body in a minute. Do you need any help or…?”
Brynja lifted her face to meet his gaze, her smile widening. “No, My Lord, I am quite fine. With your leave, I will tend to the wounded, then gather any loot and await further orders.”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you in a bit.”




Chapter Twenty-Five







Gabriel continued to monitor Harkon’s party via Dungeon Sense. There had been a moment of panic when the inspection team almost caught up to Sthuza just after she finished off her undead.
Fortunately, Merideva was able to claim all of the corpses and gear from both sides, allowing Sthuza and her few survivors to rush ahead along a low-ceilinged tunnel. Since the monsters in the area were all loyal to Merideva, they ignored Gabriel’s bonded.
It took the five adventurers almost an hour to find a small group of the better-geared orcs Merideva had arranged for the fifth floor. After a brief battle where all five participated for the first time, they gathered the Magic Stones from six armored orcs, then started back the way they had come.
They clashed with a pair of minotaurs Gabriel directed into their path. Stella spotted them and warned her companions. Harkon intercepted the bovine monsters while Hamish and Beatty dove into a tandem spellcast.
The brief clash took longer than the six orcs they had slain, but the five adventurers downed both minotaurs in short order, then harvested their hides, horns, and Magic Stones.
“You sure we should just head back now?” Beatty asked. The older mage had seemed a bit chipper ever since they looted a trio of clay spell tokens off one of the armored orcs.
“Yeah, I’m sure. We’ve gone as deep as the request stipulated, and we’ve got at least six Magic Stones from each type of monster except the minotaurs. It’s already going to be late before we get out of here, and I’m looking forward to more of that gnomish ale. If you’re that eager for more loot, we’ll be heading back in tomorrow. But for now, we’ve got enough for me to file a report.”
The nature of dungeon loot had been something of a mystery to Gabriel before he met Merideva. Most of the equipment carried by monsters would degrade to powder within a week of being removed from the dungeon. Yet some of their belongings survived just fine.
Now that he knew she chose whether the items conjured were permanent or bound to the wearer, the latter being how most dungeon monsters were equipped, he understood the difference. There was a noticeable Dungeon Essence price difference between the two methods. But even more important was the need to ensure adventurers earned any loot they carried out of the dungeon.
They would decry the dungeon worthless if she gave them too little. But if she rewarded them too much, it would destroy her Essence income. Apparently, the Eternal Dungeon was very specific on how much loot was reasonable for a given fight.
Merideva had been less than helpful in explaining the nuance of the system, but Sthuza had helped enough that Gabriel got the general gist. A through F-ranked monsters had a specific range of appropriate loot. The rules seemed to break down at S-rank. Though, given few adventurers shy of Carminium would be hunting such powerful monsters, he wasn’t too worried about it.
Gabriel maintained his vigil over the inspection team until they reached the second floor. None of the undead bands had managed to appear that high up without warning, so he felt confident Merideva could handle the rest. A quick message to his bonded had the other three groups returning as well.
The trip back to her Core Room was quick and easy, though several of his orcs kept boasting and arguing about their kills. Eager to reunite with his bonded, Gabriel ignored their bickering.
Besides, if I get involved, they’ll wind up ranting about my performance. It took a while to get most of them to stop challenging us, but I’d rather they not be quite so terrified of me.
‘Ha, fat chance of that, ya walking fuckstick. After you let Boobs beat and eat the toughest half dozen, what the hells do you expect? They’re terrified of her and Snakes, but both of them are always hanging off you and treating you like a king.’
‘Fair. I’m just not used to it, is all.’
‘I think you better get used to it. Those minotaurs that submitted to your crystal friend were awfully respectful. So I doubt they’re going to be any different once you claim their “Matriarch.”’
Gabriel shuddered at the idea of “claiming” a minotaur at all. After his run-in with Gromp, he had a less than favorable impression of them. Though Reyna was correct. The six muscular monsters who had arrived with the last envoy had been nothing like the stupid, hyper-horny brute he had encountered close to a month earlier.
Once they reached the first U-bend hallway designed to enhance the defenses of Merideva’s Core Room, Gabriel dismissed his band of monsters. The orcs flashed wide, tusky smiles as they turned down a separate tunnel toward their primary village. The lone minotaur bowed low before taking up station just inside the Crawlspace of Doom.
Gwenaelle loped along at Gabriel’s side until they reached the final defensive chamber. He could see the dense trees that filled the long hallway despite the supernatural darkness pervading it.
A long, inquisitive trill rang out, and Gwenaelle gave a melodic one in reply. She glanced up at Gabriel, her lupine eyes gleaming.
Laughing, he reached out and stroked her along the edge between her head scales and thick, fluffy fur. “Go ahead, Gwen. I’ll be perfectly safe in the Core Room. I’ll call you once we’re ready for dinner.”
The wolf drake gave a happy yip, rubbed against his leg, almost knocking him over, then leapt onto a thick, low-hanging branch before disappearing into the forest.
Gabriel nodded to Syrkirus, the largest of the six minotaurs who had sworn loyalty to Merideva. “Everything quiet here?”
The huge, brown-furred male tilted his head to stare at Gabriel, then gave a flick of his head, sending thick black hair swirling behind him. “Other than the wolf drakes and kobolds here, I have seen no movement. None of them attempted to breach my honor-bound station.”
“Uh, right. Glad to hear it,” Gabriel replied, giving an awkward wave.
Opening the reinforced door and stepping into Merideva’s Core Room, he was unsurprised to find a glowing crystal orb racing toward him.
“Gabriel, you’re back!”
Just before Merideva could slam into him, Gabriel reached out and caught her hard, crystalline body in both hands.
“Aww, you could have let me snuggle in like your bonded.” The Dungeon Core pouted adorably. She wiggled side to side in his grip, but her vibrant pink glow proved she was still quite thrilled to see him.
“It’s good to see you too, Meri.” Gabriel pulled her in closer, letting her rub against his armored chest. “Have Harkon and his people exited the dungeon yet?”
She spun left and right. “Not yet, but they’re almost out. They ran into a group of goblins on the first floor and decided to fight. I think they’ll leave really soon, though.”
“Okay, just keep a careful eye on them and their surroundings. I doubt that undead woman can get anything that far up, but better safe than sorry. Then again, I didn’t expect her to launch a four-pronged attack either.”
“Got it. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure no one sneaks up on them in my Domain.”
Gabriel smiled at Merideva’s intensity and decided to hold back on pointing out how many times various groups of undead had snuck up on them in her Domain.
‘Sthuza, do you have any ideas how that necromancer is getting her troops so deep into Meri’s Domain before she notices them?’
‘I have an idea, Master. We are just outside the defensive tunnels; if you would be so kind as to prepare for us, we should be there in a few minutes. Then I could explain my theory to everyone at once.’
‘See you then.’
While he waited for his bonded to arrive, Gabriel gathered their cushions from a storage bin under the table and spread them around Merideva’s pedestal. The Dungeon Core kept herself pressed against his chest, hovering along but not causing any issues.
Since he was waiting, Gabriel went over the battle in his head. All of his bonded had handled themselves well, and he felt satisfied with his own performance as well.
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Not too shabby. Still, something about this whole encounter feels off. If she’s capable of organizing an attack like that, why waste it the way she did? If she’d thrown all four groups against one of us… it could have gone very wrong. As it is, My pool will be almost full again, even if we were to sleep in the city. And Meri can replace all of the monsters we lost.
‘What are you complaining about, Fucker? Did you want that undead skank to kick your ass?’
The thick double doors leading out to the Umbral Forest slammed open, and Cindra burst into the room.
“Cccindra! There wasss no need to be ssso forccceful.”
“Sorry, Snakey. Hey, Packmaster, Cindra and Packsisters are back!”
Gabriel laughed as his first two bonded approached. Brynja stepped in after the pair, pausing to close the doors with more grace. “It is good to see that you are safe and sound, Gabriel.”
He smiled at the valkyrie as she bowed, her wings dipping down almost to the smooth black stone tile. “I’m glad to see all of you are as well.”
“Yes, Master. We are all quite safe,” his Prime said, though she sounded a little… embarrassed.
Cindra’s eyes flashed with mirth as she glanced from the gorgon to Gabriel. “Snakey was the only one who got hurt.”
Sthuza’s pale-green cheeks darkened, and she shot a harsh glare at the grinning hellhound. Several head-snakes joined in while one caught Gabriel’s attention and gave what he assumed to be a helpless shrug.
“I know you got hit a few times. How badly?” Gabriel asked, stepping toward the slender monster girl.
Sthuza huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I am fine, Master. It was a few scratches. That is all.”
Not taking her word for it, Gabriel reached out through their bond and called up the Dungeon Interface.
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Much of her stats were still concealed from Gabriel’s view, no doubt a result of her incredible power and position as an S-ranked monster. Still, he could see enough that, combined with the only minor tears in her elegant white-on-green armor, his worry melted away.
“It seems like you’re fine now,” he said, smiling at her annoyed pout.
“Yes, as I said, Master. Now, perhaps we should all sit.”
Cindra lunged for her cushion and was settling in when Gabriel made it to his. She grabbed him by the arm and tugged him down to sit beside her. “Come on, Packmaster, Snakey is going to tell story.”
Gabriel let the energetic hellhound cuddle against him, the plump sensation of her breasts impressive even through her leather armor.
Well, at least she’s still clothed. Whenever Cindra gets naked, focus seems… harder to come by.
“I am not sure I would describe this as story time. But yes, I would like to explain my idea for how that abhorrent undead necromancer is slipping her abominations so deeply into Lady Merideva’s Domain.”
“Y-you know how she’s doing that?” Merideva asked. She floated over and dropped down to rest in Gabriel’s lap instead of on her plush cushion on the center of the pedestal. “I don’t like how they keep popping up all of a sudden. It feels creepy.”
Gabriel stroked the Core with his free hand as everyone focused on Sthuza.
“Yes, I do believe I have figured it out.” Sthuza took a deep breath, then exhaled loudly. “The previous Dungeon Core, that arrogant braggart, had a fondness for secret passages and hidden stairwells.”
Gabriel thought back to the one Sthuza had shown him, which skipped all the way from the seventh floor to the thirteenth.
The gorgon grinned and nodded. “Precisely, Master. I showed you one of over a dozen I knew, though most of the others are either far out of our way or blocked. But, I recall that Mistress Iylara oft complained about the Core creating new secret passages all the time and the hassle of maintaining them since they typically were not connected to the primary Domain Crystals.”
“And I anchored Meri’s Domain using such a crystal. So… she can’t see the hidden tunnels and such?”
He glanced down at Merideva, and she shimmied side to side, her pink glow dimming to a soft yellow. “I suppose that makes sense.”
Sthuza flashed an understanding smile at the Core. “While Lady Merideva can see and track anything in her Domain, her ability is not absolute. Or rather, she needs to be aware of something to see it. I imagine she could locate some of the hidden passages based on where the undead suddenly popped up.”
Merideva’s Core shifted to an embarrassed blue. “Um, I’m not sure. I didn’t really pay attention to where they showed up. It always felt so creepy, and I wanted to tell Gabriel as soon as possible.”
“It’s all right, Meri.” Gabriel held his palm on her warm crystal, gently stroking with his thumb. “But now that you know, you’ll make a note of wherever they pop up, right?”
The crystalline orb bounced in his lap. “Yep! I’ll figure out all their wicked hidey-holes and then… and then, I guess I seal them off?”
“Let’s start with finding them,” Gabriel said. “Now that we know how she’s doing it, that should make it easier to defend any other adventurers. Though…”
He thought back to how the undead forces always seemed to know precisely where to find an adventurer party. Merideva had yet to notice a single group of undead wandering around looking for targets.
“Meri, you said you’d sense anyone using scrying magic on your Domain, right?”
“Yep… Well, probably.”
Gabriel snorted. “Assuming that’s the case, could she be using undead to spy directly? She definitely was watching through that death knight’s eyes before.”
Nibbling at her lip, Sthuza nodded slowly. “Yes, Master… I think you have something there.”
“But wouldn’t Lady Glowy notice if undead were slinking around in Pack’s home?”
“I must concur with Cindra’s point. And even if our esteemed Dungeon Core cannot. How could these undead spies intrude on our strategy sessions? It seems as though our enemy always knows where we are headed. Unless she is keeping entire hordes of undead in these hidden passages, surely she is spying on us here?”
Sthuza and Cindra frowned, both women searching for an answer to Brynja’s question.
“Actually…” Gabriel began, only to trail off as he reached out across his bond with Cuix.
‘Oh, hi, Big Boss Guy. You tired of them lanky girls and wanna play with Cuix?’
‘No. Now, didn’t you complain about how few “creepy crawlies” there were in the area lately?’
‘Yeah,’ she drawled. ‘They’s been growing scarce for weeks now. Y-you isn’t going to demand me and the boys starts sharing ‘em now, is you?’
‘No. But you have noticed a dearth of living vermin to hunt?’
‘Yep.’
Gabriel cut free of the randy goblin and shifted his awareness back to his body.
“Is everything all right, Master?”
“Undead vermin.” His three bonded stared at him, and Merideva’s orb glowed a soft yellow.
Brynja leaned forward, her silver-blue eyes blazing with intensity. “Do you mean our villainous foe is turning vermin into undead so she can spy on us with impunity?”
“Maybe. Cuix has been complaining about the lack of ‘creepy crawlies,’ and I can’t think of a better explanation.”
“Hmm, we should at least search the surrounding region and see if there are any,” Sthuza said. “It should be easy to confirm.”
Gabriel nodded, thinking back to one of the spellbooks she had grabbed from her lair back on her first trip. We’ll need to deal with the Swarm having spread up to infest that floor, but for now, focus on the undead.
“I’ve never used Detect Undead before, but I already knew most of the glyphs. It shouldn’t be too hard.” He smiled at his Prime. “Since we’ve known she was down there, I took the precaution of studying it last week.”
“Excellent, Master. If you can locate them, then Lady Merideva will become aware of them and can direct her forces to eliminate them. While you deal with that, I will start cooking dinner. It has been a long day, and I know we are all eager for a relaxing evening.”
Cindra nodded, rubbing herself against Gabriel, a goofy grin on her face.
Merideva bobbed in his lap. “Yep, I can totally do that. Though, um… Gabriel?”
Sensing the Core’s worry growing across their bond, Gabriel sighed. “Yes, Meri?”
“I uh, kind of… well, you know… promised you’d go bind the rest of the minotaurs tonight.”
“Aww, but Pack needs to spend night celebrating our victories. Packmaster hasn’t even heard about how Cindra burned all her smelly dead.”
“Tonight, Meri? Do you really need them right now?”
“It’s just… Wannaga’s envoy said they’ve been suffering more raids lately, and I sorta kinda promised you’d… solve that.”
“By going down to the sixth floor and bonding them?”
“Does this mean we will be gaining an additional battle sister?” Brynja asked.
“Ooo! Cindra hopes she likes fried fishies and Happy Cook’s stew.”
Merideva waggled about in Gabriel’s lap. “No, I already told them you weren’t recruiting.” Her color shifted to a soft blue. “Y-you haven’t changed your mind, have you?”
Gabriel shook his head. “No. I’m not saying no more period, but I don’t want to simply max out my bonded for the sake of more power. We’re doing all right as is.”
Plus, I still need to figure out what’s happening with Reyna.
‘Ha. Assuming I’m not just a figment of your perverted mind.’
“Master, if Lady Merideva already made such a pledge, it would damage her reputation among her newest monsters to have us fail to follow through. And we did agree to meet with the envoy today. While I too would prefer a quiet evening to relax after the battle…” The gorgon flashed a wry smirk. “I do recall minotaurs being quite eager for a reason to party.”
Gabriel sighed. “Yeah, I don’t want to damage Meri’s rep with them before we’ve even met properly.” He stroked the warm orb in his lap again, then picked her up to eye level. “I’ll take care of it, Meri. Though, next time, please give me a heads up before you promise anything.”
Merideva darted from his loose grip and bobbed rapidly. “Thanks, Gabriel! And don’t worry; I promise I won’t make reckless promises again.”
Sthuza giggled as Gabriel glared at the pink orb floating before him.
Rising to his feet, Gabriel flinched when a door to his left opened.
“Oh, hey, Lad. Thought that mighta been you lot,” Torrik said. The unarmored dwarf gave a quick wave and started toward him. “Been meaning to check in with ya and see what needs doing first.”
“Hello again, Torrik,” Brynja said, rising to her feet and saluting with one hand against her chest.
“Hey, Lass. You lot look like ye’ve been busy. More undead?”
Sthuza nodded. “Indeed. How comes your workshop?”
Torrik’s short, bushy beard split into a wide smile filled with square, white teeth. “It’s been damned well amazing.” He gestured at Merideva before grinning at Gabriel. “Your sweet little lady there ‘conjured’ me up an entire smithy like it wasn’t more effort than draining a keg. Assuming that runesmith’s toolkit’s still available, I can be ready to work on the gear ya showed me whenever.”
Gabriel glanced over at Sthuza before saying, “We’ll see about that tomorrow when we visit with Leryane and Elaine.”
Torrik gave a hearty laugh. “Ha, first name basis with the baroness? Ye’ve come a long way mighty quick, Lad.”
“Yeah, it’s been quite a busy few weeks.” Gabriel frowned as he considered the piles of enchanted equipment set aside for Torrik to modify. “Given we’re going to have to deal with that undead faction down on the seventh floor, I wish we had some silver weapons for you to work on first.”
“Why not ask Sad Eyes for silver bars so Nice Shorty can bang them into weapons?”
Gabriel turned to Sthuza, who stared right back at him. “That is an excellent idea, Master.”
“Yeah, it is. Thanks, Cindra.”
The hellhound beamed, then leapt to her feet with complete ease. “Cindra is happy to help, but Packmaster needs to do hunting magic now so Pack can go have Beef People party.”
Torrik looked confused, but Sthuza and Brynja both nodded.
“Well then, lemme get outta yer way. And iffin ya do get some silver ingots, I’ll see what I can work up real quick. Should I focus on orcs, or are ya planning on getting more of them oversized steers to fight alongside ya?”
“Hopefully, we can get enough silver for you to make some for each.” Gabriel paused and considered their forces. While Brynja was an excellent teacher and had begun training a small band of orcs, most of Merideva’s monsters were unskilled brutes.
“Assuming we can get the bars, focus on simple, solid weapons, Torrik. We don’t have a lot of finesse fighters. But I bet an orc or minotaur with a silver-capped maul could tear through some undead.”
The dwarf snorted. “I don’t be doubting that for a second. Iffin ya don’t mind, I’ll slip back into me new home and make sure everything’s ready for work tomorrow.”
“Thank you,” Sthuza said, smiling. “If you find anything else you need, please feel free to let me know. Ah, and perhaps you should join us down on the sixth floor later. I imagine you would enjoy the hospitality on display there.”
Torrik’s amber darted over to the undisguised greater gorgon, and he gulped. “Aye, Lass. And thanks for welcoming me in as ya have.”
While the dark-haired dwarf left, Gabriel’s bonded prepared themselves for another trip. He took that time to prepare a spell he had yet to cast.
Gabriel stood near Merideva’s pedestal, arcane conduit held out before him. Just as he began to trace the first glyph of Detect Undead, he paused.
“Wait… It couldn’t be that easy,” he murmured.
“Maybe it could be that easy?” Merideva replied. “Um, what is it, though?”
Chuckling, Gabriel shook his head. “I’ve got an idea to help you spot any undead in the area.”
“Oh, really? Thanks.”
Closing his eyes, Gabriel triggered Dungeon Sense, centering his view on Merideva’s Core Room.
“Okay, now I just need to cast a spell I’ve never used without pulling away from this view.”
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It took Gabriel several minutes to cast Detect Undead without pulling free of Dungeon Sense. In the end, he wound up watching himself cast from a bird’s-eye view while weaving the glyphs, then released the finished spell.
His vision shimmered as a faint gray haze washed over the Core Room. Blinking, he studied the results for a second before spotting a dark-red shape slinking along the far corner of the room.
It was scurrying toward the door leading out to the Umbral Forest, so Gabriel reached out to Gwenaelle and alerted the wolf drake.
Just as the glowing target reached the metal-banded door, it seemed to collapse almost flat, then slid beneath, barely slowing.
Shifting his viewpoint out into the darkness of the outer room, Gabriel grinned as Gwenaelle pounced on the undead vermin before it could restore its original form.
It was tiny compared to the wolf drake hunting it, maybe two inches high and six long. The crack and shatter of bones sounded as Gwenaelle bit the creature’s head off. The red glow vanished, and she spat a mouthful of bleached bone fragments.
Gabriel zoomed his view in, studying the destroyed undead. It took him a second to realize he was looking at a skeletal rodent. He sent another command to Gwenaelle, encouraging her to return to Merideva’s Core Room.
Syrkirus opened the door for her without hesitation, and she flashed the towering minotaur a wide smile.
Still locked in Dungeon Sense, Gabriel watched from overhead as his Minion rushed over and tackled him. Fortunately, Cindra was pressed up behind him, saving him from falling on his back.
“Come on, Gwen, behave. Just because I can’t move doesn’t mean you can get away with anything.”
The wolf drake glanced about, seeking the source of his voice.
“Hey, Wolfie,” Cindra said. She reached around Gabriel and scratched at Gwenaelle’s neck. “Did you catch a spy?”
Sthuza walked across the Core Room, then squatted down and inspected the skeletal remains. “Hmm, I detect a trace of magic, Master. Other than the foul reek of Necromancy. Can you tell what it is?”
Triggering Magesight without losing his spell or Dungeon Sense took a few seconds, then Gabriel centered his viewpoint next to Sthuza. There were a few flickering remains of mana floating away from the skeletal rat, and he focused on identifying the spell they came from.
“I can’t be sure, but… best guess is some sort of concealment magic. Probably cast to keep anyone from spotting a skeletal rat scurrying about.”
Sthuza nodded and rose, a worried frown creasing her face. “That makes sense, Master. I wonder how many more of these foul vermin are infesting Lady Merideva’s Domain. For that matter, how exactly did your spell work? You did not explain your plan.”
“I cast Detect Undead while using Dungeon Sense. I was able to spot the rat through that view, so I’m hoping I can do it with any other room as well. But… if we’re lucky, Meri might be able to tag along.”
“I’d love to, Gabriel. You don’t mind?” the Dungeon Core asked. Her orb glowed a bright pink where it rested on her silk pillow. “I don’t want you to feel like I’m trying to dominate you the way that horrid Swarm witch does.”
Gabriel chuckled. “No, it’s fine, Meri. Try and tap into my Dungeon Sense.” There was a soft brush against his mind, and he made sure to welcome the Core in.
“Oh, wow! This is amazing, Gabriel.”
He started to reply when his vision split, and he was staring at two new rooms. A second later, there was another flicker, and four rooms of Merideva’s dungeon were spread out before him.
“Whoa, slow down, Meri,” Gabriel said as more and more rooms flashed through in place of the first. Even with the rapid shifting, he spotted several of the red glows that indicated undead.
“Oops. Sorry, Gabriel.” The transition rate slowed, and he watched as she searched through all of the active regions of the fifth floor.
“There must be dozens of them. Can you keep track of them all?”
“Yep! This is really cool, Gabriel. It’s amazing to work so intimately with you. We’re practically one.”
Gabriel chuckled at Merideva’s enthusiasm and marveled at her ability to shift through Dungeon Sense in regimented glances that seemed to evenly slice up a room or passage with no wasted viewing.
He settled back and let her steer, focusing his own efforts on maintaining the connection between them and his active magic. Detect Undead was not the most expensive spell by any metric, but as the minutes stretched out, he could feel a faint drain at his mana pool.
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“How is it going, Master?”
“Not too badly. Meri’s already up to the fourth floor. Given the rate she’s going, it’ll only drain maybe five percent or so of my pool. And if we clear all of them out, that’s got to set the ‘Mistress’ back. Hopefully, long enough for us to deal with her.”
“I would imagine so. While I have little knowledge of Necromancy, my understanding is it takes time to properly prepare the corpses and reagents for anything more than the weakest of undead. And adding in the stealth enchantment would surely push that time out a day or three.”
“Exactly,” Gabriel replied. “And we’re going to start driving her out tomorrow.”
“Then Glowy Lady can extend her home even deeper?”
“Yes, Cindra. Meri will be able to extend her Domain all the way to the edge of Swarm-controlled space.”
“That Swarm abomination did not appear to have the entire thirteenth floor under her hideous control, but I would caution against extending Lady Merideva’s reach even to the twelfth, at least at first. We do not know what effects the Swarm corruption may have on her or her Domain.”
Even with his mind detached from his body, Gabriel felt a chill run up his spine. “Yeah, a definite factor to keep in mind. Though for now, we need to get ready for the minotaurs once Meri and I finish this.”
“I will go discuss the issue with Arerax, Master. He was a most competent warrior and, as I understand it, a son of Wannaga.”
◆◆◆
 
It took almost an hour to scan through all of Merideva’s Domain, even at her blistering pace. Gabriel’s head began to throb halfway through, but he held his focus, allowing Merideva to tag dozens of undead vermin on each floor.
At last, Gabriel canceled the active spell and pulled his mind back from Dungeon Sense. The second his awareness shifted back to his body, he noticed several things.
Cindra had slid up behind him and wrapped him in a tight embrace. She nuzzled her cheek against his and seemed content just to hold him close.
The more startling realization was the large female minotaur kneeling on the stone floor before him.
She had thick, upswept black horns that looked almost like adamantite and wore only a simple white skirt and sarashi wrapped around a massive chest.
Her seven-foot-tall body was covered in short black fur only a shade lighter than her light-absorbing horns. Large gray eyes stared out over a short, bovine snout.
“Uh, hello?” Gabriel said as he took in the rest of the room.
Sthuza stood off to his left, speaking with an even larger minotaur, Arerax, if he remembered correctly. She twitched at Gabriel’s words. “Please excuse me, Arerax; Master has returned. Which means Lady Merideva should be just about ready.”
“Yep!” the Dungeon Core cried. She floated up from the cushion atop her pedestal, her orb glowing an intense pink. “I’ve got kobolds and goblins hunting down the last of those icky undead spies.”
“That is excellent news,” Sthuza replied, stepping over to join Gabriel and Merideva.
“It is,” Gabriel agreed. “But… what’s up with this minotaur?”
“Dark Horns is here to swear faulty—feal—loyalty to Glowy Lady,” Cindra said. As she spoke, she rose to her feet, dragging Gabriel with her.
“And why is she kneeling before me?” he asked.
“Sthuza, I thought you explained to them I wasn’t looking for another bonded.”
Sthuza giggled. “I did inform them, Master. And Matriarch Wannaga is not here to seek a bond with you. She is awaiting your part of accepting her people’s allegiance.”
“What? We didn’t have to do this with Telgas’ orcs. Or those minotaurs who swore themselves yesterday.”
“Seriously, Gabriel?” Merideva asked, filling her words with mocking scorn. “You are embarrassing me.”
Gabriel clamped down on his instinct to snap back. Given how her orb wobbled side to side in excitement, he figured she had little ground to stand on—or float over.
‘What is she talking about, Sthuza?’
‘My apologies, Master. I did not realize she failed to explain this earlier. As her Dungeon Master, you must be present whenever any leadership changes occur. While Telgas may have represented her people, she was not their ruler. Wannaga, however, is the absolute ruler of their Herd. As such, she cannot submit to Lady Merideva without your presence and consent.’
‘Okay, but she won’t wind up bonded to me, right?’ Gabriel asked, the memory of how he wound up binding his first Minion coming to mind.
Sthuza giggled lightly. ‘No, Master. Well, not unless you will it to happen. As strong as your mind and soul seem to be, I would not discount your ability to inflame a desire within her rather voluptuous chest.’
‘Yeah… no thanks.’
“Now that I have some clue of what you expect, let’s get this going,” he said. “I assume once Wannaga swears her Herd to you, you’re going to want me down on the sixth floor to help assimilate their lands into your Domain?”
Merideva bobbed up and down. “Please, Gabriel? I know you’ve had a super busy day, but it’s really important that you claim it all tonight.”
Gabriel frowned and glanced over to his Prime.
“We are not the only ones having to deal with unruly undead neighbors, Master.”
He turned to gaze down at the minotaur matriarch. “Wannaga, your people have been fighting the undead?”
“Yes, Dungeon Master Grimm.”
“How long? Have you lost people to them?”
Wannaga’s large head rose and fell in a slow, ominous nod. “For almost a full lunar cycle. Though, in the past few days, the intensity has spiked, and we have been driven back. We have done our best to defend the Herd, but several of our younger warriors were lost to the foul abominations from below.”
“Shit. At least we’ve already committed to taking that necromancer bitch out. With Vesrah expanding, the last thing we need is the undead weakening some of the few free monsters around.”
“Yep, that’s why I’m going to make her a floor boss,” Merideva declared proudly.
Sthuza had mentioned floor bosses before in passing, and Gabriel made a note to ask the gorgon for further details later. He knew asking Merideva would be a waste of time.
‘I would be happy to explain, Master. And yes, I do not think Lady Merideva’s way of viewing things makes for easy understanding. She cannot make a floor boss before claiming the anchors on the sixth floor, and I rather doubt Wannaga would accept one on another, anyway. So do not worry about it at the moment. For now, let me assist you with the ritual to accept Wannaga’s allegiance.’
Gabriel nodded, sending a surge of gratitude toward his Prime. With Sthuza teaching him his portion as Merideva glowed brighter, a complex trio of ritual circles formed around him, the minotaur, and the Core.
Less than ten minutes later, it was over. Gabriel sighed in relief when he felt only the faintest connection with Wannaga—the same sort he shared with the various squad leaders sworn to Merideva.
“Now that that’s done, please go claim my new floor, Gabriel. All those minotaurs down there are mine, and I don’t want to lose any of them to those icky undead.” Merideva sniffled. “You already let them kill so many of my sweet, innocent orcs.”
Cindra laughed when Gabriel scowled at the outrageous Core. Sthuza had a wry smirk on her face, but Brynja seemed genuinely concerned.
“Relax, Brynja, Meri’s just being a brat. We didn’t let the undead kill anyone.”
“Ah, I see.”
“I’m not a brat,” Merideva said morosely. Then she blew a loud raspberry which was quickly drowned out by Cindra’s barking laughter.
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Gabriel and his bonded followed Arerax and Wannaga across the fifth floor to the same staircase he had first used to reach the seventh.
While much of the fifth floor was still empty, especially in this section so far from where they had directed the inspection team, the room leading to the staircase looked nothing like it had when Gromp roamed the area.
A large square chamber held weapon and armor racks for the dozen orc guards stationed there. The room was dimly lit by two glowing orbs overhead, though Gabriel knew Merideva could brighten them to blinding levels if needed.
A narrow building split the far side of the room in half. Gabriel had taken inspiration from the Guild’s bunker above, plus their defense of the Core Room against Dougraine. They settled on a long hall lined with murder holes and arrow slits, all of which had heavy steel shutters, to defend the only remaining entrance downward from Merideva’s Domain.
At least, we thought it was the last one. Meri sealed up four others, but that undead woman is slipping her forces up here through those hidden passages.
The minotaurs and Cindra had to duck to fit, but it only took a moment for everyone to pass through the fortifications and reach the multi-landing staircase.
Arerax and Wannaga led the way down to the sixth floor, their hooves clicking against the stone floors. Torrik was deep in conversation with the male minotaur while Gabriel, his bonded, and Gwenaelle followed along. They used the same staircase Cuix had shown him a month earlier, and Gabriel paused when they reached the yawning doorway leading into the minotaurs’ home.
Stepping through, he found four minotaurs standing guard. They wore thick, leather-reinforced, ankle-length gambesons and carried heavy spiked clubs or axes, along with seven-foot-tall shields that could double for a dungeon door.
All four came to attention and stomped a hoof as one, then bowed. They each had unique horn styles, and they all looked dangerous.
The overwhelming scents from before were less intense now, and Gabriel sighed in relief. He had secretly been dreading this trip and was glad to find that at least he didn’t have to worry about suppressing his sense of smell the whole time.
“Have there been any issues since we left?” Arerax asked one of the guards, a powerfully built minotaur female with a substantial bust beneath her armored coat.
“No. We have seen no undead this shift,” she said. Her fur was a dark gray instead of the brown or black of the other minotaurs Gabriel had met so far.
‘Is such fur variation common among them?’
‘It is not common, Master, but the minotaurs here had several different races under Mistress Iylara. They have undoubtedly interbred since then, but I believe we even had a few alpine ones. Their white coats were quite impressive. Combined with their legendary patience, they made excellent ambushers in snow-covered regions.’
Gabriel turned his attention to Wannaga. “Have you been experiencing frequent attacks?”
“Yes, Dungeon Master Grimm. They were never a major threat until the last lunar cycle or so. Before, we would lose the occasional hunter, but now… they have attacked us almost daily. As our losses mounted, it proved the impetus for our envoy to your glorious Dungeon Core.”
Sthuza nodded at his side. “Do not fear, Wannaga. Tonight Master will finalize Lady Merideva’s expansion, and soon, we will be ready to take the fight to that loathsome abomination.”
“I concur,” Brynja said. “After meeting your envoys and fighting alongside Synphis, I have found your people to be brave, noble warriors. We cannot allow these foul perversions to threaten you any longer.”
“We are most grateful the Crystalline Lady has sent you,” Wannaga said. “Now, please, allow me to show you our home.”
The minotaurs led Gabriel and his bonded through a winding warren of twenty-foot-tall hallways surrounded by imposing, deep-black stone walls.
Within five minutes, Gabriel had no clue in which direction the entrance lay as the smooth, often featureless halls and rooms were laid out so as to confuse one’s sense of direction. Even their sizes seemed contradictory, with one hallway being twenty feet wide, only to lead into a room little bigger than a broom closet.
Sthuza had warned him that most of the sixth floor was one enormous labyrinth, which in her day had been empowered so the very walls could shift, ever altering the paths, and strong enough that adventurers couldn’t simply break them.
As they followed the two minotaurs through dozens of turns without ever reaching a dead-end, Gabriel had to admire their ability to discern the correct path. His bonded seemed just as confused as he felt, so he reached out to his Prime.
‘How do they know which way to go?’
‘Minotaurs are an ancient species, their origin shrouded in the mists of time. While their physical traits are what they are most commonly recognized for, they possess an innate sense of direction that is clearly magical in nature. They can always find their way back to anywhere they have visited before.’
‘So the speculation about them is true? Which is why Iylara and the previous Core assigned them to guard a huge maze, then.’
‘Precisely, Master. From what Mistress Iylara said, it is a rather common practice. With the Dungeon Core’s ability to restructure the labyrinth on demand, such a design is too tempting to ignore. As I recall, Mistress Iylara had most of the portals to other worlds hidden away along different routes on this floor. It allowed for easy control of traffic to and from them. It would not do for adventurers from starkly different worlds to mingle after all.’
‘Do we need to worry about these portals?’
Sthuza shook her head. ‘I do not believe so, Master. The labyrinth has been inactive for centuries. That foul traitor Drayne likely shut it down rather than deal with the hassle of managing such a large area with so many active portals. Though… Lady Merideva should arrange guard patrols for them, just in case. Truthfully, I am uncertain whether any of the portals here can be activated from either end.’
‘Right. Those saurians had to get here somehow.’
‘Yes, Master. But I believe the portal they used is on the twelfth floor.’
‘Then we’ll have to set a watch down there once Meri expands that far.’
Studying the dark, foreboding walls around them, Gabriel noticed several were cracked and scored. The further into the maze they traveled, the less damage he saw.
The path through the labyrinth continued to twist and turn at random intervals. More than once, they took four or more turns to the same side in such a short order that Gabriel struggled to accept they hadn’t looped around into the previous room.
Opening himself to Dungeon Sense, he zoomed out to a bird’s-eye view, then winced as his vision rebelled. It took him a moment to acclimate to the multilayered display with rooms and tunnels overlapping in impossible geometry. Something about the very stone felt different, but he couldn’t quite nail it down.
Once he calmed his mind, his vision settled, and he could shift his perspective around at will, focusing on a single space or maintaining a casual watch of the entire area. He was careful to keep himself anchored to his physical presence, just in case.
Still, it was enough to confirm they were passing up and down around other tunnels, despite the seemingly level floor. Several huge rooms blotted out much of the surrounding area. But as Gabriel focused on separating the details, he confirmed they were placed above or below each other, creating a vast, three-dimensional puzzle of interconnected tunnels and large stone chambers.
I’m guessing the rooms are meant to be arenas where monsters and adventurers can clash. After all, it’s not that different from the rest of the dungeon design. Though, I’m still curious to see what surprise Sthuza hinted at when Wannaga sent her first messenger.
Even with veteran minotaur guides, it was still almost an hour later before they exited the dark stone halls. The bleak walls fell away, and Gabriel ground to a halt, staring out at an enormous open space.
A vast, grassy expanse lay before them, lit by starlight that didn’t match the night sky over Lostbarrow. Huge hills rose dozens of feet, blocking off stretches of his view.
Thick clover covered several, and a dense forest loomed off to the west.
“Those are either the tiniest oak trees I’ve ever seen… or this place is much bigger than I thought.”
Sthuza chortled. Wannaga turned and gestured out toward the grassy field before them. “Welcome to the Herd’s meadow, Dungeon Master Grimm. I instructed my people to prepare a feast for you and your noble bonded tonight. I hope that after you sanctify our lands in the name of the Crystalline Lady, you will join us.”
“Uh… yeah. We’re honored to be invited.”
“Ooo, there are so many wonderful smells, Packmaster.” Cindra let go of Gabriel’s arm and started toward the dark forest.
‘Sthuza, is it safe for her to explore for a bit?’
‘Of course, Master. Wannaga’s people are well aware you have a hellhound bonded, and they are the only inhabitants in the region. Though, perhaps you should instruct her not to reenter the labyrinth. It is quite easy to get lost within.’
Gabriel nodded, and after passing on her warning, he waved as Cindra tossed her greatsword to Sthuza, shifted to her canine form, then darted off to adventure.
“I can easily see why Cindra is so eager to explore,” Brynja said. The valkyrie looked around with wonder, her gaze rising to take in the open sky overlooking the rolling hills and seemingly endless grassy plains.
‘Are we outside somehow?’
‘No, Master. I believe we discussed it previously, but Dungeon Cores have incredible magic at their command. This floor was already in place before Mistress Iylara conjured me. But as I understand, it only took a few months for the Core to construct this entire place.’
‘Is there a ceiling? I mean, it can’t be real sky forever, can it?’
‘There is a point where you would reach a solid roof; my understanding is that it is rather high. Several hundred feet, at least.’
‘So Brynja could safely fly and stretch her wings?’
Sthuza smiled at Gabriel and nodded. He turned to the valkyrie and gestured after Cindra. “Feel free to fly around and inspect the area, but watch out for a ceiling several hundred feet up.”
“Really? This place looks so peaceful, and something about the night sky calls to me.” Brynja paused and bit her lip. “Are you sure? Do you not need me to stand as your guard?”
Gabriel shook his head. “Don’t worry; I’ve got Sthuza at my side, and we’re among friends here. All the minotaurs are already bound to Merideva through their matriarch. I can feel a large group of them not far to the north.”
Wannaga nodded. “That is indeed where our primary village is located, Dungeon Master.”
“See? So go ahead and stretch your wings a bit. I know you’ve been trying not to take too many risks outside of Lostbarrow.”
Brynja beamed, her entire face lighting up. Without waiting, she bent her knees, spread her wings wide, then launched herself into the air.
Gabriel and the others watched for a moment as the valkyrie cut through the air with incredible speed. She arced and looped, dropping down low and brushing an outstretched hand through tall grass before racing for the sky.
◆◆◆
 
Gwenaelle bounded off to explore the area not long after Brynja. Gabriel let her go after a quick check with Wannaga that the minotaurs would not have a problem with her.
There was no defined road or path to follow, though Gabriel saw the beginnings of one from where recent traffic had stomped much of the grass down.
‘It looks like they haven’t been using this route often until recently,’ he sent to his Prime.
‘That is hardly surprising, Master. Minotaurs are excellent wardens, but as a rule, they have little interest in exploring or ranging too far from their Herd.’
As they followed Wannaga and Arerax, Gabriel found that the rich, earthy scents that had seemed so strong back when he bypassed the sixth floor the first time were not just milder now, but far more pleasant as well.
There was a relaxing, natural beauty surrounding them. He let his attention drift along, simply observing vibrant flowers, rolling hills, and the sheer open sky around him.
It was ten minutes before he spotted the first structure. Unlike the leather yurts used by Merideva’s orcs, the minotaurs lived in large, squarish, white stone buildings with clay-shingle roofs.
Bronze lanterns hanging from posts or mounted beside doors cast dancing light across the village, giving it a welcoming aura that seemed at odds with a monster settlement deep in a dungeon.
At a distance, they appeared crisp and well-maintained, with vibrant bands of blue, red, or green decorating whitewashed stone. But as Gabriel approached, cracked stones became apparent, and one two-story structure was starting to lean.
Wannaga and her son led Gabriel and Sthuza into the village proper, passing two rows of single-story houses. Several minotaurs peeked out from behind curtains framing simple square glass windows.
Gabriel focused on absorbing their surroundings as they approached an open square near the center of town.
A dozen large tents, the off-white of undyed goblin grass, dominated the red brick plaza. Columns of smoke rose from somewhere amidst the mass of tents.
At least a hundred large, furry minotaurs, male and female alike, moved among them. Many carried heavy burdens: large wooden casks, coarse-fiber sacks, vast slabs of meat—raw and smoked—or bundles of assorted vegetables.
Wannaga came to a stop, her hooves clopping softly against the weathered bricks underfoot. She waved a large hand toward the bustling center and said, “Welcome to Knossis, Dungeon Master Grimm.”
The minotaur matriarch spoke with a slow cadence and a serene smile, but her voice rang with authority, carrying out across the square. As one, the gathered minotaurs paused and turned to stare at Gabriel.
He almost laughed as scores of large eyes blinked, then everyone seemed to move with a single purpose, all setting aside their burdens and dropping to their knees before bowing low, some with their horns brushing the paving bricks.
Reyna did laugh, but thankfully, Gabriel was the only one who could hear her.
‘Master, I believe this is the part where you need to say something… impressive.’
‘Impressive… right. I’ll do my best.’
I’ll be satisfied if I avoid putting both feet in my mouth.
Sthuza released his arm, and he stood tall, gazing out across the sprawl of bowing monsters. “Greetings, I’m Gabriel Grimm, Dungeon Master to Merideva, the Core your matriarch just swore allegiance to. Please raise your heads. This is my Prime-bonded, Sthuza.” He gestured to the gorgon, who gave a dignified nod.
“She handled the initial meetings with your leaders, but now I am here to officially add your home to Merideva’s Domain. I understand you have been dealing with undead raids. Stopping those will be our first objective.”
“Thank you, Dungeon Master,” Wannaga said after a brief pause that made it clear Gabriel had nothing more to say. “We are eager to once more be a true part of the dungeon as our ancestors were.” She turned and gazed out at her assembled people. “Go about your business. Once our lord finishes with his rituals, we must be ready for the celebrations.”
The crowd rose to their hooves and went back to bustling about the square, now moving with greater purpose.
As Sthuza recaptured Gabriel’s arm, Wannaga approached. “Dungeon Master, what spot would be best for you to perform the rituals needed to claim our land?”
“This should be fine. I just need to sit down while I extend Meri’s Domain to cover as much as possible.”
Wannaga gave a sharp nod, then turned to Arerax, who was talking with Torrik. “Son, go grab the thickest rug we have. Hurry.”
The towering minotaur gave an equally decisive nod. Then he turned and bolted down a paved street to the west, his hooves slamming against the stone so hard Gabriel expected them to shatter.
“That’s not…” he began, but Sthuza squeezed his arm, and he dropped his protest.
‘I’m guessing I shouldn’t encourage them to just call me Gabriel either, should I?’
Sthuza giggled. ‘No, Master. I know you are not eager for the trappings of power and authority, but you must learn to at least tolerate it. Perhaps you could allow Wannaga and her sons to speak more casually in time. For now, I believe they need the formality and grandeur as much as you.’
Arerax returned a couple minutes later and unrolled a three-foot diameter woven rug. The thick fabric was crafted from vibrantly dyed goblin grass fibers and looked far too nice for outdoor use.
Remembering Sthuza’s words, Gabriel kept silent, gave the two minotaurs a simple nod, then knelt on the plush rug and began to center his mind.
The familiar exercise calmed him in seconds, but before he reached out to Merideva, he remembered his other bonded. A quick pulse along each bond was enough to alert Cindra, Brynja, and Gwenaelle; he felt them all turn and head toward him and Sthuza.
‘I will watch over you, Master. Have no fear. Though, it was a good idea to call them back now. They should be here when you claim the area.’
With his mind calm and focused, Gabriel reached out along the thick bond connecting him to Merideva. The Dungeon Core responded, her exuberance flooding across to him, spiking his own excitement.
This is my first time doing such a large area without a Domain Crystal. And all these minotaurs. Though, they’re already Meri’s.
Gabriel shifted his awareness into Dungeon Sense. Trusting his Prime to safeguard him, he threw every shred of attention he could muster into the task, determined to claim as much as he could in a single attempt.
His sense of self melted away, and he gazed down upon acres of unblemished green grasslands, clover-covered hills, and a vast, dense forest of healthy oak, pine, and fir trees.
Soon, Gabriel felt hundreds of souls surrounding him, his mind brushing against the newest of Merideva’s followers. Almost as one, they radiated joy and hope.
Two or three felt wrong, and it only took him a moment to identify more of the undead vermin. Without hesitation, he sent their locations to Cindra and Gwenaelle, then promptly pushed them from his mind, confident they would be destroyed soon enough.
As Gabriel stretched his awareness out farther, past the forest, he discovered the minotaurs’ home was set against the edge of the floor. Spreading his focus out to the labyrinth, he found more access points. Soon after, the sheer scale of the enormous maze became apparent, and he paused.
He started to withdraw, hesitant to push too far in claiming the enormous structure. Temptation pulled at Gabriel. He expanded Dungeon Sense and Merideva’s connection into the looming monolith. Thick, foreboding walls twisted and turned within it, forming complex but random patterns.
There was something strange about the walls and ceiling. Gabriel had noticed a hint of the strangeness earlier, but now that he held tight to Merideva as well, the stone felt different but not dangerous.
Almost like it’s receptive to magic. Wait… Sthuza said the Core could change it at will, right? So the entire maze would need to be attuned to magic.
Satisfied, Gabriel continued to spread out, trying to include the entire labyrinth in Merideva’s Domain. Eventually, his mind felt stretched too thin, his concept of the space he was claiming flickered, and he ceased reaching out.
Focusing solely on his bond with Merideva, he invited the Core to join him, and her bright, cherubic energy flooded through him.
With so much to claim at once, it felt like a geyser of brilliant pink excitement tore through Gabriel’s mind, but he held tight, determined not to fail.
He lost track of time, his very consciousness flickering in and out. But throughout the process, he held tight, and then… it was over.
‘Thank you, Gabriel! That was amazing!’ Merideva gushed. A warm, liquid presence cuddled up against his mental avatar.
From how she ebbed and wobbled, Gabriel got the impression that the Dungeon Core was drunk.
‘Just doing my job, Meri. I am your Dungeon Master, right?’ he sent back. Focusing enough to form the words seemed to tax him, but he held their active connection to hear her reply.
‘Yep! You’re an awesome DM. Oh, I can’t wait to show you all my new toys.’
Merideva’s mind-voice faded away, and Gabriel released his hold on Dungeon Sense. His awareness slammed back into his body, and he gasped.
“Welcome back, Gabriel,” Brynja said from behind him.
“Hey, have fun flying?”
“Very much so. This place is… It is amazing. I-if it is not too much, I would like to come back and experience it during the day.”
“Of course it’s not a problem. And I can’t imagine Wannaga and her people would mind you dropping by. They seem welcoming enough.” Gabriel yawned, stretching his arms overhead.
His entire body felt both stiff and exhausted. “Ow. How long was I sitting here?”
“Sthuza asked me to stand guard a while back. I believe you have been working for approximately an hour.”
“Damn. I didn’t think it would take that long.” As Gabriel spoke, he slowly rose to his feet, wincing with the effort.
“Allow me to assist.” Strong hands gripped his sides, and Brynja steadied him.
“Thanks.” He glanced back to find the stunning valkyrie smiling at him. She seemed almost reluctant to release her grip on his ribs, but then her face flushed, and she stepped back.
“Were you successful, My Lord?”
“Yeah. I think I managed to grab most of the floor. The labyrinth is significantly larger than I expected.”
“Oh? Were you able to gather it and all of these open plains? I was surprised to find out how big this place is. And you say all of that land now belongs to Merideva?”
“Pretty much. I’ll check to see the exact edges later, but right now, I need to rest and recover.”
Brynja flashed a mischievous smile, her silver-blue eyes twinkling. “Ah, then it’s most convenient that we were invited to a rather large party. From what I saw earlier, they have plenty of food and drink.”
“Is that where Cindra is?” Gabriel glanced around, a little surprised the hellhound had not already glomped onto him.
“Yes. She and Gwenaelle returned after I did. Both were successful in hunting those foul undead you detected, by the way. Once Cindra arrived, Sthuza decided to take her away before she could disrupt your efforts. I believe she felt food would serve as the best distraction.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah. She does love tasty food, for all that she seems to swallow it whole half the time.”
Brynja let out a girlish giggle, then covered her mouth, blushing.
Suppressing a grin, Gabriel held his arm out for the athletic, armored valkyrie. “Why don’t you undeploy your armor, and let’s go join the celebration.”
Brynja’s blush brightened, but a radiant smile tugged at her lips as she took his suggestion. Her gleaming mithril plate vanished into glowing jewelry before she slipped her arm through his, and they headed toward the raucous square.




Chapter Twenty-Eight







Dozens of towering torches were spread out among the tents—though all were kept well back from the flammable fabrics—and combined with the brilliant moonlight and numerous lanterns, they lent a festive atmosphere to the bustling crowd drinking, cheering, and dancing.
As Gabriel and Brynja headed toward the packed center where a twenty-foot-long wooden table had been erected, the smiling, laughing minotaurs nearest him grew quiet.
They paused their merrymaking and bowed as he passed. Brynja stood proud, her back straight and her wings tucked elegantly behind her.
A brush of his bond with the valkyrie confirmed she was eating up their respectful attitudes. Not in a vainglorious way, but rather, pleased they were showing him the respect she felt he deserved as “her noble lord.”
‘Sthuza, is there anything I need to know about how Brynja’s been coping with life in the dungeon?’
‘Hmm? Is something wrong, Master?’
‘She seems very taken with how these minotaurs are practically worshiping me.’
‘Ah. Do not worry, Master. While Brynja is still settling in and adapting to a rather momentous change in her life, I assure you, everything is fine.’
‘But what’s with her deference? She’s calling me lord more and more of late.’
‘You are aware her mother effectively exiled her, are you not, Master? She was told to find a valorous man of noble spirit, worthy of an alliance with her Aerie.’
Gabriel flinched like he’d been slapped. Brynja glanced at him nervously but looked away when he turned her way.
‘No, I didn’t realize that was the purpose of her quest. I felt a hint of some mission, nothing more. But why did her mother send her off like that? I got the impression it was rather sudden.’
‘Yes, that is what Brynja hinted at with me as well. While we have grown closer, she has not yet felt comfortable enough to reveal her innermost thoughts with me. Regardless, with your bond, and her obvious satisfaction with her new life, I see no reason to worry about it for the moment.’
Gabriel could almost see the amused smirk on Sthuza’s face.
‘For now, Master, please come join us in the center. While Wannaga and I felt food and drink would help distract the growing crowd from you while you worked, it is time to officially start the celebrations.’
With the minotaurs parting before Gabriel, it wasn’t long before he and Brynja reached the circle of people in the center of the crowded square.
Sthuza flashed a warm smile, her head-snakes dancing above her in greeting.
“Do we now reside inside the Crystalline Lady’s demesne?” Wannaga asked.
Gabriel nodded. “Yes. I enveloped as much of the floor as possible for the time being.”
The minotaurs in earshot smiled, several of them letting out rolling lows.
Wannaga raised a large wooden tankard high, and everyone nearby mirrored her.
Arerax stepped over to Gabriel and Brynja, holding out two more oversized mugs.
Gabriel took his hesitantly, wondering what kind of drink a literal herd of bovine monsters would prefer. Brynja accepted hers with less hesitation, but her pale cheeks heated.
‘Sthuza, would you make sure Brynja doesn’t drink too much? Or at least, that she doesn’t suffer any embarrassment here.’
‘Of course, Master. Now, perhaps you should look to your right.’
Gabriel started to turn his head when a cheerful voice rang out, burying the lowing of a dozen minotaurs.
“Packmaster!”
Cindra came flying at Gabriel, but with Brynja still clasping his left arm and a drink in his right, he had no way to resist the manic hellhound.
To his surprise, she chose not to tackle him to the paved ground. Instead, she lunged in and threw her arms around him and Brynja.
The valkyrie gasped, her wings flapping as they both struggled to remain upright with a noticeable portion of Cindra’s weight bearing down on them.
“Ooo! Has Packmaster tried the ale yet?” Cindra pressed her nose against Gabriel’s and stared into his eyes. Those expansive, glowing blue irises flared brighter, then she pulled back and glanced the way she had come.
Turning his head to follow, he spotted Torrik strolling over from a giant stack of wood casks, two large tankards in his hands.
“I see ya found him, Lassie,” the dwarf said with a chuckle.
“Yep! What was ale called again? Sweet bottoms?”
Torrik laughed, shaking his head. “Nay. It’s from sweetcaps.” His amber eyes focused on Gabriel. “Given how much ya liked that dark gnomish brew back at the tavern, I’m betting yer gonna love this stuff. It’s damned smooth with a kick to rival me mum’s family brew.”
“If everyone would be quiet so Wannaga can give her toast, perhaps Master could taste his,” Sthuza said with only a slight bite to her tone.
Torrik gave a respectful nod while Cindra just smiled and snuggled up against Gabriel and Brynja.
“Please, proceed,” Gabriel said, gesturing toward the minotaur matriarch. He had to fight down his initial instinct to apologize, knowing it wouldn’t help his status as their new leader.
‘Yes, Master. I know you did not grow up with any dreams of ruling, but I have faith. Truthfully, so much has changed in the past month; I can scarcely believe this is real.’
‘It was a bit rough at the start, but we’ve been making steady progress for a while now.’
Before Sthuza could reply, Wannaga stepped forward and spoke. “Brothers and sisters, long has our Herd been without the guidance, wisdom, and protection of a Crystalline Lord. But no longer. Today, Dungeon Master Grimm accepted my allegiance oath to the Crystalline Lady, Merideva.
“Furthermore, in their benevolence and awe-inspiring power, he descended to our long-forgotten home and has now brought us fully into the grace and providence of a new Dungeon Core.”
Hundreds of lows thundered around them, seeming to shake the stone buildings. Wannaga waited with a beatific smile across her snout.
“Earlier today, the Dungeon Master and his bonded took on scores of the undead filth that have invaded our meadow and robbed us of so many young hunters.”
Another wave of thunderous shouts and lowing rang out before Wannaga continued, “My eldest son fought under their command, and he had only the highest of praise for them. My brother, Syrkirus, even now stands a noble guard at the final entrance to the Crystalline Lady’s inner sanctum.”
The noise was even louder this time, and Arerax waved the crowd of increasingly excited minotaurs to silence, then gestured for his mother.
“Now that we are back where we belong, Dungeon Bound to a new, brighter Core, we will drive back the darkness that lurks beneath, and the Herd shall guard the Crystalline Lady’s realm once more!”
It took almost a minute for the crowd to quiet down after Wannaga’s declaration, and the matriarch turned her gray eyes on Gabriel as they did.
‘Speech?’
‘It would seem appropriate, Master. But do not feel obligated. Honestly, given how… enthusiastically they have been drinking and the sheer thrill they feel at being connected to Lady Merideva, I do not imagine they will begrudge you no matter your words.’
Without bothering to slip free of Cindra or Brynja, Gabriel turned to face the center of the tremendous throng. There were even more minotaurs than he had first suspected. Dozens of small children rode on shoulders, gripping their parents’ horns as they all waited in silence for their Dungeon Master’s words.
“Your Herd was without a Dungeon Core, or Master, for centuries, and I can’t imagine how hard that has been for all of you. Yet standing here right now, I see only strength and pride. Strong, proud warriors… guardians. I know you will thrive under Merideva’s rule. Just as I know you will be the aegis that shields her and her Domain against any who dare threaten it.”
Gabriel swallowed, working wetness around his mouth as several hundred minotaurs cheered. Once their echoing lows subsided, he continued.
“I’ve only met a few of your people so far, but each of the brave warriors who joined us earlier in a vicious battle against intruding undead proved themselves. I am eager to see more of you beside my bonded as we crush every threat to Merideva.
“But that is for tomorrow, when we begin our campaign to purge the undead and stop their attacks, once and for all. Tonight… tonight is for celebrating how much stronger your Herd and our Dungeon Core are now that we have all joined forces.” Gabriel lifted his drink high, mirroring Wannaga.
“Yay! Now drink, Packmaster.”
Cindra’s cry was barely audible over the roar of the assembled minotaurs, but those nearby chuckled and followed suit as Gabriel snorted before taking a long sip.
The sweetcap ale was dense and full-bodied with an earthy fragrance. It went down smooth and left a wonderful honeyed taste.
Gabriel took another long drink, savoring the hint of sweetness that permeated the brew. Cindra leaned in closer and rubbed her face against his.
“Packmaster likes?”
Laughing, he nodded. “Yes, Cindra. I like, and I’m glad you do too. Now, what did you think of the place while you were out exploring?”
The hellhound beamed. “It’s really nice. Cindra found dozens of unfamiliar scents to track. Ooo, and there was a big, fluffy, gray rat, but it didn’t smell like a rat, and Cindra chased it through the forest, but it was a lot quicker than it looked, but Cindra caught it, and it tasted so good.”
Torrik chuckled as the hellhound licked her lips. “Ye’ve got quite a delightful company of beautiful ladies, Lad.”
“That I do.” Gabriel tilted his head and gave Cindra a quick peck on the cheek. She squirmed against him, but rather than escalate things, she grinned, let go of him and Brynja, then grabbed their mugs and darted off toward a group of minotaurs surrounding a trio of tapped kegs. “Cindra will get Pack more.”
Watching his bonded rush over and command the minotaurs, Gabriel glanced at Torrik’s two mugs.
“Ah, the Lassie there tossed hers aside afore she went running ye down a bit a go.” The dwarf grinned. “She emptied it first, of course.”
“Sounds like Cindra. So, how are you fitting in here? It’s got to be a bit awkward, right?”
Torrik snorted and tilted his drink back, finishing it with a noisy gulp. “It is a bit of a new thing being surrounded by all these ‘monsters’ and me not in armor and smashing skulls. Honestly, though, Lad? I like a lot of ‘em a fair sight more than I expected. Your ladies, especially. When they’re not charging me down, they’re a right wonderful group.”
“Glad to hear it. If you have trouble with anyone, let me or Sthuza know, and I’ll take care of things.”
“Ah, don’t ye be worrying about me, Lad. I’ve lived a few lifetimes already by your reckoning, and I can get along well enough to keep most folks from bothering me. Besides, once I get the forge heated up and start in on all that pitifully neglected equipment you and yours collected, I’ll be so busy, doubt I’ll have any time for trouble.”
“I look forward to seeing your work. Getting some of that gear converted for Meri’s monsters will ease many of my concerns.”
“I’ll get started on it tomorrow, bright an’ early. If you manage to find some silver for me to work, I can switch over easy enough. Been a century or more since I last worked a forge, but it’ll come back to me soon enough.”
Cindra rushed over with four filled mugs. Despite her haste and the liquid filling clear to the rims, she managed the trip without spilling a drop and flashed Gabriel a silly grin.
“Packmaster should enjoy party, then Cindra will drag you off for mating. Dark Horns had Cow Lady show Pack’s bed to Cindra.”
Gabriel wasn’t sure what to make of Cindra’s nickname for the minotaur matriarch’s daughter. Brynja’s lips twitched, and Torrik snorted, but the hellhound ignored them.
Instead, she forced a refill on each of them, including the dwarf, then chugged her own down. Pausing, she scrunched her face up in a goofy expression, then let out a powerful burp.
As Gabriel sipped his second round, a trio of barrel-chested minotaurs stomped over, carrying two huge kegs, taps, and a cluster of wooden mugs.
“Greetings, Lord Dungeon Master,” the tallest one said as he set his burden on the ground. “Cindra said you wanted more ale.”
Gabriel shot a wry glance at the hellhound whose dark-gray cheeks heated, though it did nothing to suppress her smile. “That would be great,” he said.
Again he held back from asking them to drop the formalities. Two of them tapped the kegs while the third began filling mugs. Once they were done, the trio bowed low, took their drinks, and prepared to leave.
“There’s no need to go,” Gabriel said. “This is your celebration as much as ours. Besides, someone needs to guard the ale, right?”
They all let out the bellowing laughter that seemed natural for minotaurs, then raised their mugs in salute.
Glancing away from the three hulking monsters, Gabriel noticed Cindra leaning over to whisper in Brynja’s ear. The hellhound’s eyes glimmered with amusement while the valkyrie’s face reddened as he watched.
This could be trouble. Still, it’s not like either of them will cause any real damage. Just a bit of mayhem and mischief.
◆◆◆
 
Sthuza had not been exaggerating; the party continued on well past midnight. Gabriel thoroughly enjoyed the experience, but he was beginning to tire.
While it started with drinks, it wasn’t long before Wannaga called out that dinner was ready. Everyone began moving toward the source of smoke Gabriel had noticed earlier.
Even after Sthuza had assured him that minotaurs threw excellent parties, a part of Gabriel had still assumed they would serve a bunch of grains and grass.
After tasting their mushroom-based ales, he was far more willing to experience their feast. It turned out that minotaurs were not as similar to cows as he had assumed.
Huge, blackened spits turned over a pair of firepits, roasting a collection of game. One bowed beneath the weight of a boar larger than Cindra’s canine form while assorted fowl and thick strips of glistening red meat sizzled across the other.
There were a dozen different grain-based dishes. Two of them were sweetened with sweetcaps and seemed more of a dessert.
With Cindra dragging him around to each table, Gabriel got to taste everything. The hellhound ooo’d and ahh’d nonstop. Several times, she tried to ram a handful of whatever new dish caught her interest into his mouth.
To Gabriel’s surprise, Sthuza provided no assistance in dealing with Cindra. She had claimed a space on a large, ornately woven rug alongside Arerax and Wannaga.
A steady procession of minotaurs approached the trio, seemingly reporting about the Herd’s status and needs. Given they were working even during what was supposed to be a relaxing celebration, Gabriel decided to let them be.
After hours of monitoring Harkon’s party, followed by the series of fights with the undead, and the strain of claiming so much space for Merideva’s Domain, Gabriel was more than eager to kick back and relax.
He claimed a similarly sized rug near Wannaga’s and settled down to eat. Cindra and Brynja joined him, though Torrik seemed content to remain near the ale.
Gwenaelle showed up soon after, looking full and content as she curled up at Gabriel’s feet.
Despite their hooves and large, bulky physiques, Wannaga’s people proved themselves to be agile dancers in addition to excellent cooks and brewers.
Gabriel relaxed on the rug they had given him and watched the muscular, fur-covered monsters sway, spin, and practically glide about the ample open space in the center.
Sthuza came later and sat in his lap, her back pressed against his chest as she sipped at a rich, purple wine made from the same mushrooms as the ale. She watched the dancing minotaurs with him, her head-snakes swaying gently, often brushing against his neck and face.
Cindra had shifted back to her canine form and run off with Gwenaelle after devouring at least half of the roasted boar and draining an entire keg.
‘This is nothing like I imagined when Snakes said these guys threw good parties.’ Reyna sighed. ‘They all look fully satisfied here, hidden away inside a dungeon. Doesn’t seem like they mind having sold their souls to you and the fancy rock.’
‘It is… different than I expected, too. And it’s not like Meri’s going to steal their souls. From what Sthuza’s said, even conjured monsters have souls, and when they die, they’ll go to the same afterlife as any others of their kind.’
‘I suppose so. Don’t mind me, I’m just feeling… fuck if I know.’
‘Reyna, if something’s bothering you, you can tell me.’
Reyna snorted. ‘Oh yeah? Is that cause I’m a figment of your twisted mind, or are you just trying to get in my panties? I already let you pound my spectral ass in Fuck Space, but that’s the limit. Cause, I gotta warn you, I ain’t into necrophilia. So don’t even think about it.’
‘Thought hadn’t even crossed my mind.’
‘Fuck. Yeah, I know. Sorry, there’s just…’
‘What is it, Reyna?’
‘Lately, I’m just worried. What if… what if I am real, but my soul’s just… stuck here. Forever.’
‘That won’t happen. I won’t let it happen. Even if you are a figment of my imagination, I will find a way to bring the real you back.’
‘Thanks. Though, for now, maybe you can figure out a way to help Raeya?’
‘I will, Reyna, I promise. Just as soon as we deal with this undead problem. I don’t want to risk that necromancer stealing her away.’
‘Wait, is she safe!?’
‘Relax, Meri has your room fully sealed off. There’s literally no way in right now, and there won’t be again until I’m certain it’s safe.’
‘C-can you check on her, just in case?’
Gabriel shifted his mind to Dungeon Sense and blurred up to the fifth floor. Reyna’s room was attached to their shared lounge—or had been—and it only took him a second to shift his view to her plinth.
Merideva had constructed the black marble and transparent crystal structure to protect Reyna’s repaired corpse. Staring down through the magical crystal sealing her away, he sighed.
The cedar box which held Raeya’s enchanted corpse bag rested beside it just as it had before Merideva sealed the room. Closing Dungeon Sense, Gabriel refocused on Reyna.
‘Everything is exactly as we left it. Raeya will be safest there for now, but as soon as we’ve dealt with the undead, I’ll start working to free her. At the very least, she needs to move on to her proper afterlife.’
‘Y-yeah. T-thanks, Gabriel.’
‘You’re my bonded; I’ll do whatever I can for you.’
He felt a strange flicker across their bond, then Reyna snapped off a hurried goodnight before seeming to vanish from his thoughts.
Sthuza stirred in his lap. She ground her firm ass against his crotch, demanding his attention as she gave a slow, languid stretch, arms up over her head.
“Perhaps we should call it a night, Master? Wannaga has assured me they prepared appropriate bedding. That is, if you still feel comfortable with the idea. I assure you, they will not take offense if you prefer we return home tonight. Do you need to return to recover mana?”
Gabriel shook his head, then leaned forward and kissed the side of Sthuza’s slender neck. She murmured and pressed back against his chest.
He feathered more kisses along the side and back of her neck as head-snakes rubbed themselves against his face and hair, hissing softly.
Mana 84%
After confirming his pool was still plenty full, he stood, lifting the sleek gorgon into a princess carry. “I’ll be back over ninety percent by tomorrow, even without the increased Aether density in our rooms. Besides, it would take over an hour to get back, and that’s time that could be better spent on you. Let’s go see what our new friends arranged.”
Sthuza beamed, her head-snakes lashing and coiling as her cheeks darkened. Her vertically slit emerald eyes radiated love and eagerness as she snuggled better into his arms. “I quite like this idea, Master.”
“I thought you might.”
He carried her past several revealing clusters of minotaurs as she guided the way, pointing with her head-snakes, her hands too busy stroking his chest and neck.
Passing an enormous rug spread out near the edge, Gabriel spotted Torrik and Brynja sitting near Arerax. The minotaur was explaining some aspect of his people’s tactics as the two skilled fighters listened with rapt attention.
‘Do not worry about Brynja, Master. She and Torrik will be well taken care of… as will the Furball. Unless you intend to call her back to join us?’
Gabriel smiled at his Prime’s relaxed, teasing tone as she mentioned Cindra. While the relationship between the two had started out rough, they had definitely grown closer in the past few weeks.
‘It was somewhat inevitable, Master. Your bonds seem to grow stronger more quickly than I recall it happening with Mistress Iylara… and Cindra is not easy to dislike.’
Gabriel snickered. ‘You just like what she can do with her tongue.’
Sthuza’s bright, carefree giggling made him smile.
‘She is rather skilled with that enormous muscle, and her stamina could wear us both out.’
‘Yeah, she’s really something, but so are you. As to your earlier question, I think we’ll see about breaking in our new bedding, just the two of us. If Cindra decides to join us later… maybe she can put that tongue of hers to work.’
Heat flashed through Sthuza’s bright eyes, and Gabriel dipped his head to kiss her. Firm, dark-green lips parted, inviting his tongue into her mouth, and Gabriel savored her taste and spirited response.
Splitting his focus to Dungeon Sense while continuing to kiss Sthuza, he walked the rest of the way to a rather large and sparkling clean, white stone two-story.
Sthuza fumbled behind her to open the door. Then they were through and headed straight for an immense, fur-covered bed.
Gabriel tried to kick the door shut but misjudged the angle due to his viewpoint. They both laughed as he stumbled but stayed upright.
“Leave it, my love,” Sthuza cooed.
Grinning, Gabriel stared into her beautiful eyes for a moment before recapturing her lips and lowering them both to the ten-foot-wide bed.




Chapter Twenty-Nine







A low, rumbling note woke Gabriel. His tired mind struggled to pierce through the haze of sleep. He yawned, trying to stretch, and found himself pinned by two of his bonded.
Cindra was draped over him, her huge breasts smushed against his chest, one of her silky-furred arms reaching across to hold Sthuza, who lay beside him.
He yawned again, then worked to open his eyes. It was still nighttime—according to Sthuza, the magical sky above them would shift with the sun—and he sighed, annoyed by whatever noise had torn him from sleep.
He was mentally and physically exhausted. After two frantic rounds of lovemaking to break in their new bed, Sthuza had ridden him to another completion, only to have Cindra barge in just as they both peaked.
When Cindra burst in, Gabriel had worried she would be gory and rush over before he could clean her. Except, she was already immaculate, and after taking the time to strip off her leather armor, she leapt onto the bed, which only creaked and groaned.
Her first kiss had tasted fresher, crisper than normal. But with her usual enthusiasm, everything tasted of cinnamon not long after. That led to a lengthy, messy session as the hellhound seemed even more riled up than usual.
Another loud, booming note rang out, drawing Gabriel from his recollecting as he recognized it the second time.
A horn.
“Sthuza, wake up,” he said, shaking the slumbering gorgon. She cooed softly, but several head-snakes shifted, hissing at the disturbance.
Two of the tiny serpents snapped their eyes open, and Gabriel focused on them. “Wake her up. That was an alarm of some kind.” The head-snakes bobbed, then curled around to hiss at the gorgon.
“Cindra, I need to get up,” he said. With his arms pinned beneath the pair, all he could do was flex one leg and kick the back of Cindra’s. It took five tries before the hellhound yawned.
“Hmm? Does Packmaster want to mate with Cindra again while she licks Snakey?” The hellhound rumbled with amusement, a goofy, satisfied grin on her face. “Silly Packmaster. Cindra’s always ready to love Pack.”
Gabriel snorted as the muscular monster girl rose to all fours and shifted to loom over Sthuza without ever opening her eyes. A fluffy gray tail wagged lazily above her plump rear.
“No, Cindra. Something’s going on.”
‘Gabriel? Are you awake?’ Merideva asked, her mind-voice coming through in a loud, frantic rush.
‘Just woke up. There’s some kind of large, bassy horn blowing.’
Sthuza jerked at his side, bolting upright. “That isss an alert, Massster. Intrudersss in the labyrinth.”
“What?”
‘I was trying to tell you, Gabriel. These weirdos wearing super-awesome armor like ED’s shock troops came pouring out of one of my new portals.’
‘Wait, what? Portals? What kind of “weirdos”?’
“Massster, What isss wrong?” Sthuza asked. She shook her head, triggering a cacophony of hissing, then shoved a still dopey-looking Cindra back. “Wake up, Furball.”
Gabriel relayed what Merideva had said, and Sthuza’s green eyes widened. “That isss, not good, Massster.”
“Come on, Cindra; get up.” He smacked the hellhound’s firm, round ass, and her glowing eyes snapped open. She took one look at their expressions, and her silly grin vanished.
Gabriel heard rather than saw the two monster girls leap out of bed and begin dressing. He sent a quick spike of attention along his bond with Brynja, urging the valkyrie to ready herself, then was busy triggering Dungeon Sense and seeking out the source of Merideva’s panic.
‘Where are they?’ he sent.
‘They’re killing my new minotaurs, Gabriel! You have to do something. Please?’
‘We will, but I need to know where they are.’
‘Umm, lemme see if I can… how’s that?’ Merideva sounded distracted. But before Gabriel could reply, it felt like someone had slammed a charged Aetheric Spike through his skull.
“Massster?”
Gabriel tasted blood, but he focused, and seconds later, his Dungeon Sense cleared into a view of a different section of the labyrinth. Six hulking, humanoid figures stomped down a long stretch of hall, each hefting large unfamiliar objects he assumed were weapons.
“I’m fine. Meri just forced my Dungeon Sense over to where the intruders are. She’s right. Unless they’re some sort of constructs, these guys are wearing some serious armor.”
“What does it look like, Master? Also, lift your hips.”
“Huh?” Even as he said it, he complied. Something slid over his legs, and he felt Cindra’s warm hands against his shoulders.
“Cindra and Snakey will get Packmaster armored. Tell Snakey about Pack’s new foe.”
Gabriel studied the armored figures as they continued down the hallway. All six wore the same armor, which looked even heavier than dwarven vanguard plate. Only two had matching color splashes decorating their otherwise flat-gray metal, the rest each sporting a distinct accent. One of the intruders’ breastplates bulged outward, giving the suit a faint feminine appearance.
Their helmets were shaped into pronounced muzzles and flared with silvery ridges along the back of the head and down their necks. Translucent, dark-green crystal concealed the eyes behind the armored masks.
The pair with red stripes along their arms, backs, and helms each carried a large, blocky tube. They held them in two hands across their armored midsections, right hands tight around vertical grips, reminding Gabriel of the thunder rifles he had seen wielded by a band of dwarven mercenaries years ago.
The seemingly female intruder lugged an enormous contraption half the size of her armored form. Active runes blazed across the length of its metal barrel and a wide, segmented band or hose connected to her oversized backpack. A tiny green-white flame burned inside an articulating nozzle at the far tip.
Behind her came another armored warrior, a shadowy cloak draped over his massive pauldrons. He held an ornate, black-and-silver mace or scepter in one hand. Something about his presence suggested spellcaster to Gabriel.
A hulking male figure marched behind him, carrying an even larger weapon than the female’s. but while Gabriel could make out runes carved along its surface, these were not lit up.
The last figure carried what he assumed was an oversized pistol. Given the way enchantments worked based on surface area and mass, such weapons were uncommon among adventurers. Most dangerous monsters were too tough to injure with any magic wedded to the typically tiny projectiles propelled by alchemical powders.
Given the insane display of assembled wealth their suits of runed and ensorcelled armor had to represent, Gabriel wasn’t willing to discount the creature’s smaller, more ornate weapon.
To say nothing of the glowing orange-black sword in his right hand.
In the time it took Gabriel to describe the intruders, his bonded had finished dressing him. As he shifted full awareness back to his body, he found himself sitting at the edge of the bed with his brigandine on but unstrapped, his sword belt resting beside him.
Sthuza stared at him, her eyes wide with concern. Her head-snakes were unnaturally still, curled up in a tight bunch above and behind her.
“What’s wrong?”
“Massster, I fear we may be in trouble.”
“You recognize them?”
She shook her head. “Not exactly, but I recall seeing warriors armored and equipped as you described. They were not from Evora.”
“Wasn’t that the case with those ‘saurians’?”
“This is different. These intruders are likely from a more… for lack of better terminology, a more advanced world. Wannaga’s minotaurs will not be able to stop them.”
“Then I guess we’ll have to fight them directly. Let’s go.”
The gorgon chewed her lip, hands clenching about the hilts of her twin daggers, but Cindra stepped over and slung an arm around each of their shoulders.
“Come on, Snakey. Pack has to defend territory. Cindra will show Packmaster how much Birdsister’s training has helped.”
Sthuza sighed but nodded. “I hope you are right, Cindra. But do not underestimate these intruders. They will be quite dangerous.”
Worry bubbled up within Gabriel, but he forced it down, unwilling to let his bonded sense it. Anything that gave his Prime such pause was a threat he had no intention of underestimating.
Running outside, Gabriel blinked at the sight of dozens of frantic minotaurs. The large, muscular monsters rushed about in the dark even as more and more lanterns and torches were lit.
Brynja came gliding down to land beside Gabriel, her white wings spread wide. The instant her boots struck the paving tiles, her vanguard plate shimmered out from storage, encasing her in the most formidable armor he had ever seen.
At least until a of couple minutes ago.
“I am ready, My Lord. Where is our foe?”
“Back in the labyrinth.”
An angry trill drew his attention to the second-story balcony where Brynja must have descended from. Gwen was perched on the smooth stone railing.
She crouched low, then leapt down, landing beside Cindra without a whisper of sound.
“Hey, girl. We’ve got some heavily armored, well-armed intruders we need to deal with. They look better protected than dwarven golems. Given you only have fangs and claws, I want you to stay back this time.”
The wolf drake trilled sadly, but she met his gaze and nodded.
Gabriel paused to glance at each of his bonded. “Sthuza said they’re very dangerous, so be careful. I think they all have ranged weapons. Something along the lines of oversized thunder rifles.”
Sthuza gave a sharp nod, her head-snakes joining in. “Yes, Master. I never saw them in action, but Mistress Iylara spoke warily of such devices. Unfortunately, I did not manage the portals on this floor.”
“Let’s go,” Gabriel said, turning toward the enormous structure off to their east.
He sprinted down the paved road running through the center of the town. Everyone seemed to be headed to the same place, so he figured that was where he would find Wannaga and the other minotaur leaders.
Dashing past a pair of mottled males, he skidded to a halt when he found the matriarch and her son standing armored among a crowd of restless minotaurs.
“You are ready as well, Dungeon Master Grimm? Thank the Crystalline Lady,” Wannaga said. Unlike the guards stationed near the staircase out from the sixth floor, she and her son wore bronze breastplates with long leather skirts and carried round shields that had to be four feet across.
“Have any of your people encountered the intruders?” Gabriel asked as his bonded joined him.
Arerax shook his head. “No, Lord. We sent those we could to check on the labyrinth, but they should not have reached the intruders yet.”
“You know where they are?”
“The previous Crystalline Lord granted my predecessor a powerful necklace,” Wannaga said, pointing to a glowing white crystal hanging from around her neck. “It indicates the direction and rough distance of any dangerous intruders. I sounded the alarm the instant I felt it heat up.”
“Good job, but these guys are going to be too much for your warriors,” Gabriel said. “I’ll take my bonded in and deal with them.”
“At least take some of my guards with you,” Wannaga replied. “Though we only just joined the Crystalline Lady, we must serve as guardians. It is our sacred duty.”
Gabriel glanced over the dozen minotaurs standing before him. Despite their inhuman faces, their intense emotions were just as easy to read as any humans’. “Fine, but I’m serious. Meri said one of the portals opened, and it apparently leads to a ‘more advanced’ world.”
“Actually, Gabriel, several of the portals opened,” Merideva said, her voice coming from the crystal resting against Wannaga’s breastplate.
“Crystalline Lady,” the matriarch and her son said.
All the minotaurs dropped to one knee, bowing their heads.
“See? This is how my monsters should treat me,” the Dungeon Core said, her voice more distant. As if she had turned away to speak to someone else.
Gabriel thought he heard Cuix’s voice reply, but he ignored the goblin. “That’s bad. Can you close or shut them down?”
Sthuza shook her head even as Merideva replied. “Nope. Well… I could once you attune the control stones for me, but I can’t do it now.”
“We will have to go to them and turn them off physically, Master. But first, we need to deal with those armored intruders.”
“Right.” Gabriel met Wannaga’s gaze. “Gather the rest of your warriors, but keep them near the entrance.”
With that, he set off at a run, his bonded and thirteen armored minotaurs following.
◆◆◆
 
They sprinted down the long, winding halls, Merideva guiding them from Wannaga’s necklace. The dark, towering walls felt even more ominous now that they were racing toward a fight which seemed to have unnerved Sthuza.
Gabriel split his focus between sending soothing confidence and trust across each of his bonds and scrying on the intruders using Dungeon Sense.
Merideva eeped, and Gabriel saw what had drawn her attention. Eight armored minotaurs had tracked down the intruders in a narrow passage.
Sthuza’s fear fresh in his mind, he focused as the two groups clashed.
The minotaurs let out loud warning roars, their deep voices booming off the stone walls. In response, the pistol-wielding intruder drew his weapon and gestured toward them.
[“They don’t look like much. Sarzykx, see how they like your flamer. Sraksas, keep your autocannon primed, just in case,”] he said.
Except… Gabriel was pretty sure none of the figures had spoken. There was an odd, tinny sound to the sibilant but distinctly male voice.
As he watched, the female intruder stepped past her allies and met the charge of eight minotaurs as tall as her.
The closest were still over thirty feet away when she triggered her weapon. Gabriel sensed magic flare within the bulky device, and the runes along its sides blazed brighter.
Then a massive jet of green-white flames gushed forth in a blinding surge of light and heat. Sarzykx played her weapon side to side, filling the hall with deadly fire.
Minotaurs screamed in pain, lowing with such agony Gabriel almost tripped just from listening.
Two seconds later, she turned off the hellish weapon, and the roaring jet of viscous flames vanished.
The five rearmost minotaurs lay or knelt on the ground, moaning. Three of them were still aflame, their hides burning bright as thick, acrid smoke rose from charred fur and flesh.
The first three, who had been bathed in the most flames, were little more than char and carbonized bones.
Smaller fires continued to lick across the bare stone floor, reminding Gabriel of the more insidious magical fires.
[“If these are the best this place has to offer, the vicereine will be pleased. Another primitive world, ripe for the taking,”] the leader said.
[“Yes, sir. Though it won’t be much fun for the regular forces. Such disgusting, hairy creatures must stink,”] Sarzykx replied. Her voice was feminine but husky and carried the same hint of sibilance as the male’s.
[“Not our problem. We just need to determine where we are, assess the defenses, and pick out a site for the field base.”]
[“You say that like you don’t want to find any Magic Stones while we explore. Where’s the fun in that, Sizzik?”] another male asked. From the way the one carrying the other heavy weapon gestured, Gabriel suspected he was the speaker this time.
The leader let out a hissing laugh. [“I won’t turn down the chance, but we’ve got a job to do. And I’d rather not get distracted and cut off before we can report to Commander Zsak.”]
The armored intruders stood there for a moment, watching the surviving minotaurs crawl about or curl up as they continued to burn.
Sizzik stepped forward and pointed his pistol at the closest minotaur. His thick, armored index finger slipped inside the trigger guard and squeezed.
A brilliant blue light blazed from the end of his weapon. A crack rang out, and the minotaur’s head exploded.
Shit. I couldn’t even see the projectile. Was it physical or Aetheric?
Sizzik fired four more shots, each accompanied by a sharp crack. He caught each minotaur in the head, killing them instantly.
[“Scrax, take point, and let’s see what else we’re up against.”]
One of the pair carrying identical, bulky rifles nodded. [“Affirmed, Lieutenant.”] He moved ahead of the others, ignoring the headless minotaurs.
Sarzykx stepped up to one of the charred bodies and knelt. Placing her runic flamer to one side, she drew a thick, brutal-looking, foot-long knife and carved into the dead minotaur.
[“Don’t bother with harvesting right now,”] Sizzik said.
Sarzykx turned her armored head toward him. [“But, sir. What if the dungeon consumes them before we return?”]
[“Doesn’t matter. Our orders were explicit. We explore the immediate surroundings and eliminate any threats. Then we fallback and guard this side of the portal until the runetechs come through and lock it down.”]
The female intruder bobbed her head, sheathed her blade, grabbed the massive weapon beside her, and stood.
They set off after Scrax, but Gabriel shifted back to his body.
Wannaga’s armored warriors kept a brutal pace, but Gabriel and his bonded had no trouble keeping up. Reaching back into Dungeon Sense as they ran, he tried to get a feel for how far they were from the intruders.
He shifted his viewpoint higher and was relieved that he could still access the bird’s-eye view he had discovered while claiming the labyrinth.
It took him seconds to spot the two groups, and he sucked in a surprised breath at how close they were.
“Wannaga, we’re pausing here,” Gabriel said as he shifted back to his body. “They’re not far from us, and there are only a few alternate routes.”
“Then our first band must be closing in on them as well,” Arerax said.
Gabriel shook his head. “No. They already found them.” He turned to gaze into Wannaga’s large gray eyes. “I’m sorry, but they’re all dead. They didn’t even get close enough to attack.”
“What, how powerful are these invaders?” Arerax asked as his mother growled.
“I’m not sure yet, but it was pretty brutal. One of them, the only female, had a massive weapon and backpack combo that reminds me of gnomish flamethrowers I’ve seen referenced back at the Academy. Only, instead of your typical alchemical fire, hers sprayed out a viscous green-white terror that incinerated three in seconds and left the others burning on the ground. It looked even worse than Professor Reysandoral’s Fireball.”
“Cindra can handle Heat Girl,” his hellhound bonded said. “But maybe Packmaster should magic Beef People’s shields? Then they could duck behind them if flames get too close.”
“Exactly my plan,” Gabriel said, nodding. He drew his arcane conduit, the brilliant mithril blade gleaming with a soft glow as he had already begun channeling mana through it.
“How many do you intend to buff, Master?”
Gabriel glanced at his Prime, noting the concern in her vibrant eyes, and grinned. “All of them. Everyone’s getting Haste. You, Cindra, and every minotaur are getting Armor Reinforcement as well.” He sighed. “Not sure how much it’ll help, but we’re going to need every advantage we can get.”
Wannaga and Arerax shared a glance, then the large male warrior stepped forward and knelt before Gabriel. “We will do our duty to the Crystalline Lady, Dungeon Master. If you are willing to honor us with your magic, we accept. Let us serve as the aegis needed to give your bonded the advantage.”
The minotaur’s solemn tone and the sharp, clear look in his intelligent eyes told Gabriel everything he needed to know.
“Thank you, Arerax.”
Arerax rose smoothly, turned to his warriors, and began speaking.
‘They’re preparing themselves to die.’
‘Yes, Master. You said there were six of these intruders, and yet only one of them was needed to defeat eight elite minotaur guards.’
‘Shit… this is going to be different. Even against Dougraine, I wasn’t just throwing monsters at his forces.’
‘It is the way of dungeons, Master. Each day, adventurers come down from Lostbarrow to slay and butcher hundreds of goblins and orcs now. It will not be long before the minotaurs face them as well.’
Gabriel nodded, still preparing his magic. Casting Haste on sixteen targets was going to be expensive, so he wanted to maximize efficiency.
Diving into the familiar glyphs, he barely noticed everyone else begin stretching and checking their weapons. Several minotaurs knelt before Wannaga while she painted symbols along the length of their horns using a greenish-white paste.
Gabriel pushed all distractions aside as he focused on the most potent and efficient Haste spell he could muster.
Mana 87%
Didn’t have long enough to recover much. Still, that should be more than enough, and I have the arcanite in my sword.
Other than a quick peek at his mana pool, Gabriel kept all of his enhanced mental prowess focused on the single spell. Once he had most of the glyphs solidified in a twin spell circle, he sliced off a portion of his attention and began anchoring the nascent magic to everyone present.
Tying off the magic, he released it, and shuddered as a massive surge of mana fled from him. It flowed through his conduit and out into the spell as that intentioned energy interacted with the surrounding Aether.
Faint blue shimmering flickered across his bonded and the minotaurs. Several surprised lows sounded, but Cindra rumbled in excitement as his magic settled in, speeding each of them up.
His sense of reality warped, his perception kicking up to match his new, magically augmented speed.
Gabriel dove right into another spell construct, again weaving twin circles for a spell he had never used on so many targets. Still, after witnessing that brief slaughter, he wanted to provide every advantage he could. Even if he doubted the defensive magic would be enough.
Anxiety filled the air around him as he worked, but he trusted his Prime and the rest of his bonded to handle any pre-battle jitters.
His own worry was fast building toward dread. Thankfully, the intensive and repetitive training he’d undergone at the Academy helped him remain focused on casting.
Worry later. Right now, all that matters is preparing us as best as possible.
After what felt like an eternity, but which couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, Gabriel finalized the last glyph and started anchoring his spell to each target.
Unlike Haste, Armor Reinforcement required he direct the magic to everyone’s armor or shields rather than tying it to their existence within the Weave of Creation.
With so many targets to buff, Gabriel decided to rely on touch to select each item. He loosened his intense focus enough to reach out to his Prime.
‘Sthuza, could you get everyone to line up and present themselves to me? I don’t want to add walking on top of everything else I’m doing to make this spell work.’
‘They are prepared, Master. I felt your bonded should go first, just in case.’
Blinking his eyes, already tired from staring so intently at the glowing glyphs as they blazed in his Magesight, Gabriel felt a surge of gratitude for the gorgon’s forethought.
She stood right before him, her chest puffed out to give him easy access to her white leather armor. It wasn’t the same suit she had worn when they first left her lair, but its flowing skirt panels and semi-rigid breastplate seemed similar enough.
He pressed his palm against that smooth, white leather and tied his spell to it. Powerful enchantments were already woven into the armor but wouldn’t interfere with his additional protection.
It’d suck if you couldn’t stack magical defenses the same way you can physical.
Apparently, his control on his thoughts had slipped due to his split focus as his Prime gave a girlish giggle.
‘Indeed, Master. I have no doubt your magic will greatly augment our already enchanted defenses. Though, I agree with your decision not to tamper with Brynja’s. Her armor is one of the most intensely magical suits I have ever seen.’
Gabriel nodded, then pulled his hand free once his task was done. Cindra came next, a huge grin on her face. To his mild surprise, the hellhound refrained from doing anything more than leer at him as he pressed his hand against her much larger chest.
She stepped away without complaint, though her glowing eyes flared, and she licked her lips in a teasing, sensual fashion.
Arerax came next, and Gabriel anchored another tendril of magic to his large, round shield. Then the rest of the minotaurs paused to be buffed, with Wannaga being the last one Gabriel handled.
He strained almost to bursting as he held onto so many targets at one time, all while maintaining the most expensive Haste spell he had ever cast.
When he released the finalized spell and another flood of mana rushed out, Gabriel staggered, but Sthuza and Cindra were by his side, both bonded grabbing an arm and steadying him.
“Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra and Snakey have you.”
Neither monster girl was quick to release his arms, and it felt like most of Sthuza’s head-snakes had stretched out to brush against his neck and face.
Glancing over, Gabriel almost laughed at the sight of his Prime. Since she hadn’t leaned in close, her head-snakes were all rigid, sticking out to her left and making it look like she was caught in a powerful gust of wind.
“Okay, even if they chose every turn correctly, they still shouldn’t be here just yet. I’m going to recheck their progress, then we’re going to rush to meet them. While I can hold both spells for quite a while if I have to, this isn’t the time for wasting mana.”
Mana 73%
“We understand, Dungeon Master Grimm,” Wannaga said. Her son and the others hefted their weapons and set up a defensive line facing toward the most likely threat.
Cindra darted in and kissed Gabriel’s cheek, her tongue slipping out to lick him once, then she released him, smiling. “Cindra saw a cute girl kiss guard like that once. ‘For luck.’”
“Thanks, Cindra. I’ll make this quick.”
Before anyone could reply, he activated Dungeon Sense and zoomed along the path between his group and where he had last seen the intruders.
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It didn’t take long to find the intruders; the same figure was up front. Behind his bulky, armored frame came the other five. While the hallway they traversed looked like most any other in the labyrinth, Gabriel realized they were headed toward one of the large rectangular rooms he had seen scattered throughout the place.
They were likely intended to serve as battlegrounds for the defenders of the labyrinth but had been abandoned when the adventurers stopped delving this deep.
He pulled back and informed his companions, then they set off at an impressive sprint. The idea of fighting the six heavily armed and armored intruders in such a large chamber was not Gabriel’s idea of a sound plan.
But after seeing the flamer in action, he had no desire to face them in the tight confines of the labyrinth halls.
Casting Haste on the minotaurs had been more expensive than the last time he buffed a crowd of goblins and kobolds. But watching the mighty, armored warriors surge forward like a pack of wolf drakes on the hunt gave him a thrill that reminded him just how grateful he was to Merideva for making him her Dungeon Master.
Even if she didn’t have many choices, this life is amazing. So much better than I’d ever dreamed of.
Beneath Magesight, everyone glowed with active enchantments. Everything his bonded wore was further enchanted with rune-inscribed magic. Four of the minotaurs also carried permanently enchanted items.
As they sprinted down the halls, there was no hiding the pounding of minotaur hooves against the hard stone floor. Gabriel split his focus between following the others and scanning for the intruders.
He wasn’t surprised in the least when Scrax raised a fist, and the whole group stopped.
[“Yeah, I hear them too. Damn, that’s loud; think it’s more minotaurs?”] Sarzykx said.
[“ACS is unable to confirm but estimates it could be another dozen, though they’re moving quick enough they must be Hasted. This room’s a touch large but should give clear lanes of fire. Let’s get set up; I don’t want to stumble in on them unexpectedly,”] Sizzik said.
The other five fanned out from him, spreading across the expansive room and facing the door.
Gabriel deactivated Dungeon Sense and frowned. “They know we’re coming, and they’re setting up in that large chamber down the hall and to the left. Entrance size means we’ll have to go single file.”
“Against those types of weapons, I fear that will go poorly for us, Master.”
“Say the word, and I will lead the charge, Dungeon Master Grimm,” Arerax declared. A pained expression spread across Wannaga’s face before being washed away by a flood of pride.
“Perhaps I would be the better vanguard, My Lord,” Brynja said from behind him. “With my shield and Reinforcement active, I am best prepared for facing down concentrated firepower.”
The thought of sending anyone, especially one of his bonded, in against the sort of horror he suspected those six warriors could inflict formed a tangled knot in Gabriel’s gut, but he pushed past the doubt and nodded.
“Brynja takes the lead from here. Then Arerax and the rest of your warriors. Try to spread out to avoid being easy targets. It works with bows, siege engines, and Fireballs, so hopefully…”
“Master?”
Gabriel shook his head and grinned. “I’ve got an idea to help balance things out, at least a little. First, I need a few seconds to cast a wide-area spellshield.”
Rushing the magic burned more mana than he would have preferred, and Gabriel doubted the magical barrier would last more than a second or two once all six intruders attacked. Still, it was the best he could do to protect Brynja.
As a floating blue translucent wall manifested, he pulled a silver spell token his bonded had looted from Duyaris, passed it to his right hand, then drew another. The second was one of his best creations so far. A bronze token inscribed with the most powerful Darkness spell he could fit into the lower-tier item.
“I’m going to hurl a Fireball through right before Brynja charges in with my shield in front of her. Then I’m testing this Darkness token I made. It’s meant to work like that spell I used on the orc shamans.”
“Ooo, that was spooky night-night time.”
“That should at least throw them off for a few seconds, Master. I expect they will act quickly to counter the Darkness. Any fire less than what you used against the tower is unlikely to affect them, but it should buy time for us to get inside.”
Gabriel nodded, then sent a trickle of mana into each spell token. Now primed, they would be quick and easy to snap along the central seam, discharging them and casting the spell within.
With his ability to split his focus so cleanly, it was trivial to hold both ready to deploy as Brynja raised her shield, now glowing bright as the noon sun, and charged through the narrow doorway.
He heard the strange voices of the intruders as they spotted the mithril-clad valkyrie, so he reactivated Dungeon Sense to take aim and snapped the Fireball token.
A blazing ball of compressed, almost molten fire manifested before him and shot down the tunnel, narrowly passing Brynja’s right side.
There were several shouts from inside the room. Then the magical ball exploded into billowing orange-white flames, engulfing five of the six intruders and causing the minotaurs to cheer.
Gabriel’s eyes strained against the brilliant glow flooding from the large room as it backlit the charging valkyrie.
“For Merideva and Lord Gabriel… Charge!”
Brynja’s wings flared out wide the second she passed the narrow doorway. Arerax was hot on her heels, though even his Hasted sprint seemed sluggish compared to the sudden burst of speed generated by her magical wings.
Gabriel snapped the Darkness token and directed a ray of inky, purple-black shadows toward the centermost intruder. The magic struck its bulky gray breastplate and splattered.
A wave of darkness blasted outward, drowning out every glowing bit of their enchanted armor, the flames still burning from his earlier spell, and the blaze of light radiating from Brynja’s empowered shield.
[“Toss glowballs,”] Sizzik commanded. All six figures grabbed a metal sphere from their heavily laden belts and hurled them, each in a different direction.
“Close your eyes,” Gabriel shouted, clenching his own shut just as alchemical flares exploded, brightening the room to a painful, impossible-to-view white.
All he could see was pure white, even with his eyes closed, but black soon returned as his dungeoncrafted body recovered. Checking with Dungeon Sense, he shifted a foot to the left, aligning with the doorway, and triggered his Spell Mantle and Force Helm.
He glanced at the intruders as the thick, multilayered shield spread across his body.
Two of the center ones, Scrax and Sizzik, were entangled in viscous, squirming black goo as the strange nature of Gabriel’s Darkness spell clung to their massive armored suits.
It appeared to slow the pair but wasn’t enough to prevent them from drawing aim at Brynja.
Gabriel threw himself into weaving a dual-circle Aetheric Lance as he watched on. Given their incredible vanguard plate, he doubted any of his wands would pose a threat.
Sarzykx was still bringing her heavy flamer up to ready when her male counterpart, Sraksas, depressed a thick runic button on the enormous weapon he carried underslung.
A nonstop booming ripped through the air like a hundred thunderbolts a second. Bright blue lines traced across the space between the huge figure and Brynja.
They were enlarged versions of what Sizzik had used to execute the previous minotaurs.
Loud as the explosive launching of the streaking projectiles was, Gabriel couldn’t hear the impacts as they struck against the spellshield he had projected before his bonded.
The magical barrier flared bright, then shattered into crystallized shards of Aether. Brynja continued to charge, concealed behind her Reinforced shield.
An endless stream of glowing bullets sprayed from the intruder’s weapon. Its muzzle began to glow, the runes blazing brighter as he continued to pummel the valkyrie.
Hundreds of metal bullets flattened or shattered against her glowing shield, but as Gabriel watched, Sraksas shifted his aim, and several rounds struck her armored greaves.
The mithril armor held, but divots began appearing along her legs. More bullets missed, tearing deep gouges in the stone floor as she continued forward.
It felt like minutes, but with the boost from her wings, Brynja crossed the large room in less than two seconds.
She held her enlarged, mithril lance couched and ready. The tip blazed with a brilliant white-gold light a split second before it smashed against Sraksas’ armored hip.
Displaying incredible aim or luck, Brynja slipped the glowing point in between two plates, wedging her lance in as she surged forward with tremendous force.
The impact threw Sraksas through the air. A pained scream ripped from his throat, then morphed into a grunt when he struck the wall.
[“Sarzykx, focus on that winged woman. Looks like we’ve got some more serious opponents this time.”] Sizzik raised his pistol and opened fire on a minotaur who had rushed in behind Arerax.
The furry monster caught his first two shots on its massive door-shaped shield. They blazed blue and exploded on impact, but Gabriel’s Reinforcement spell held.
On his third shot, Sizzik nailed the charging minotaur’s shoulder. The explosive projectile punched through armor and destroyed the entire joint, shredding flesh and bone in a gory red spray.
The devastating injury cost the minotaur, his shield dropping from a nerveless hand, but he continued onward.
Three more rapid shots struck him, each blowing enormous holes in his barrel chest and muscular abdomen. The rugged leather breastplate over his gambeson reduced the damage compared to his mutilated arm but not enough. As the third shot ripped his belly open, he took one last step, then collapsed to the ground.
[“Their armor’s better than the others,”] Sizzik said.
[“They’re faster too. Must have some spellcasters,”] Scrax grumbled. He braced his bulky, tubular rifle against his shoulder as he took aim at Arerax. His thick, armored finger feathered the trigger.
Boom.
A cloud of silvery, razor-edged metal shards filled the air. They swarmed the well-armored minotaur.
Arerax caught many of them with his round shield. Several tore bloody furrows along his right arm while others gouged his polished bronze helmet.
Even Hasted, Wannaga’s son only managed two steps before another angry wave of flesh-rending metal washed over him. Most struck his shield, chewing into the bronze and thick wood but not penetrating.
A third shot had little more success, then Scrax aimed lower, and Arerax’s left leg turned into a puff of red mist.
He went down hard but caught himself on his shield and started crawling forward, still moving faster than most people could upright.
Cindra let out a loud roar, audible over the thunderous crack of the lethal weapons. She streaked toward Sarzykx, her massive greatsword in a controlled middle-guard stance.
The flame-wielding intruder spotted her quickly, but she moved with a sluggish lethargy compared to the Hasted hellhound. Cindra was less than ten feet away when Sarzykx had her flamer on target and pulled the trigger.
A blinding cone of green-white flames washed over Cindra, and Gabriel’s heart climbed into his throat. He forced his fear back, focusing on his spellwork.
Each second felt like an eternity as the rest of his forces surged into the large chamber. Four minotaurs were already down, and Brynja was locked in close combat with Sizzik.
The leader had holstered his pistol and activated a translucent energy shield in his left hand as he slashed and thrust at the skilled valkyrie with his glowing orange-black blade.
Gabriel had all but the tiniest thread of his focus on his spell, weaving in complex penetration glyphs. Given their massive, enchanted armor, he needed as many as he could muster to have even a chance of punching through.
A flicker of green drew his attention as Sthuza loosed a black arrow that left a disturbing contrail in its wake. Her aim was as incredible as always. The glistening, almost oozing arrow caught the rearmost intruder—the one with the scepter and a pistol—right in the joint of his left elbow.
There was a pained cry, then he dropped the sleek mace, holding his wounded arm against his breastplate.
[“Gorgon! Gorgon!”] he hissed through clenched teeth.
Sizzik snapped a swift kick at Brynja, who caught it on her shield, but the move staggered her. He glanced over to his wounded ally, then to Sthuza.
[“Affirmed sighting on gorgon. ACS authorizes activation of countermeasures.”] He turned back to Brynja, raising his free hand to touch a rune on the side of his stylized helmet. [“Fun time’s over, folks. Clear the room. Now.”]
The other five intruders followed suit. A second later, a glowing field bloomed around Sizzik’s ornate, massive armor. Even without checking, Gabriel knew it was a Spell Mantle, or close enough.
‘I’m not sure Brynja can break through that much defense. He’s going to keep her locked down at the very least.’
‘Yes, Master. I believe they are sk’raith, elite foot soldiers for nagas. Call the others off. I will shift and use my gaze to petrify them.’
‘No! Don’t bother, at least, don’t drop the spell seal. They know what you are; Sizzik already told them to activate “countermeasures.”’
‘When did you hear that, Master?’ There was a hint of surprise and fear in her mind-voice after his words.
‘Just now. D-didn’t you hear them talking?’
‘No, Master. They are likely using a secure form of communication.’
Gabriel finalized the last glyph and didn’t waste time responding. That was something they could think about later.
He tied off the spell after anchoring it to the sk’raith Brynja had wounded, then released it. A massive, glowing javelin of pure Aetheric energy manifested from the twinned spell circle and rocketed toward its target.
[“Caster! They’ve got at least one caster back in the hall,”] the scepter wielder reported. He had holstered his own pistol to recover the ornate black-and-silver weapon.
The blast of Gabriel’s Aetheric Lance drowned out the cacophony of explosions for a brief second.
[“Shit. Think the minotaurs were just bait?”] Sarzykx asked. Her voice was strained, but the fact she could speak spiked Gabriel’s fear.
Glancing over to her, he spotted the female sk’raith fending off Cindra’s greatsword using glowing claws that jutted from the thick vambraces of her armor.
Cindra moved with fluid grace, whipping her eighty-pound enchanted blade around like it was weightless. Her strikes were far more skillful than when Sthuza first gave her the giant adamantite sword. Despite Cindra’s incredible power, the armored sk’raith was parrying those blows.
Bloody lines scored the hellhound’s left arm and right thigh. Bright blue blood flowed down her muscular limbs, but the injuries didn’t seem to slow her.
Large stretches of Cindra’s enchanted armor were scorched and blackened. Several sections had burned away, exposing gray flesh and serving testament to the hideous flames she had charged through.
Fury and fear welled within Gabriel at the sight of his bonded’s wounds. He could feel uncertainty and concern from all three of his living bonded. There was a wellspring of terror threatening to burst the dam of his focus, waiting along his connection to Merideva.
He wanted to console them all and assure them that everything was fine, but a surge of magical power drew his full attention.
A spell circle was coalescing in front of the scepter wielder. Unlike with the undead before, Gabriel had no trouble deciphering the glyphs despite the incredible pace the caster formed them.
Shadow magic… a wall?
Gabriel assumed the sk’raith caster was trying to seal the doorway, cutting him out of the battle.
Not happening!
He rushed forward, his enhanced body’s long, powerful legs letting him move faster than the minotaurs had.
The sk’raith was a skilled mage, his spell circle blazing bright as he rushed the casting. More glyphs formed, then he released the spell.
Gabriel felt the surge of intentioned mana interacting with the Aether before him. Even with his Hasted speed, he wasn’t going to make it.
The thought of his bonded being trapped inside with those deadly intruders turned his vision dark.
He blinked and found himself suddenly much closer to the frantic, thunderous battle.
[“Damn it! I’ve never seen anyone move that fast,”] the scepter-wielding sk’raith groused.
Gabriel exhaled when he felt the shadowy wall manifest well behind him.
The continuous booming of Sraksas’ heavy cannon started up again, and Gabriel turned toward the source of the deafening cacophony.
Cold talons of raw terror clawed at his guts as he stared at the battered figure wielding the enormous weapon. Something scratched at the back of Gabriel’s mind, but he couldn’t look away.
Brynja’s first strike had gouged a small crater in the sk’raith’s right hip. Bright blue blood soaked the area, though a dense gray foam filled much of the cavity.
Gabriel’s Aetheric Lance had caught the warrior in the chest, directly over where the left lung would be on a human. It was impossible to tell if his magical attack had blasted through the backplate, but the thick breastplate had a gaping hole.
Dark-gray foam oozed from the wound, and Gabriel assumed it was some kind of healing or protective response of the massive, ensorcelled armor. More blue stained the surrounding metal, a shade darker than Cindra’s blood.
Gabriel triggered Dungeon Sense without thought, and the fear welling in his gut exploded into pure, undistilled horror.
The back of the sk’raith’s armored suit had an even larger hole blasted through it. Viscous gray foam oozed from the jagged exit wound, but the massive injury didn’t seem to faze the warrior.
‘How can he still be standing after all that? I blew his fucking chest open!’
‘Sk’raith are elite soldiers bred for battle, Master. They possess incredible regeneration and toughness. That is literally the reason they exist. I would not be surprised if they each have more SE than Cindra, at a minimum.’
‘Shit.’
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Gabriel pushed back against the terror and focused on the battle before him as he began casting another Aetheric Lance.
Wannaga reached the other blocky tube wielder. Her enchanted shield looked like a quillback from all the lethal metal flechettes lodged in its bronze face.
Dozens of the tiny projectiles jutted from her arms, legs, and helmet, many with blood leaking through penetrated armor.
She must have caught her opponent unaware as he parried using his ranged weapon. The powerful enchantments woven into her ancient ax flared bright as she crushed the flechette launcher.
Cindra fought Sarzykx. Both women appeared battered, though Cindra was clearly taking the worst of it with her much lighter armor. Still, she continued to sweep her massive blade around with skillful grace.
Several of the thick plates protecting Sarzykx were crumpled or shattered, showing that even enchanted adamantite wasn’t enough to shear straight through the incredible armor.
Brynja’s duel with Sizzik raged on. The valkyrie fought with impeccable skill and a fluid grace that Sthuza would struggle to match. She caught her foe’s attacks with her glowing shield, but even with Haste, she lacked the speed or power to break his guard.
He flicked the gloved fingers of his free hand through a strange sequence, then pointed his palm at the valkyrie. A blue-white beam of Aetheric energy lanced out.
Brynja flapped her wings, throwing herself to the side. Before he could shift, she lunged forward and thrust her shortened mithril spear at the sk’raith’s exposed underarm.
Tiny aquamarine hexagons flared into visibility as his Spell Mantle stopped the blow. They seemed to bow beneath the impressive force of Brynja’s Reinforced blade, but then she had to dance away as he countered with a slash at her head.
Sthuza let out an angry hiss that Gabriel felt over their bond. Panicked, he glanced for her and almost lost his nebulous spell construct as she dropped her bow and… transformed.
The only other time she had shifted into her enormous, armored naga form, she had been hidden in the forest, so he had missed the sight.
Now, he watched as she rapidly grew larger, her legs seeming to merge. In seconds, the slender, green-skinned humanoid had been replaced by a thirty-foot-long, reptilian monster.
Gabriel found her just as beautiful, though her features were sharper, and glossy, dark-green scales covered most of her body.
Not that he could see many of them.
Apparently, her new armor had an enchantment similar to Cindra’s. Only, instead of vanishing during a shift, the armor morphed to coat her vast bulk.
Large breasts strained against white leather, looking as tight as Cindra’s. The skirt tassets lengthened and spread, wrapping her long, muscular serpent-half in a white-and-green patterned sleeve of textured, leather scales.
Her two lower arms reached for the enchanted scabbard at her waist as she coiled her massive bulk. She drew twin poleaxes from within and sprang across the battlefield.
Sraksas screamed, but the gorgon reached him before he could even begin to track her blurred form.
Sthuza rode him to the ground, metal screeching as her two-ton bulk slammed down, crushing plates and shattering his massive weapon.
The sk’raith caster spun toward the pair, his scepter pointed at Sthuza. Again, a spell circle formed. Glyphs filled it in far quicker than Gabriel had seen anyone cast, but sequentially rather than the simultaneous nature of precast magic.
There was no time to warn Sthuza as a purple-black bolt manifested from the spell construct, then shot forward. It caught her in the back, and her head-snakes writhed.
The white leather was blackened, and green scales were visible beneath. That didn’t slow the powerful gorgon.
She shifted her massive form aside in a blur, raised both poleaxes high overhead in two-handed grips, then slammed them down on the already wounded sk’raith.
The shearing of metal tore at Gabriel’s ears, even over the horrendous cacophony of weapons discharging, Cindra growling, and several minotaurs lowing in pain.
The last two minotaurs were double-teaming Scrax, but unlike Wannaga’s ax, their weapons did little more than scuff his massive plate armor.
Moving with incredible speed despite his bulky appearance, the sk’raith sidestepped a powerful overhead mace strike, then darted back in and butt-stroked the other minotaur.
The thick black rifle butt crumpled the furry monster’s face. Blood sprayed everywhere, and the blinded minotaur staggered back, swinging his ax wildly.
Scrax danced aside, caught his other opponent’s mace beneath the head with the huge rifle, then kicked that minotaur’s armored gut.
The pair were almost the same height, but the sk’raith was far stronger. His quick snap kick bent the minotaur over, blasting the wind from its lungs and sent it crashing backward.
With both foes out of melee reach, Scrax shouldered his weapon again and aimed.
He feathered the firing stud with practiced ease. Once, twice, thrice. The squarish rifle barked, spraying clouds of terrifying metal shards.
They washed over the still-standing minotaur, starting low and climbing higher. Scrax shifted his aim to the one struggling to his feet.
He fired another three shots in less than a second, and both minotaurs exploded into chunky red mist.
Gabriel’s heart froze when the deadly warrior surveyed the battlefield, then turned to shoot Brynja in the back.
[“Firing your way, Boss,”] Scrax called out.
[“Do it. This bitch is far tougher than a valkyrie has any right to be,”] Sizzik replied.
Gabriel rushed the rest of his spell, tracing glyphs two at a time even as he reached out through the Weave and selected his target.
Scrax’s armored finger reentered the large trigger well just as Gabriel tied his spell off and released it.
The Aetheric Lance was half the size of his previous one and lacking in penetration glyphs, but it streaked across the battlefield and hit his target just as Scrax squeezed the trigger.
The huge rifle barked, then exploded into lethal metallic confetti as Gabriel’s spell ripped through the broad end of the weapon, warping the barrel.
Scrax cursed as hundreds of metal shards erupted outward, several penetrating his thick armor. He shook his right hand, which looked like a pincushion, a dozen silvery needles jutting from it, as he cradled` his mangled left against his torso.
Several heads turned to check on the spectacle, but Gabriel’s attention flicked to Sizzik after hearing the leader’s response.
[“Caster is a Champion. Repeat, caster is a Champion.”]
Sarzykx gasped. [“Wait, like you?”]
[“Affirmed. But what kind of Champion would have so many monsters around him…”] There was a brief pause like Sizzik was reading something, then he continued, [“Shit. He’s a Dungeon Master. The portal led into an active dungeon.”]
[“I can handle him,”] the scepter wielder replied dismissively. As he spoke, he pointed the gleaming black-and-silver rod at Gabriel, another spell circle forming in the blink of an eye.
The same attack he used on Sthuza.
Even though Gabriel could decipher the glyphs, the other mage formed them so fast that he had no chance of countering.
I could try Area Suppression, but high-end enchantments tend to resist better. I might wind up hurting us worse than them.
Gabriel drew a spell token from a slot on his belt. Charging it, he snapped the copper wafer, and a glowing bubble formed around him.
The sk’raith mage released his spell a split second later, and a fist-sized ball of purple-black charged Aether slammed against the barrier. It bowed inward, then popped as the glowing projectile exploded.
A wave of pressure and magic splashed across Gabriel’s torso. His Spell Mantle flickered into visibility, easily absorbing the reduced blast.
Grinning beneath his Force Helm, Gabriel drew another spell token as he began casting the same spell through his conduit.
He anchored the nascent spellshield to Sthuza’s sinuous bulk, finding her through the Weave as easy as breathing. With her sheer size and the brutal way she had downed one of the sk’raith, he knew she would become a priority target soon. If she wasn’t already.
The scepter wielder fired another one of his shadowy missiles. He got it off before Gabriel could trigger the spell token, but his Mantle soaked the damage without issue.
Worried about starting a battle of attrition with the lightning-fast caster, Gabriel checked on his pool as he pumped more power into the spell circle before him.
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He had already burned more than he would have preferred. He realized there were still four minotaurs drawing power, so he reached out and ended the Haste effect on all but his bonded and Wannaga.
Armor Reinforcement didn’t drain as much mana once cast unless attacked, so he left that up in case any of the survivors were to get hit by a stray projectile.
His Spell Mantle caught another Shadowbolt. He felt a slight strain as the multilayered defensive enchantment tapped his pool to replenish itself.
Using such a complex spell enabled it to replenish on its own and ran the risk of draining a mage’s mana pool if they absorbed too much damage. But given the alternative of taking the hit with their body, few would complain.
Gabriel went ahead and triggered the spell token, forming another bubble of protection around him. He had already spent the mana to power it back when he crafted them, so they might as well serve as a buffer to his pool.
I may burn through all of them before we’re done, but it’ll only take a few weeks to replace them… assuming we win.
At the uncertainty in his thoughts, something again scratched at the back of his mind. It felt alien and yet wonderfully familiar, but he had no attention to spare.
He released his spell the instant it was ready, and a vast glowing spellshield materialized around Sthuza’s form as she lunged across the room to strike the sk’raith mage.
She crossed the battlefield in the blink of an eye. Yet she barely managed to land a tail slap before the armored mage vanished in an explosion of wispy shadows.
A similar splash of purple-black erupted across the room near Wannaga and the sk’raith she fought, drawing Gabriel’s attention.
The sk’raith mage stood there glaring at Sthuza’s back, scepter raised. Once again, a spell circle formed and began filling in with impossible speed.
‘Sthuza, look out!’
Gabriel pumped mana into another twin-circle Aetheric Lance. He hated that he had no other spells suited for fighting such heavily armored foes and swore to make that a future focus.
Wannaga slammed her flechette-filled shield against her foe’s stylized cobra helmet, and he staggered. She followed up with a wicked slice at his exposed throat.
The armor there had to be thinner, but it held against her strike. Her enchanted ax carved a furrow in the flexible metal. In return, the warrior slammed a powerful punch at her ribs, knocking the minotaur matriarch back a step.
He dropped his flechette launcher and balled his huge, armored fists. Stomping in at the minotaur, he threw a flurry of strikes that destroyed Wannaga’s shield and caved in her bronze breastplate.
Gabriel tore his gaze from the brutal beating in time to spot a spray of undulating purple-black ribbons shoot forth from the mage’s spell construct. They meandered toward Sthuza, most of them striking her muscular back.
They seemed to burrow through her armored backplate, then explode. Blood, scales, and scorched leather blasted outward, and Sthuza screeched in pain.
The unarmed sk’raith smashed a huge gauntleted fist into Wannaga’s face. She staggered back before collapsing face-first.
Ignoring the downed minotaur, and her uncontested opponent, Gabriel reached out through the Weave and targeted the sk’raith spellcaster.
Other than their leader, he’s the most dangerous.
The mage was easier to lock on to than Gabriel had expected, and he solidified his targeting well before he finished tracing the last glyphs.
With Wannaga down, her opponent bent low, grabbed his damaged but apparently functional flechette launcher from the stone floor, and raised it to his shoulder.
Gabriel gulped as the wide muzzle pointed square at him, but he was deep into spellcasting and trusted that his Mantle would stop the lethal projectiles.
There was another crack of thunder, and a swarm of glittering metal knives streaked toward him. His Spell Mantle flared brightly, and several hexagons of the outermost physical barrier shattered, but the inner layers held.
He felt the draw of power to replenish the magic shields this time and knew standing there soaking fire was a terrible plan.
A green streak blurred across the room again, and Sthuza slammed into the sk’raith’s left side. He went down beneath her, and the huge gorgon performed a weird, sinuous hop accompanied by the sound of crumpling metal.
She spun, whipping her tail through the sk’raith mage, but he vanished in another burst of shadows.
‘Focus on the others; I’ll deal with the caster.’
‘Yesss… Massster,’ Sthuza replied, sounding strained.
Gabriel kept pumping more mana into the glowing spell circles, pushing his limits as he wove an even more powerful Aetheric Lance. He sprinkled in glyphs for explosion, hoping to blast a large enough hole to actually down the bastard outright.
Sthuza rushed to join Brynja, who was now facing Scrax and Sizzik. The two sk’raith had the valkyrie fully on the defensive. Her gleaming mithril armor was bent, battered, and pockmarked all over, and blood leaked from several gaps between plates. Splotches of black marred her wings despite the powerful Reinforcement magic protecting them and the way she kept them folded back behind her.
She blocked a lightning-fast thrust from Sizzik, only for Scrax to flank her and throw a powerful punch. His giant, armored fist caught her low near the waist, and metal squealed as enchanted mithril warped.
Gabriel forced himself to ignore her pain, trusting his Prime to assist the beleaguered valkyrie.
Away from the others, Cindra was equally outmatched. Sarzykx’s massive armor was covered in dents and furrows of gouged metal that showed how many times the hellhound had landed a strike.
But the only sign of injury on the sk’raith female was a streak of blue blood staining her right elbow. That arm hung limp, but with Cindra bleeding from dozens of claw gashes, one arm was all Sarzykx needed.
The powerful hellhound held her ground, but her swings lacked the speed and power she’d had at the start of the battle. Three parallel gouges along the left side of her helmet, and the blue blood leaking from her exposed cheek, had Gabriel thirsting for vengeance and slaughter.
She’d be dead if not for that helmet.
‘I could help you, Gabriel Grimm. You cannot win without our power.’ Vesrah purred, her mind-voice carrying stronger hints of primal wrongness. Now, he realized what that clawing sensation had been.
‘Do not be mad, darling. I only want to help. These disgusting vermin are but the first of many. You must cut them off before there are thousands here. They will kill you and take your precious Core for their own twisted uses. Just like that foul, despicable man.’
Gabriel snarled, focusing entirely on his spell. The sk’raith mage was casting again, and this time, he was harnessing a lot more mana.
Ignoring the Swarm voice whispering in his mind, Gabriel pumped as much mana into his spell as he could, tied it off, and released it.
A blazing purple-pink Aetheric Lance manifested before him and launched forward with a loud crack.
It raced across the mere dozens of feet between the two spellcasters in a split second and slammed against a glowing spellshield.
The shield failed instantly, shattering as the powerful missile charged onward. It bored into the mage’s armor, and Gabriel heard a panicked scream clearly despite the raucous battle.
His Lance exploded brighter than any before, blowing a gaping hole in the mage’s three-inch-thick breastplate.
The complex spell circle around the sk’raith began to flicker as the mage ceased guiding it. He fell backward, hissing indecipherably.
A soul-chilling howl rang out over the sounds of battle, and Gabriel shuddered. Turning, he stared in horror as Cindra collapsed before Sarzykx.
The female sk’raith pulled her wounded hand back from where she’d just sunk the glowing claws fist deep into Cindra’s stomach.
Without so much as a whimper, the hellhound crashed heavily to the stone floor, defenseless.
Gabriel broke into a sprint, racing toward Sarzykx, wanting to rip her apart with his bare hands. Even as he ran, his pulse thundering so loud he could no longer hear the battle, his hands traced glyphs, forming another Aetheric Lance.
‘That won’t work, Fool! Use our power. Let us help you. Otherwise, these invaders will slaughter you and your pathetic bonded.’
Sthuza’s mind-voice rang out in Gabriel’s head. ‘No, Master! Do not draw on that tainted magic.’
Too late.
Gabriel had already tapped into the alien, shudder-inducing glyphs, weaving them effortlessly into a single-circle Aetheric Lance. His casting sped up, and he grinned with malevolent glee at the knowledge he would kill the bitch who’d hurt Cindra.
[“Shit, Skrek’s down. ACS is reading something off with the DM,”] Sizzik said. [“Sarzykx, fall back to the portal and inform ExCom to send more troops through. If they don’t anchor a beachhead now, the bastard might close the portal.”]
“Oh, you’re not going anywhere,” Gabriel growled as she started to reply.
[“What? He’s compromised our PsiComms as well. The hells kind of monster is he?”] Sizzik muttered.
“I’m going to rip out your souls and feed your corpses to goblins!” Gabriel growled. He released the Swarm-infused spell, and a purple-black, miasmic Aetheric Lance manifested before him. It shot forward, ripping through the air, and struck Sarzykx between the shoulder blades.
The insidious magic carved through enchanted armor and ripped through flesh and bone. Then a writhing, undulating tentacle burst from her chest.
She fell to her knees, screaming, before slumping backward as the nebulous abomination coiled around her armored form. The incredibly durable, oversized vanguard plate sizzled wherever the horrid appendage struck.
Gabriel watched for what felt like minutes before the magic ended, but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. Sarzykx’s pained scream cut off, and he turned to glare at her leader.
While Sizzik stared at the enraged Dungeon Master, Brynja darted in again, thrusting her spear at the distracted sk’raith. She caught him in the shoulder, shattering several aquamarine hexagons as the gleaming mithril tip punched through his shield and bit into his armor.
Sizzik hissed in pain, causing Gabriel to grin. Then another of those shadowy Aetheric bolts blasted the valkyrie in the back.
Brynja didn’t cry out, but Gabriel felt her pain over their bond. Though she recovered quickly, the unexpected attack had given Sizzik a second of freedom.
One second too long.
His armored thumb depressed a runed button on the side of his pistol as he drew it and fired a thunderous barrage at Brynja from point blank.
The glowing blue projectiles slammed into her thick mithril breastplate, doing little more than dimpling the vanguard plate.
Sizzik walked his fire up her sleek figure even as she raised her shield.
Gabriel watched in horror as an explosive round struck the ornate gorget guarding Brynja’s throat. Thankfully, the enchanted armor held.
The following three bullets caught her helmeted face head-on, each exploding like the rest.
Sizzik shouted another command, but Gabriel stared as Brynja fell backward, crashing heavily against the stone.
Cold, cruel hate blazed within the depths of Gabriel’s soul. Unfettered rage burned with the savage intensity of frostfire. All he could think of was hurting these intruders.
‘Yes! They must be punished. I will help you, Gabriel Grimm.’
A spike of love struck Gabriel, startling him. Pain washed across his bond with Sthuza, even as more unfiltered love and devotion suffused his damaged soul, soaking in and warming his very core.
‘Master… Check y-your Interface.’
Sthuza’s strained mind-voice brought a fragment of Gabriel’s awareness to the forefront.
Interface? Their stats!
Instantly, the Dungeon Interface responded to his intent. A green and black screen displayed the condition of his bonded.
Cindra
HP: 154/250
BP: 157/250
Brynja
HP: 176/195
BP: 164/175
Sthuza
HP: 950/1155
BP: 1009/1125
While his Prime had lost the most health, it was a smaller percentage of her total than Cindra’s. As Gabriel watched, the hellhound’s Blood Points ticked down, and he knew they had to finish the fight now.
Brynja must have been knocked out by those headshots. Thank the gods.
Despite the evidence his bonded were still alive, Gabriel couldn’t suppress the fear and doubt crowding his mind. Vesrah might be trying to influence and corrupt him, but she wasn’t wrong.
With only him and Sthuza versus three of the sk’raith, he didn’t think they could win without the Swarm’s insidious power.
Unwilling to simply give up, Gabriel drew one of the few Aetheric Lance spell tokens he had created and triggered it. A glowing missile streaked off toward Sizzik.
It caught the sk’raith commander square in the chest and pierced his aquamarine spellshield but did little more than scratch his massive, enchanted breastplate.
Gabriel pulled another cheap Shield token and triggered it, a blue bubble forming around him just as Sizzik brought his pistol in line.
A spray of glowing bullets slammed into the shield, the first couple exploding on impact and shattering the barrier. A dozen more traced up and down Gabriel’s chest, the last few exploding right before his face.
He grunted at a pair of impacts against his chest, then winced at the sudden drain on his mana pool as the Spell Mantle siphoned off power, trying to repair the scores of damaged and destroyed hexagons forming three layers of physical protection.
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A glance down confirmed two of the glowing projectiles had punched through his full Mantle but been stopped by the mithril brigandine beneath.
Too close.
Sizzik sheathed his glowing sword, his now free hand grabbing for a squat black box as an identical one fell from his pistol’s grip.
Something slammed into Gabriel’s back, and he had to take two steps to recover his balance. Triggering Dungeon Sense, he spotted the sk’raith mage lying on the ground in a new spot.
Azure blood was splattered around the gaping wound in his chest, with even more gray foam pumping out, sealing the hole. He was propped up on his left arm, his scepter pointed toward the Dungeon Master.
With Dungeon Sense active, Gabriel could see the entire battlefield at once. Even with despair clawing at his mind and Vesrah’s soft whispers egging him on, his split focus let him take in almost everything.
The situation was worse than he had feared.
Sthuza’s entire left flank was dotted with blood from dozens of small holes blasted through her enchanted armor and scales. Her focus was on trying to overwhelm Scrax, who was wielding a pair of glowing, Aetheric shortswords.
The sk’raith who had fought Wannaga knelt behind a large, expandable shield made of the same Aetheric glow as Scrax’s swords. He had a much smaller rifle braced atop the translucent barrier and was firing at the gorgon.
Even the heavy gunner Sthuza had put down so brutally early in the fight was crawling across the stone floor. One of his arms was a few feet behind him, the stump sealed by that dark-gray foam, while his other hung limp by his side.
What does it take to kill these fuckers?
‘Draw deeper on our power. Slaughter them all and claim their souls for yourself. Hurry, before it’s too late.’
Feeling overwhelmed and struggling to hold firm against the fear of losing his bonded, Gabriel took a deep breath and snapped another Shield token. Then he reached inward, through the corrupted splotch marring his patchwork soul, and grasped for that power.
‘Master!’
‘I’m sorry, Sthuza; there’s no other way.’




Chapter Thirty-Two







Gabriel felt Vesrah latch onto him, her tendrils digging deeper into his soul, and shuddered. Then he raised both arms and began tracing a series of glyphs at blinding speed.
Twin spell circles blazed before him. His head throbbed, and his stomach churned. The unsettling magic he wove caused his entire being to revolt.
Another spray of blue projectiles shattered his spellshield and blasted into his Spell Mantle, but he ignored them.
[“What in Sinocsya’s name is he doing?”] Skrek hissed through clenched teeth.
Sthuza screamed in pain, and Gabriel redoubled his effort. His bird’s-eye view showed Scrax trying to gut the huge gorgon, but she twisted and slapped him away with her tail.
Gabriel had seen that same blow knock Torrik senseless, yet the battered sk’raith rolled to his feet and charged back in.
Another volley of those strange, twisting shadow ribbons crashed into Gabriel’s back. They destroyed dozens of hexagons of his Spell Mantle, but a few seemed to phase right through, sending spikes of pain as they seared his flesh.
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Gabriel ignored the mage’s attacks just as he did Sizzik’s. Their pointless squabbling and shouted curses were of no value. He would feast on their souls, and soon after, the entire world would be his.
Wait. That’s not right.
‘Every mortal will submit to your power.’
No… No! This is about survival.
That felt right. All that mattered was killing these intruders before they further harmed his bonded.
Gabriel growled and tasted blood. The rich, metallic tang dampened the nausea. He reached deep into his pool and pulled as much mana as possible, flooding it into the shudder-inducing spell construct before him.
The magic hungered for more power, so he tapped into the emerald arcanite of his sword, sating its appetite.
More bullets flashed through the spell circles but did no harm, exploding against his Mantle.
Without even knowing the glyphs he wove, Gabriel sensed when the spell was ready. He sealed and released it, then collapsed to his knees, panting.
A cloud of thick, purple-black miasma manifested before him. It rippled and shifted, growing severalfold in the blink of an eye.
It hurt Gabriel’s head just to look at the churning, noxious goop. Its gaseous form took on a revolting, oily appearance over a couple of seconds. Then a foot-thick tentacle shot out from the center.
It raced across the large room, striking Sizzik square in the chest. He swatted at it with his free hand, trying to break its grip, then screamed as the tentacle was suddenly longer and already coiled about his armored form. The glowing aquamarine shield around him flared. Dozens of blazing hexagons fractured under its assault, then began to dissolve as the goo burned through.
Panicked voices rang out, accompanied by pained, frantic hissing.
Gabriel ignored them all.
Another terrifying appendage sprouted, shooting off at the sk’raith mage. Still propped up on one arm, Skrek barely moved before it caught him. The tentacle surged around him, cocooning him in a churning, frothing purple-black goo.
Two more horrid tentacles erupted from the shrinking globe hovering before Gabriel. He stared on in rapt, horrified fascination as they leapt out to take down the two sk’raith who had been fighting Sthuza.
Had been.
Both armored warriors were fleeing. Sthuza lashed out at Scrax, ripping deep gouges into his backplate with her twin poleaxes. He stumbled farther from her, landing in a three-point stance and scurrying away even before climbing back to his feet.
The one with the handheld energy shield sprinted across the room, glowing barrier held over his shoulder in the hopes of blocking the undulating, glistening tentacle chasing him.
It moved slower than the first two, and Gabriel was torn between disgust and pleasure as he realized it was toying with the doomed sk’raith.
‘Yes… they are all doomed, my destined one. Savor this power. Just imagine what you could do once we are united.’
Vesrah’s obvious, almost sexual pleasure at the unnatural horror unfolding before him shook Gabriel. His gorge rose.
He just remembered to lower his Force Helm before vomiting. Bile seared his throat as he threw up everything his stomach could find.
There was a continued drain on his mana pool, and Gabriel instinctively severed the connection, cutting off the spectacular horror before it could suck him dry.
The churning orb was smaller still, barely the size of his head. It jiggled oddly, then threw itself at the last sk’raith still moving.
The one-armed heavy gunner screamed in terror as the glistening spheroid soared toward him. It splattered against his armored back like a mudball.
He continued to scream as the viscous, undulating goo writhed across his massive armored suit. It left smoking gouges carved where droplets landed before skidding toward a growing clump of nightmare fuel.
Once most of the foul goo had reformed into a jiggling mass, it exploded outward, flattening itself and wrapping the terrified warrior in a glistening, purple-black skinsuit.
Near the exit, the sadistic tentacle had caught its prey at last. The sk’raith had interposed his glowing shield, but it only slowed the goo for a second.
Glistening needles of that foul substance sprouted along a foot of its length, then sprayed outward, mirroring the larger piece as they twisted around the barrier.
He threw his shield away, or tried to, but dozens of the slender extensions caught his wrist. The host tentacle surged forward, coiling around him and squeezing.
Gabriel covered his ears against the throat-ruining screams of five dying sk’raith as the Swarm-infused magic ate away at them.
It didn’t help in the slightest.
Dimly, he recalled Sizzik’s shocked mention of “PsyComms” and focused on sealing off his mind.
Despite two decades of practice, even the most basic centering meditation eluded Gabriel as his thoughts raced by. Fear, love, anger, pain, and hunger raged for prominence in his head.
He reached out for his bonded and quickly found all three still alive, though hurting. Touching their bonds lessened the intensity of the emotional cacophony, and he grasped each, clinging to them with the fervor of a drowning man to lifesaving driftwood.
‘Why do you struggle so to hide yourself away? Enjoy the delicious screams of your victims. Let their sweet suffering whet your appetite so you can devour their Essence,’ Vesrah said, her dark, uneven voice dripping with arousal.
‘I don’t enjoy inflicting pain!’
She laughed, a throaty, sensual sound that sent a shiver down Gabriel’s spine.
‘My darling, you will have to get over this unbecoming, mortal fixation. This dimension is little more than a feeding trough filled with near-infinite grubs just waiting to be consumed. The lives of mortals are so short and pointless. And they waste what they are given, scurrying about waging silly wars over petty disputes.’
Vesrah’s voice shifted, growing more inhuman, back toward that horror Gabriel had first heard.
‘Yet always, they resist our Swarm. Why? We already told you, you are worthy of being our king. Join our Swarm, and you will be like one of those gods who have left this Realm unguarded for so long.’
‘I’ve no interest in being consumed by a fucking bug!’
There was a flicker of rage so intense and sudden—so overwhelmingly massive—that Gabriel’s mind and body froze, paralyzed by fright. Then it was gone, and a gentle presence stroked his soul, soothing his terror.
‘I already told you, my destined one. You have proven your value, and I know your mind will survive merging with our Swarm, unlike that foul brute who can think only of his lust and envy. Even the feline’s mind buckled, though what’s left of her is still more useful than he, even if it does hate us.’
Vesrah’s voice was back to the sweeter, seductive tones, seeming to whisper her words in his ears. ‘But you, Gabriel Grimm. Your will is strong. Though… perhaps you need more time to grow and embrace me… Yes… I will wait… for now.’
With that, a tremendous weight Gabriel hadn’t even noticed vanished. His Interface flashed, but he ignored it as he refocused on the battlefield.
The screams were gone, and he spat the foul taste in his mouth, then looked toward the sk’raith.
The armored mage was a horrifying amalgam of dark-purple flesh merged with warped, twisted metal. Dozens of hauntingly beautiful, purple-black, charnel flowers caused by the Swarm magic lay scattered about his mutilated body. A handful continued to sprout from bloody chunks of flesh.
Only the severed arm of the heavy gunner, still locked in a thick armored shell, remained recognizable. Gabriel assumed the massive damage the fallen warrior had taken earlier compromised his armor’s integrity enough that the goo had left only black bones and twisted bits of metal. Several more deathly lilies littered the floor around him.
The remains of the two warriors who had wielded those devastating flechette launchers looked like an in-between of the two more extreme examples.
A pained hiss drew Gabriel’s attention. He glanced toward Sthuza’s enormous, bloody form, a skeletal fist of fear clenching his heart, but she shifted, undulating her lengthy tail. Her chest rose with rapid, ravenous gasps, but he knew she would live.
He could only just hear the hissing of her head-snakes through his ringing ears.
So why can I hear her hiss…
Gabriel’s head snapped around to stare at the female sk’raith he had blasted through the spine. Sarzykx had gone untouched by the Swarm miasma, but her armored body lay prone and unmoving, right where she fell.
Movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention to Sizzik. The sk’raith leader was struggling to stand. He rose to one knee, then let out a ragged, angry hiss as he forced his bulky form up.
Gabriel gaped in horrified disbelief.
At least half of the invader’s inches thick, heavily enchanted armor was…gone. The breastplate was more like a bulky necklace than armor.
There was a hint of gray and black scales near the edges of what remained of the impressive armor. But the sk’raith’s entire abdomen was just… gone.
Gabriel stared at Sizzik’s ribcage and the devastated organs barely contained beneath. Even as he watched, globs of dark-gray foam oozed from beneath the remaining armor and stretched across, trying to keep the butchered sk’raith’s insides from spilling out.
The warrior turned toward Gabriel, and bile rose in his throat again. Half of Sizzik’s helmet had been burned or ripped away.
Along with most of the head beneath.
‘That shit literally ate into his fucking brain, and he’s still alive?’
‘I… I told you, M-Master. They are incredibly… resilient.’
‘I didn’t know anything short of a troll could shrug off that kind of damage.’
Sizzik seemed to stare at him for several seconds, but all Gabriel could do was sit there, ass against his heels. Then the sk’raith warrior turned and surveyed the battlefield.
“I-impres… ssive. But… none may… defy… the… The Supremacy,” Sizzik said in slow, pained Common, his voice audible without the strange PsyComms. He turned and staggered toward the doorway where Sarzykx had fallen.
The sk’raith lurched and wobbled, not even pausing to check on his companion. One of his arms hung limp, unarmored and descaled. Strands of raw, bloody meat clung to its ravaged length.
His good hand rose to his helmet, and he slapped desperately at one of the few remaining runes still intact. Hissing, sibilant words flowed from his broken mouth, but Gabriel couldn’t understand any of them beyond their repetitive nature.
‘I—I think he is trying to contact his people, M-Master. Through the… portal.’
“Shit!”
‘Uh, Gabriel?’ Merideva squeaked, causing him to flinch and almost fall over.
‘What? Meri?’
‘Oh, thank ED, you’re still sane. That was so terrifying, Gabriel. You simply can’t use that horrible magic. I-I thought I was going to lose you.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ll never abandon you. Now, hold on while I deal with this last one.’
‘Okay. J-just don’t use that horrible goo again. It felt so… so icky.’
Gabriel tried to stand, only to gasp in pain as his entire body seemed to rebel. Everything ached. His internal leylines felt scorched, either from the sheer intensity of the battle or channeling the power for that Swarm magic.
Mana 13%
Well, that would explain why I feel tired enough to sleep for a week. And why my leylines are on fire.
He grabbed his sword from beside him and sheathed it, then focused inward, racing through a brief meditation to distract his mind from the agonies of his body.
Eyes snapping open seconds later, Gabriel grit his teeth and pushed through the pain, forcing his exhausted body upright.
Despite the desperate urge to chase down Sizzik and prevent an invasion, Gabriel still paused to double-check his bonded through the Interface.
Cindra’s BP was only down a few points from earlier, while Sthuza and Brynja looked exactly as he had last seen. He started to close the pane, then heard another burst of Sizzik’s hissing speech.
Gabriel switched Interface pages while stumbling toward the far doorway.
Languages:
Common: 95
Elvish: 33
Archaic Arcane: 12
Infernal: 4
Orcish: 50
Available Languages
Gothic Nordari
Nagiese
Draconic
Hellish
Dwarven
Felias
Gabriel dumped ten points into Nagiese, hoping it would let him listen in. Despite that, whatever Sizzik said was just as indecipherable. Ignoring the repeating, sibilant chatter, Gabriel made his away across the blasted stone chamber.
When he reached the point where Sizzik had stood, he spotted the sk’raith’s powerful pistol. Barely pausing to scoop it up, his head throbbing as he bent low, Gabriel pushed into a sprint.
It took him a second to realize he had dropped all of his active spells at some point, but once he did, he drew his last copper Haste spell token and triggered it.
Even with the mana drawn from the token, just the extra strain of the powerful magic on his weary body taxed Gabriel further. Almost panting, he chased after Sizzik.
The immediate hall beyond the large chamber only had a handful of branches, but Gabriel wasn’t about to chance losing the sk’raith warrior in case he slipped off on a route other than the one leading back to the portal. Bringing up Dungeon Sense and zooming out until the ceiling vanished and he could see several tunnels and rooms at once, he spotted his target.
Gabriel snorted as Sizzik turned left when he should have gone right. Hoping the sk’raith had screwed up and picked a dead-end, Gabriel traced along the path, then gulped.
There was another portal at the end of a twisting hallway.
‘Meri, where does this other portal lead? The one Sizzik is headed for.’
‘I don’t know, Gabriel. Well… it feels more like here… so maybe somewhere on the same world? It might connect with another dungeon, but… I really think we should close them all. What if more intruders come in?’
‘If you can’t turn them off, how did we turn them on in the first place?’
‘They reactivated when you bound the floor to me. To close them, I need you to touch the control rune and disable them. Not one of my monsters, or your bonded. It has to be a DM or a Handmaiden. But I don’t have any of those.’
The sudden spike of sadness washing across their bond surprised Gabriel. He did his best to console the Core, sending her as much love and compassion as he could manage while also chasing after an eight-foot-tall, unkillable super soldier.
After how close the battle had been, Gabriel had no intention of letting the sk’raith commander escape. If Sizzik got a chance to regenerate and recover, he could expose Gabriel and his bonded. Or perhaps find another route back to his world.
The idea of an army of sk’raith warriors in those alien vanguard suits was terrifying in a very different way than the Swarm.
Hasted, Gabriel stumbled along the path behind Sizzik. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other, striving for something at least approximating a smooth gait.
A minute later, panting for real now, his lungs greedy for air, he rechecked his “map” and cursed when he gauged where he would catch up with the sk’raith.
It’s going to be close.
Gabriel raced along the stone halls, Sizzik’s heavy pistol in his right hand, the grip slick with sweat. As he approached the final corner, he fumbled at his wand holster with his left.
Sizzik plodded toward a glowing blue hexagon at the far end of an unadorned stone room.
Straining for more speed, Gabriel charged after the ravaged figure but knew he would never make it. “Hey! Wrong portal, asshole!”
He hadn’t expected the taunt to work. But Sizzik stumbled, then turned slowly to face him.
Sleek black bone now covered the reptilian sk’raith’s brain, and what looked like the first vestiges of an eyeball filled the rebuilt socket. Several runes across his armor that hadn’t glowed earlier were lit now, and gray goop covered much of the man’s eviscerated torso.
Sizzik’s short snout opened as he started to speak, but Gabriel raised the looted pistol and his wand. He activated the Aetheric Missile wand while squeezing the oversized, unwieldy trigger of Sizzik’s bulky weapon.
The boom was even louder while holding the firearm. Gabriel winced, then cursed as he watched the bullet miss to one side, vanishing through the glowing blue portal.
His Aetheric Missile caught the sk’raith in the foam-covered chest, blasting away much of the gray goop and blowing another hole in Sizzik’s torso.
Gabriel kept firing and tracked the pistol down and to the left until the third shot struck Sizzik in the chest right next to the bloody crater the Aetheric Missile gouged out.
The explosion flung azure blood and purplish viscera outward. Sizzik stumbled back.
Gabriel let the pistol’s brutal recoil lift the barrel as he fired again.
His fourth shot took Sizzik in his still regenerating eye, sending the sk’raith falling backward now, his body going limp.
Pulling the trigger again, Gabriel blinked when there was a muffled beep instead of another thunderous boom. He stood there for a moment, staring at the weapon, then sighed and tucked it into his sword belt. There would be time to study it later.
‘Meri, how do I shut down this portal?’
‘Um, just touch the central control rune over on the side?’
Gabriel glanced around the portal, only now noticing the runes blazing along the grayish-black stone portal frame. While most glowed with the same blue as the portal itself, a larger one a foot to the right at chest level was a brilliant white.
Pressing his hand against it, there was a brief pulse of mana, and then all the other runes ceased glowing. A second later, the portal flickered.
‘That did it, Gabriel. But um… there are lots more of those sk’raith coming out of the other one.’
‘Shit.’




Chapter Thirty-Three

Gabriel sprinted back the way he’d come, heading for where Sizzik had taken a wrong turn.
‘Sthuza, Meri says there are more sk’raith coming through the portal. It sounds like they don’t have the same armor, but there are over a dozen.’
‘That is less than desirable, Master. But if they lack the heavy armor, I think I have an idea.’
‘Mind sharing it with me?’
‘I noticed you took that one warrior’s pistol. Perhaps a heavier weapon would be more suited for such numbers. Guide me along the path, and I will bring it to you.’
Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief when his Prime failed to suggest she use her petrifying gaze in a suicidal charge. With her armor tattered and both of his buffs down, she would be torn to shreds by the kind of weapons the sk’raith carried.
He triggered Dungeon Sense and peeked at the other portal. Merideva was right. There were more than a dozen cobra-hooded sk’raith swarming around the glowing doorway. Their exposed scales were a wide range of colors, though blues and grays seemed most prominent.
Twelve of them wore sleek, dark-gray breastplates over black bodysuits. Four more wore sharp trousers and jackets the same shade of gray as the breastplates. They had vibrant strips marking their sleeves, but the symbology was nothing Gabriel recognized.
The last figure was a black-scaled naga as large as Sthuza.
‘Four arms means a greater naga, right?’
‘Yes, Master. Do you see one there?’
‘Yeah, but she doesn’t look too tough. Not compared to all those sk’raith in some sort of gray-and-black uniforms.’
‘Make sure you focus your fire on her first, Master. Naga can be rather quicker than you might expect.’
Recalling just how fast Sthuza could move, he nodded.
The gorgon asked Gabriel for directions to meet him, and he used his bird’s-eye view to steer her toward the sk’raith-occupied portal. With his Haste, he should catch up two rooms before there.
He skidded through another doorway, grabbing the frame. Sthuza surged down the hall, an eight-foot-tall wall of scales and flesh charging straight for him.
She slammed to a stop, her huge serpent portion coiling with a rustle of scales. The grimace on her face matched the pain Gabriel could sense through their bond. But when her emerald eyes met his, she flashed a warm smile.
“Massster, I have a gift for you.” She stretched out her lower arms, presenting the huge flamer Sarzykx had wielded.
Gabriel reached out and grasped it by the thick handles on top. It was over a foot tall and wide, with the barrel jutting out almost four feet. Including the bulky pack, it also weighed a few hundred pounds, at least.
He groaned as his body strained, but to his surprise, he felt fine once he got over the shock and steadied his feet. “Thanks, Sthuza. I assume it works by holding down the runed trigger?”
The gorgon nodded. “Yes, Master. I found a spare tank of what I think is pyromethium that fuels it. The weapon held all of it but seems full. Now, let us go expel these unwelcome interlopers so you can shut down their portal.”
Her head-snakes stared at Gabriel with a frightening intensity, but he was too focused on the coming battle to figure out what was bothering them.
He opened his mouth to protest her plan to accompany him, then snapped his jaw shut.
This is risky, but we don’t have a choice. She might be what turns a defeat into victory.
“Okay, but you come in after me, and be careful.”
“Of course, Master.”
After casting the best spellshield he could on each of them, Gabriel picked the flamer back up and headed for the portal.
His shoulders and forearms burned by the time he sprinted through the final doorway and found himself facing off against over a dozen sk’raith.
Four of them spotted him when he entered the room and let out a hissed alert. The twelve sk’raith wearing breastplates turned, shouldering lighter rifles, and opened fire.
Gabriel ignored everything as he focused on getting close enough. The chamber was almost a hundred feet long, and he thought the jet of flames Sarzykx had sprayed was little more than half that.
Blazing blue bullets splattered across his spellshield. First in twos and threes, then by the score, and Gabriel poured every iota of focus and mana he had in the hope that he could survive to get close enough.
Then time seemed to slow even more than his weak Haste spell already provided. In the blink of an eye, he was less than thirty feet from the huge naga that was coiling to lunge.
Not questioning his luck, Gabriel smashed the trigger, and a torrent of green-white flames sprayed out.
The naga leapt away in slow motion, screeching in pain. She landed behind several of the armored soldiers, so he played the blazing stream of fiery death across their ranks.
More voices cried out over the roar of the flamer, the shattering of scales, and the flash-frying of flesh.
Blue projectiles continued to pound his spellshield, then it collapsed, and they began tearing into his Spell Mantle.
Still Gabriel stood there, hosing down the intruders, bathing them in a hellish nightmare. The shots striking his Mantle grew scarcer, then trickled to a stop.
Spotting movement behind the row of charcoal sk’raiths, Gabriel shifted his aim, and the naga screamed in agony as she hurled herself backward through the active portal.
“Massster, clossse the portal. Before reinforcccementsss arrive.”
Gabriel growled but released the trigger. Instantly, the torrent of gelatinous flames ceased. He dropped the heavy weapon, then jumped through the fire burning before him.
The viscous pyromethium seemed content to dance and spread even on bare stone, but Gabriel had no time to worry about burns. While using the flamer on the soldiers guarding the portal had been a slaughter, he rather doubted it would hold up against more like Sizzik and his party.
And let’s not forget Sthuza mentioned having refueled it. There can’t be enough left to hold off a proper army.
Flames licked along his Spell Mantle, heating the air. He knew spells to protect against scorched air and smoke but hadn’t planned on running through a raging inferno when he enchanted his Mantle.
Acrid black smoke scoured his lungs even as he struggled to hold his breath. He could barely see, blinking burning eyes as he headed for the control rune.
It glowed the same brilliant white. He smashed his palm against it an instant before slamming into the frame beside it, sending a spike of pain through his shoulder.
‘I got it! You can let go now,’ Merideva cried out in his mind. ‘Oh, thank you, Gabriel! That was super close.’
Gabriel turned around, inspecting the remains as the fires began to extinguish. He glanced over to his Prime and flashed a weary smile. “Let’s not reopen that portal again any time soon.”
“Agreed, Master. Now it is time to go tend to my sister bonded.”
“Yeah. Once Cindra and Brynja are safe, I’m going around and sealing every damn portal in this place.”
◆◆◆
 
Hearing a dozen or more voices from the massive chamber where they had fought the sk’raith, Gabriel broke into a run despite his exhaustion. Fear for his wounded bonded spiked his heart rate through the roof.
Sthuza kept up with him, her scales rustling across the stone floor as she slithered behind him.
He rushed through the doorway and slowed. Dozens of minotaurs and at least as many orcs filled the room. Lanterns placed haphazardly around the wounded illuminated much of the area. A soft blue glow emanated from where Cindra had fallen.
Several gray-furred minotaurs clustered around Wannaga while four younger females carefully carried Arerax’s limp form over to them.
Someone called out, but Gabriel couldn’t understand their words over the pounding of his pulse. The blue glow vanished instantly.
A blazing pink light flared, and he blinked at the sight of a glowing crystal orb streaking through the air toward him.
“Gabriel!” Merideva shouted.
Confusion and worry about how and why the Dungeon Core was here rather than safe back in her Core Room warred with a massive rush of pleasure and relief as he opened his arms to accept her.
Merideva slammed against his armored chest, and he wrapped both hands around her warm, crystalline body.
“Oh, Gabriel, I knew you’d kill all those horrible meanies. Are you okay? You let it get way too close. You shouldn’t scare me like that. I’m your precious, irreplaceable Dungeon Core,” she said in a frantic rush, rubbing against his chest the entire time.
Despite his adrenaline crashing after the brutal battle and sprinting about, Gabriel smiled warmly. “I’m fine. Or at least, I will be after some rest. I burned most of my pool in that fight. Sucked my sword’s arcanite dry, too. Otherwise, I barely got touched.” His smile vanished as the memory of his bonded taking such horrible beatings resurfaced.
“I need to check on Cindra and Brynja. They’re going to need healing, along with Sthuza,” he said.
Her brilliant pink glow dimming, Merideva bobbed as best she could in his tight grip. “I-I know. I saw Cindra’s wounds. One of Wannaga’s healers put bandages on her to stop the bleeding. I told them to work on Wannaga and Arerax after that. Th-they were the only minotaurs to survive.”
“I’m glad they did. They’ve both been helpful and deserve more than dying on the day they joined us.”
As if on cue, a smaller minotaur female with dull gray fur walked over to join them. She shot a hesitant glance at Sthuza, who coiled at Gabriel’s side, then bowed her head toward him.
“Dungeon Lord Grimm, I did what I could to staunch the gray one’s wounds but refrained from trying to heal her in the hopes you possess greater means than the Herd.”
Gabriel nodded. “Thank you. And yes, I can heal them both.”
During their trek to recover the Domain Crystal, he had discovered the ability to heal his bonded without the usual time and exhaustion caused by magical healing—at the expense of Unassigned Soul Essence.
Without hesitating, he reached out for his wounded bonded, preparing his mind to channel the power into them.
Two strong hands gripped his arm, drawing his attention. Glancing up at his Prime’s sharper face, he paused.
“Master, while I appreciate your intention to heal us all the way you once did with Miss Reyna, I must protest. It is a waste of an invaluable resource to use that ability in this situation.”
“What? But Cindra is terribly wounded, and Brynja took a brutal strike to the head.” Gabriel played his gaze along the gorgon’s bloody coils. “Even you lost a decent amount of blood.”
Sthuza nodded, several head-snakes bobbing along, all of their tiny emerald eyes locked on his face. “Yes, Master. But we have some exquisite healing potions, as well as an excellent unguent for Cindra’s burns. With her infernal endurance, she is unlikely to be exhausted despite the seriousness of her injuries.”
Her mention of the lovable hellhound recalled images of the muscular monster girl fighting against the sk’raith female despite hideous burns through her armor.
“Why did those flames hurt her?” he asked, starting toward where his second bonded lay.
“You do realize that with magic, there is no such thing as absolute immunity, yes?”
“Of course. Any defense can be cracked with enough force, at least in theory, but I thought she was, well…”
Sthuza let out a soft snort. “While the Furball is quite resistant to fire and heat, a necessity given her species’ fondness for bathing in magma, few things can survive the intensity of refined pyromethium. That was why the flames were such a vibrant green-white.”
A large cluster of orcs surrounded the spot where Cindra had fallen. They flinched, their eyes tracking Sthuza, and he frowned.
“Get out of the way, boys,” A confident, powerful male voice said.
The fearful orcs’ already wide eyes flared, and they practically leapt aside.
Gabriel stared at the tallest, thickest orc he had ever seen. The bare-chested male wore a pair of baggy goblin grass pants, rugged black boots, and twin sword belts. Beyond a thick bronze armlet, he was otherwise nude.
His sharp blue eyes held a cunning intelligence Gabriel had never seen in an orc before.
“My Knyaz,” the orc said, bowing his head and pressing his right fist to his bulging chest. “I was told your bonded needed protection until you returned. Don’t worry. None of my boys would dare mess with you and yours.”
Pretty sure Knyaz is Orcish for… king?
Gabriel paused. There was a spike of pride and excitement from Merideva, so he loosened his grip. She floated away from him, her pink glow brightening.
Merideva let out a strange, arrogant laugh before boasting, “Gabriel, let me present Rade. My bestest orc ever!”
He split his attention between the radiant Core and the impressive orc. While Merideva bubbled with barely constrained excitement, bragging about her “super-awesome, totally amazing orc,” Rade grinned, met Gabriel’s gaze, and rolled his eyes.
“I’m glad you found a new leader for the orcs… I assume Rade will be taking charge of them, right?”
“Yep. Rade’s great at keeping them in check. He can smack the mouthy ones around, and they listen to him but don’t tremble and whimper like they do whenever you have to take charge.”
Gabriel chuckled as that wasn’t surprising. The new orc was over a foot taller than him and built like a dwarven bank. Young orcs were simple-minded and valued size. Given many of them were larger than Gabriel, it had led to multiple clashes that resulted in Cindra getting a snack.
“That is excellent news, Lady Merideva,” Sthuza said. “I had every expectation that you would succeed in conjuring such a wise and capable orc in time, but to have done so in less than a month is quite impressive.”
Merideva flared brighter at the gorgon’s praise, almost blinding Gabriel.
He had to agree with his Prime. Back when they first added the orcs to Merideva’s forces, she had begun conjuring them to fight adventurers on the fourth floor in addition to a sizable group to help guard her Core Room.
Unfortunately, the vast majority were the equivalent of cocky teenage orcs. Unwilling to do anything other than follow their impulses without a domineering presence to force them to task.
That was the main reason orcs tended to be so virulently aggressive toward others. They matured physically far quicker than their minds developed, leaving them with hulking bodies stronger and tougher than humans while still possessing all the moral rectitude and restraint of a toddler.
Sthuza and Merideva had explained that her basic conjuration ability only allowed her to dictate the species, so she wound up with a randomized collection of them. Unless she was willing to pay a substantial Essence premium.
Supposedly, different structures Gabriel and Merideva could unlock later would lower the cost and allow her to select particular types—such as more shadowstalker kobolds like Kestria. So far, the Dungeon Core had only managed to conjure two of those through random chance.
Rade shifted to one side, and Gabriel forgot everything except his bonded.
Cindra lay on her back, her wild gray mane splayed out behind her head. Her damaged helmet sat on the ground beside her, but Gabriel’s eyes were glued to the blood-soaked bandages and the hideous blackened burns covering almost every inch of her from the waist up.
Her huge breasts jiggled as her chest rose and fell with slow, steady breaths. To his surprise, she hadn’t opened her eyes at his voice. In fact, she appeared to be sound asleep.
Gabriel dashed over and dropped to his knees, taking one of her hands in both of his. Her glove was sticky with coagulating blue blood. He squeezed, sighing in relief as he felt her fingers twitch in reply.
“Ah, War Chief.”
Gabriel blinked at Kestria’s greeting. In the hectic rush to intercept the sk’raith, he had forgotten all about his Minions since they were out of immediate reach.
He tore his gaze from Cindra and spotted the shadowy black kobold. She had an oversized satchel slung across her torso, with several potion vials and folded white cloth. Gwenaelle stood at her side, the wolf drake’s lupine eyes full of concern.
“Crystal Chief said War Chief needed tribe. Kestria gathered all shamans and best warriors to help.”
“H-how’s Cindra?”
The shadowstalker gazed up at Gabriel with unblinking purple eyes. “Mighty Wolf was howling in pain, trying to rise and chase after War Chief. Kestria assured her War Chief was safe, then put her to sleep.”
Gabriel relaxed, slightly, at his Minion’s explanation, then paused. “I should see about learning Sleep as well.” He chuckled. “It wasn’t even remotely relevant given my intended career path, but it would give me an option other than just killing everyone.”
“A point to consider, Master. But we should focus for now.”
“Right. So where is Brynja?” he asked.
Kestria pointed to Gabriel’s left, Gwenaelle shifting to stare sadly in the same direction. Gabriel turned to follow.
They had rolled Brynja onto her side to take the weight off her scorched wings.
Six kobolds stood pressed against her armored back, holding the unconscious valkyrie steady as another shaman inspected the splotches of blackened feathers.
“Tribe did not know how to remove her magic armor, War Chief, and Kestria felt it best not to wake her until you returned,” Kestria said.
Between the charred feathers and the limp way her right wing bent at an odd angle, Gabriel worried about how the sweet, dedicated, slightly oblivious warrior princess would react when she woke.
“W-will she be able to fly after healing?” he asked.
Sthuza hissed. “I believe so, Master. Unlike the way that loathsome Jessandra treated her, breaking and binding them wrong, we will ensure Brynja’s wings are treated properly.”
“But will that be enough?”
The gorgon paused, her long, dark-green tongue darting out as she thought. “Yes, I see no reason to doubt, Master. During one of our ‘girls’ nights,’ I recall Cindra asking why her armor does not protect them. It is obvious why. But fortunately, their highly magical nature makes them receptive to healing magic.”
“So you’re sure I don’t need to heal them like before?”
“Hmm, I do not believe so. At least, not yet. You were able to heal Bryjna to a perfect state despite Jessandra’s cruel ministrations. If Kestria and I are unable to restore her to full functionality, then it would make sense to use your power.”
Gabriel nodded before turning back to Cindra. He tried cataloging her injuries in a cold, clinical fashion, but anger spiked within him, and he glanced toward where he had left Sarzykx.
“Master, with the battle won, there is no need to kill the female right away. She could at least provide us with some insight into who we were facing. Now, please, step aside so I may begin tending to my sister bonded.” The gorgon glanced down at Kestria. “I assume you have brought the rest of Master’s best potions.”
“Yes, War Chief’s Voice. Kestria keeps everything just like you packed them.”
Sthuza flashed a pleased smile that was only mildly sinister, given her sharper appearance.
“Excellent. I expect I will need your assistance to cast at least some healing magic before we have treated them both.”
Kestria’s vibrant purple eyes darted toward Gabriel. When he nodded, she bowed low and said, “As War Chief’s Voice commands.”
Gabriel sighed, not eager to leave Cindra’s side, but he rose to his feet and stepped back so Sthuza could slither closer. The huge gorgon coiled her bulk around Cindra’s prone form as she dug into her enchanted satchel.
He hovered right behind the pair, Gwenaelle pressed against his leg, watching over Kestria’s head for a few minutes. Sthuza used three hands to remove the sticky blue mess of cloth and blood from Cindra’s muscular midsection.
Darker-gray, bruised flesh surrounded three vicious holes punched deep into the hellhound’s innards.
Gabriel felt his gorge rising, anger and helplessness warring within until Sthuza huffed and whacked him lightly with her tail.
“Master, perhaps you should take this time to search the sk’raith for anything worth looting? I fear that between my heavy-handed attacks and your… magic, there may not be much left.”
A part of him bristled at the suggestion that he focus on anything other than his wounded bonded. But Gabriel fought that instinct back. He trusted his Prime implicitly and knew if she wanted him to step away, she was probably right.
Sighing, he nodded, then turned and strolled through the now-crowded room. Gwenaelle slunk along at his side, rubbing against his leg.
He reached down and stroke the wolf drake’s armored head. “I know you wanted to help, Gwen. But those sk’raith were way too armored for your fangs and claws.”
Gwenaelle stared up at him with large, lupine eyes before nodding.
Rade and a good two dozen large orcs blocked the doorway leading deeper into the labyrinth, back toward the portals. At the opposite end, guarding the path to the minotaur village, seven furry bovine warriors stood with their seemingly iconic tower shields and long-hafted axes.
“Did you assign them to cover the exits, Meri?” Gabriel asked.
“Yep.”
He chuckled as she floated over closer, nestling against his chest again. “And why exactly are you down here, so far from the safety of your Core Room?”
Her glow dimmed, a swirl of yellow mixing with her usual pink. “I wanted to come help. It was a battle in my Domain, after all. And I thought if you needed reinforcements or wanted to place some traps… you’d need me nearby. Besides, I have Syrky with me.”
The huge, brown-furred minotaur chuffed. Gabriel grinned at the well-armored, elite warrior. Wannaga’s younger brother, Syrkirus, was the most impressive-looking minotaur Gabriel had met—at least since Gromp, who had been intimidating for different reasons.
“I thought you couldn’t conjure monsters and such near adventurers.”
“No,” Merideva drawled. “I
told you it was way more expensive ‘cause ED doesn’t think it’s fair.” She gave an unamused huff, and the sense of her crossing her arms over her chest washed across their bond.
“Right. Well, I appreciate your intentions, Meri, but with undead popping up all over without warning, you’re too vulnerable out here.”
“Oh, right. I’ve had Cuix and my goblins on the lookout for any more of those pesky little undead.”
“Nice.” Gabriel reached out to check on his sole goblin Minion.
‘Hi, Big Boss Guy. You’s is safe without da boys and me?’
‘We’ll manage. Meri says you’ve been taking care of all the undead vermin?’
‘Oh yeah, the boy’s all got eager to hunt ‘em down once we knew what was driving off all our tasty creepy crawlies.’
‘Right. Uh, keep up the good work.’
Gabriel cut the connection before Cuix could reply. “Okay, so, seeing as you’re already here, want to stay with me while I check the sk’raith for loot?”
Merideva bobbed. “Once you decide what to do with everything, I can sort it and store it in the Inventory.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Gabriel turned to look up at Syrkirus. “Since I’ll be keeping a close watch on Meri, would you mind guarding our… prisoner?”
The towering minotaur flashed a toothy grin before nodding. “As you wish, Dungeon Master Grimm.”
“Thanks. Follow me.”




Chapter Thirty-Four







Gabriel led Syrkirus across the room to where Sarzykx still lay sprawled out.
He forced down another spike of outrage as he gazed at the intruder who had so brutalized his beloved hellhound.
Sarzykx’s massive armor had seen better days. Much of the exposed back was pristine, but deep furrows had been gouged into the thick, durable metal in dozens of places.
Cindra really pounded her. The only reason she didn’t crush this bitch and help overwhelm the others was their stupidly strong armor. It’s far more than mere vanguard plate.
The sk’raith lay face down, her helmeted head twisted to one side. As best Gabriel could recall, she was right where she had fallen after he blasted a hole through the base of her neck.
That was the only visible damage that penetrated the armor. Sticky azure blood dried along the edges, but the dark-gray foam which had sealed the hole was beginning to melt.
Gabriel squatted down for a closer look. The foam was turning back to goo and seemed to be moving, if slowly, up and out of the hole he’d punched straight through her.
‘Hey, Sthuza. The gray foam sealing the sk’raith’s wounds is melting away. I think it’s being pumped out of the way for her to heal. If they can regenerate, they wouldn’t want to keep the wound sealed off, right?’
‘That makes sense to me, Master. I am unaware of what the substance is, but it seems a reasonable guess. Perhaps the armored suits have an enchantment to monitor the wearer’s healing rate? It could seal off the worst wounds to prevent bleeding out, then expose them a bit at a time as the wearer regenerates?’
‘That’s my thinking.’
Gabriel sighed as he turned his focus toward how to remove the bulky, snake-styled helmet.
Several runes were visible along the sides, in front of the articulating wings that formed the helmet’s “cobra hood.”
Grabbing the sides of it, he tilted her head backward, exposing thinner armor under the chin. A small dim rune sat in a recessed slot right where her thumb would fit if she was reaching up to remove the helmet herself.
After turning on Magesight to confirm there were no obvious traps, he reached out and triggered the concealed rune.
“Wait, Gabriel, is that safe?” Merideva asked.
His only response was to slip his fingers under the rim after a series of pops and hisses were followed by a gust of cool, fresh air.
“Syrkirus, mind pinning her back down, just in case?” Gabriel asked as he twisted and wiggled the helmet. It was loose now, but he was having trouble with how it was attached to her head.
It’s almost like she’s…
Right, it’s not just the helmets that look like snakes.
The minotaur slipped the thick spike at the base of his sinister halberd into a narrow gap along the waist of Sarzykx’s armor. The weapon was one of the most powerful ones Sthuza had retrieved from her lair.
She said it had belonged to a troll who’d served under Iylara. With its glistening black blade, it seemed the perfect weapon for the mighty minotaur.
Now Syrkirus braced against it, ensuring the vicious spike would drive deep inside the seam of the sk’raith’s armor if she tried to rise.
“Thanks.” With that, Gabriel rotated the helmet, spread the retractable cobra hood just a touch, then pulled it off.
Glossy blue, black, and white scales glistened in the lantern light as he uncovered the sk’raith warrior’s head. She remained motionless, the only clue she was alive a whisper-soft breath. He sat back and flipped the helmet over to inspect the interior.
The first thing he noted was its sheer weight. He knew vanguard plate was at least three times heavier than more common plate armor. But he struggled to imagine wearing the inches thick metal helmet.
More runes blazed inside, past a slick black material that seemed to conform to the woman’s head shape. Gabriel pressed a finger against the padding and found it incredibly soft.
He poked at it in different places and soon noticed the resistance changed depending on how hard he pushed.
“Is playing with that really so fun, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
Chuckling, he shook his head. “No, I’m just impressed by how… adaptive it feels. I thought the foam in Brynja’s was impressive, but this is incredible.”
“I don’t think it will fit your head very well, though.”
“Ha, funny.”
Gabriel continued his inspection of the helmet for another minute, marveling at the glowing viewports which protected her eyes. With Magesight active, he could see dozens of enchantments layered in that gave a huge range of visual enhancements.
An exceptionally bright one unraveling appeared to have been cast atop the rest, and he recalled Sizzik’s mention of “countermeasures” before Sthuza could attempt to unlock her gaze ability.
‘I was right. There’s a decently powerful enchantment shielding the lenses of her helmet. Since it’s the only one separate from the rest, and it’s starting to fade, I bet it’s a defense against your petrification gaze.’
‘I am grateful you ordered me to hold back, Master. If I had done so, you, Cindra, and Brynja would have had to cover your eyes while our enemies would have been unhindered.’
‘Yeah… I’ll need to see if I can duplicate the spell. Duyaris mentioned having set up something similar.’
‘I know such magic exists, Master, but it is only a short-term solution. The mana cost runs rather high.’
‘Still a spell I want to have, just in case.’
Finished examining the helmet, Gabriel sat it aside and turned his attention to Sarzykx’s bulky armor. Now that he saw just how thick it was, he realized the warrior within was probably no larger than Cindra.
He spent a moment trying to find a latch on the back before realizing any releases should be on the front so the wearer could strip without assistance.
Squatting at her side, he slid his hands under the cold metal, careful not to cut his fingers on the numerous jagged gashes Cindra had carved. He nodded to Syrkirus—who backed off—then took a deep breath before lifting, mindful of his form.
His back and shoulders screamed, but he continued to push, straining his legs in an effort to flip the armored warrior. With one hundred Strength, he was at least as strong as any human with a Locked Soul, according to the Interface.
But even though his attribute hadn’t increased, he had felt his actual strength growing over the past few weeks—much like his Soul Essence.
He knew adventurers sought to increase their Essence to grow stronger, but typically, that was accompanied by increases in their attributes. His had not, despite how much stronger he felt.
After several seconds, he almost had it. The weight grew heavier as his exhausted body rebelled. Then Syrkirus joined him, and together they rolled Sarzykx onto her armored back.
“Wow, Cindra really thrashed her good, didn’t she?” Merideva said. “I can’t believe that armor held up so well.”
Gabriel nodded numbly as he stared at the sk’raith’s battered, scarred front.
There were a dozen spots where Cindra had carved almost all the way through the thick metal plates. Several smaller ones near the elbows and knees were shattered and warped, but the soft armor beneath had kept most of the damage from reaching the woman within.
Azure blood leaked from a gouge just below the sk’raith’s right pauldron. More sticky blue stained the same arm’s gauntlet from elbow to cuff.
Lifting his gaze, Gabriel found himself staring at the intruder’s serpentine face.
Sarzykx’s facial scales were primarily white, with brilliant turquoise accents. Rich black scales covered her throat, a sharp contrast to the bright white and blue-green of her snout and hood. Her mouth hung open, soft breaths passing in and out.
She had a vivid, pale-turquoise tongue similar to Sthuza’s and a mouth filled with sharp teeth. Craning his neck, he spotted what he thought were retracted fangs.
Stylized mithril jewelry decorated the rim of the sk’raith’s hood. The metal bands and bars bore inscriptions in a language Gabriel didn’t recognize.
Fishing around the collar of Sarzykx’s massive breastplate, he found a much smaller slot with another rune. The hole was far too narrow for her armored fingers, not to mention positioned where her helmet had to come off first.
He pressed the rune, and a series of loud, almost musical beeps sounded, then her armor hissed and popped as every piece seemed to separate.
“What are you doing, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
“Sthuza thinks we should take her prisoner, and since I trust my Prime, even if I’m more tempted to rip Sarzykx’s soul out and torment her for hurting Cindra, I’m disarming her.”
“Then why are you stripping her? You’re not planning on having ‘the sex’ with her right here and now, are you? Is it because Cindra’s asleep, and you can’t resist anymore?”
Gabriel sighed and ran a brief focus routine to calm himself. “No, Meri. It’s because this armor had built-in Aetheric claws she used to hurt Cindra. Plus, it’s hard to detain someone if you can’t hurt them.”
Syrkirus snorted. “I would think the threat of whatever you did to the other four would be more than sufficient to keep anyone docile, Dungeon Master Grimm.”
Gabriel shuddered as he recalled casting the revolting magic and the hideous damage it had wrought on his foes. “Yeah, but there’s no reason to let her keep this stuff. Maybe there’s something we can use.”
Returning to his work, he spent several minutes disconnecting the pieces and spreading them out behind him. Once he removed the last armored plate, Gabriel sat back and caught his breath.
Sarzykx lay motionless before him. She was close to Cindra’s height, but like he had suspected, thicker, with more exaggerated curves, save for her bust, which was smaller than the hellhound’s.
She had a sort of fierce beauty to her as she slept, but all Gabriel could think of was the pain in Cindra’s howl flooding across their bond.
A braided black necklace hung around her sleek neck, a gleaming Mithril tag hanging down between her breasts.
Well, Sthuza did mention the tags are related to the Eternal Dungeon rather than just the Guild. And those saurians had them as well. Still, were the others as high ranked as her?
All Sarzykx had on beneath the massive suit of interlocking armor was a slick, black bodysuit that ran from her digitigrade ankles to just beneath her jaw and down to her wrists. It reminded Gabriel of the underwear Cindra and Sthuza wore beneath their armor, though theirs only covered their breasts and groins.
There was a large hole cut through the suit where his Swarm-corrupted Aetheric Lance had punched through her. But instead of a gaping wound or regenerated flesh, there was just the dark-gray goop.
Given it was shifting, seeming to climb out of her and making a further mess of the bloody edges of her bodysuit, Gabriel assumed it would keep pumping out as she healed.
“Okay, Syrkirus, this one didn’t hurt your sister or nephew, but she did kill a lot of others before she wounded Cindra. As long as she doesn’t resist, just stand guard. If she tries anything, cut her head off… then keep chopping.”
The large male snorted angrily at the mention of Wannaga and Arerax, his gray eyes narrowing. He gave a sharp nod, then turned his full attention to the unconscious sk’raith.
“What if she doesn’t wake up? You did hit her kind of hard with some of that icky magic,” Merideva said.
“Then we don’t learn anything more about who they were. Doesn’t really matter, but there’s a chance she could know something useful. Now, let’s check the rest of them for anything worth salvaging.”
Sthuza’s initial assessment proved depressingly accurate. Between the two of them, they had destroyed all of the larger weapons other than the flamer she had given him earlier.
Sraksas was a mess of carbonized char and twisted metal, unrecognizable as having once been a humanoid creature.
Scrax and the other sk’raith wielding one of those devastating flechette launchers were in almost as bad of shape. Their armored suits had been melted and ripped apart. What flesh remained within had been ruined by charnel lilies.
There were a few pieces of Skrek’s armor that might be salvageable, if Gabriel had any idea who could repair the mage’s exotic gear.
Rather doubt Torrik has experience with such alien equipment. But, might as well save them, just in case.
Gabriel pointed out each piece to Merideva, and she made them vanish into the Inventory.
Skrek’s corpse shifted as bits of his armor vanished. When it did, a flicker of silvery blue drew Gabriel’s eyes. He reached down and tugged the Mithril tag from a charred leather strap.
I’m guessing their ranking is similar to what the Guild uses here. He was at least as challenging as Duyaris was. They’d have beaten us if not for that Swarm magic, though… I can’t help but worry about what kind of damage letting Vesrah get her claws deeper into my soul caused. Or will cause.
Searching around the armored corpse after pocketing the tag, Gabriel spotted the scepter from earlier. He paused to scan it with Magesight before picking it up.
“Oh, is that another arcane conduit?” Merideva asked. “Are you going to replace that pretty sword Sthuza gave you?”
“No. Can’t imagine I’d have a greater affinity with a random one like this, but… there’s more to this than just a conduit.”
Even after several minutes of intensive study, drawing on everything he had learned about identifying and maintaining magical items as part of his goal of support work within the Adventurer’s Guild, Gabriel still wasn’t sure what he was looking at.
“What is wrong, Master?” Sthuza asked, causing him to flinch and look around. The huge gorgon was coiled up just to his left, a wry smile on her green face.
“Oh, sorry, I must have gotten distracted.”
“I believe you were rather intensely focused on that scepter. Is there something odd about it?”
He nodded. “Yeah. First of all, it’s actually more heavily enchanted than the mithril sword you gave me.”
“Hmm. That is… impressive. Though not unbelievable given it appears to be constructed principally of adamantite.”
“True, for the few enchanters capable of working with adamantite, it’ll hold a lot of magic, but there’s so much more. It’s enchanted for bashing, given its mace-like design and weight, that part makes sense.”
“And it is an arcane conduit as well, yes?”
Gabriel nodded. “But there’s a whole web of additional runes I can’t even begin to comprehend.”
“Did you detect any traps concealed within them?”
“Not that I can see. And identifying damaged or trapped magic items is something I actually studied for.”
“Then, perhaps you should test attuning it?” There was a note of hesitation in the gorgon’s voice, but Gabriel met her dark-green eyes and nodded.
“Yeah, that’s the only thing I can think of. Mind watching over me?”
“Of course not, Master. I will ensure your and Lady Merideva’s safety while you work.”
“Thanks,” Gabriel said, settling down and leaning back against his Prime’s scaly bulk. She shifted her coils to shield him as he focused on the adamantite scepter.




Chapter Thirty-Five







Gabriel dove into the arcane conduit. His mind quickly merged with the complex enchantments woven within the expensive adamantite and mithril. Sthuza sat coiled around him in silence as he headed deeper into the magic.
A myriad world of exotic colors blazed before his Magesight-empowered eyes.
His focus entirely contained within the Weave, Gabriel lost all track of time and space as was usual with his senses so interwoven with the magical aspect of reality.
He marveled at the precision and uniformity of the countless, complex runes and glyphs woven deep inside of a spell construct he had never seen before.
As Gabriel stared at the most complex enchantment he had ever encountered, he slowly realized it was designed to facilitate the casting of conventional spells.
That revelation left him wondering if the insane speed with which Skrek had performed his magic was related to the sk’raith mage’s ability or the scepter he was wielding the magic through.
Unsure but eager to find out, Gabriel carefully injected trace amounts of his mana into the adamantite weapon.
There was a massive draw upon his mana pool. For a split second, Gabriel panicked, worried that it was a trap intended to suck him dry. But even before he could withdraw his mind, cutting off the flow of mana, he recognized it was only an insanely high affinity with the arcane conduit he had forgotten all about.
Gabriel had been so excited to test his theory on the unique enchantment that he forgot the reason he was injecting mana into it in the first place. His intention wasn’t to cast a spell but to bond the scepter to him. Just as he had with the ornate mithril sword Sthuza had given him weeks earlier and the mithril ring he had taken from Jessandra.
Confident now that he knew what was happening, Gabriel continued to feed more mana into the arcane conduit. It suckled hungrily at the tap into his pool. But even depleted as he was after the epic battle, he had more than enough. And in the grand scheme of things, it would be a minor amount of his total.
Gabriel poured more and more mana along his scorched internal leylines, feeling the familiar beginnings of a powerful connection with the arcane conduit. As the draw upon his mana pool finally slowed down to a trickle, he wondered if the affinity he had with the scepter was even higher than what he had with the elven-crafted sword.
Pulling his mind back from full submersion within the Weave of Creation, he blinked and looked around. Sthuza was still wrapped around him. Her humanoid upper half rested lightly on her thick scaled coils as she watched him with a soft smile.
“Welcome back, Master. How did the attunement go?”
Gabriel flashed his Prime a weary grin. “A lot better than I was expecting. I think I may have a greater affinity with this one. Not that I have any intention of relinquishing the sword you gave me.”
Sthuza looked conflicted for a moment, then her sharp, slightly reptilian face lit up with a bright smile as she flashed her lethal fangs. “That is good news, Master. While I do hope you retain a fondness for that sword, given the importance of it to our initial relationship, the idea of an even more powerful conduit is something to be celebrated.”
“That’s not the half of it. The complex enchantment I couldn’t identify is some kind of spell glyph storage function. It seems to hold several spells somehow… ready to be cast, which explains Skrek’s incredible casting speed.”
Sthuza’s deep green eyes widened as much as Gabriel had ever seen. “Massster are you ssseriousss?”
“Yeah. As best I can tell, it has nine… slots or whatever you want to call them.”
Alter Gravity-
Binding Shades-
Empress’ Embrace-
Ephemeral Ribbons-
Monomolecular Lash-
Purify Sustenance-
Shadowbolt-
Shadow Construct-
Umbral Leap-
Gabriel shook his head as he stared down at the ornate adamantite and mithril scepter. Now that he had bonded with it, he could sense the crystalline arcanite woven in a spiral throughout the device. It was currently drained but would hold a lot once recharged.
After they dealt with the undead necromancer and her newly revealed fetish for targeting adventurers.
A faint brush of magic tickled at Gabriel’s mind. It took a second to track down, and he realized there was a shapeshifting enchantment woven within the ornate scepter.
He concentrated on triggering it, and the polished mithril and adamantite shifted.
A metallic serpent slithered up Gabriel’s left forearm, coiling about his bracer. It settled into place, cobra head rearing above his fist.
Just like Vesrah’s vision…
A cold lump of dread solidified in the pit of his stomach.
‘Calm down, Fucker. Maybe that crazy bug bitch already knew about those overgrown lizards.’
“That is quite convenient, Master. And, I must say I appreciate the aesthetic.” Sthuza leaned in close, admiring the detailed metalwork and missing the dark look on his face.
“Ye-Yeah,” Gabriel said, forcing his discomfort down. “With it out of the way like this, I could use it and my sword at the same time. I have much better affinity with it than Jessandra’s ring.”
“Good. So, do you know the spells stored within the scepter?”
Gabriel shook his head. “A few of their names are self-explanatory, but it’ll take a little longer than I want to spend right now checking out each one. If I understand the enchantment correctly, I can actually swap out another spell, sort of casting it in the device and replacing one of the current ones.”
“That sounds great, Master.”
“Yeah. But I’ll lose whatever spell is already in that position. I didn’t recognize most of Skrek’s spells, and I imagine the same applies to the rest of those stored in the scepter. It would be nice to record them before replacing them with my own.”
“I see. I imagine you will need some time to memorize the new spells before you can attempt copying them to a spellbook.”
“Doubt it’ll be a quick process. Most of the spells I learned of the Academy took months of rote memorization to learn thoroughly enough so I could control the brushstrokes, pressure, line width, and spacing enough to transcribe the intended spell effect.”
While there were countless variations and combinations of glyphs, it was not enough to vaguely copy a spell formula. The quality and accuracy of each glyph as they formed within a circle were essential to the power, efficiency, and safety of a spellcast.
Any variation in the three-dimensional representations—in the very concept of Gabriel’s awareness of the magic—would negatively affect the spell and could make it have completely unintended consequences.
“You did manage to learn Kelith’s Fireball and used that Scrying spell you found as well. Perhaps you will be able to master any within that scepter equally quickly?”
“Hopefully. But I feel far too tired at the moment to even start on that. Not to mention I think it’d be better to cast the spell stored within before attempting to try copying them.”
“Well, in that case, Master, I believe someone would like some of your attention,” Sthuza said, grinning down at him.
Seeing his Prime’s amused smirk, Gabriel felt a weight lift off his shoulders. As Sthuza moved out of the way, sliding her thick, armored bulk behind him, Gabriel spotted the kobold and minotaur healers clustered around Cindra.
The hellhound was awake now, shifting and squirming as four minotaurs worked to hold her steady. Kestria stood over the prone woman, rubbing her clawed hands across Cindra’s huge breasts.
“Mighty Wolf must stay still. War Chief’s Voice wants Kestria to heal you.”
“But Cindra needs to see Packmaster.”
Gabriel leapt to his feet, weary exhaustion unable to hold him back as he rushed over to rejoin his second bonded. “Relax, Cindra, I’m coming. Just let Kestria finish treating you.”
Sliding to his knees, Gabriel leaned in close to Cindra. Despite the bandages covering almost half her face, her glowing blue eyes lit up as she beamed at him.
“Packmaster!”
Gabriel smiled down at the bandaged, battered hellhound. He grabbed one of her hands, and she squeezed back, almost crushing his dungeoncrafted one.
“Relax, Cindra. You took a serious beating there, and you need to let Kestria and the others finish healing you.”
Cindra’s expressive face darkened, her excitement at seeing him vanishing as the muscular monster girl seemed to shrink in on herself. “Cindra let Pack down. Is Packmaster angry?”
Gabriel shook his head. “No! Of course not, Cindra. You were amazing. If you hadn’t taken on that sk’raith woman and held her attention for so long, she might have turned her flamer on Sthuza or Brynja. Or me.”
Cindra’s stare intensified, her blue-on-black eyes boring into Gabriel’s soul. He held her gaze, letting her see the sincerity in his face. At the same time, he sent that same absolute certainty and belief in his words across their bond, assuring his beloved hellhound that he was not in any way upset with her.
“Is Packmaster sure? Cindra tried so hard, but even with Birdsister’s advice, that armored snake bitch was too tough for Cindra to crack.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. They’re sk’raith soldiers, and their armor was incredible. It was almost impossible to break through. Even Brynja couldn’t take down the one she was up against.
“You did a great job, Cindra. Those enemies were just far more dangerous than I had any inkling when Merideva first warned me.”
After Gabriel’s continued reassurance, the last of the frantic tension from battle washed out of Cindra. Her powerful muscles softened, and she looked almost as exhausted as he felt.
“War Chief, Kestria is ready to wrap Mighty Wolf’s torso. War Chief will help?” The shadowstalker kobold grinned up at him, a bundle of clean, off-white bandages clutched in her clawed hands.
Cindra tried to sit up, then winced in pain before Gabriel put a hand on her shoulder, pinning her.
“Lay back and let me and a couple of these minotaurs help.” With that, Gabriel beckoned one of the minotaurs who had been pinning her down moments earlier to come over and assist as they worked to lever the half-ton hellhound up to sitting.
Kestria and a brown-scaled kobold worked to wrap bandages around Cindra’s voluptuous chest, covering up the thick, oily unguent spread across the lessened burns on her chest. Gabriel took a moment and studied his furry bonded again.
The healers had already bound all of her puncture and slashing wounds, including the spot where the sk’raith warrior had stabbed Cindra clean through the gut. Blue blood was beginning to show in the very center of that bandage. But given it wasn’t soaking the pale cloth, Gabriel trusted that the shamans had done their work correctly.
While Kestria had started wrapping the hellhound’s exposed chest first, the burns there looked less intense than those covering Cindra’s well-defined abdominal muscles. Her glowing blue nipples were a little darker, and Gabriel could only imagine how painful burns there must be.
But the further down the hellhound’s dark-gray skin he looked, the worse the burns became.
Cindra appeared almost charred in places. Though thankfully, the thick unguent that coated her burns was already working its magic.
Another wave of fury at the injuries Sarzykx had inflicted on Cindra washed over Gabriel, but he fought it down easier this time.
As Kestria finished wrapping the hellhound’s torso, carefully tying off the bandages, then asked Gabriel to lower Cindra back to lie down, a thought occurred to him.
“What happens if she shifts into her canine form?”
Sthuza let out a hissing giggle. “While I imagine the Furball would prefer to shift back and curl up until she recovers, the sheer amount of magical healing will likely tax her pool to the limits, Master. But as to your question, no, she must not shift. Otherwise, all of our hard work binding her wounds will be for naught.”
“Is Snakey sure?” Cindra asked, sounding pitiful.
The gorgon rose up on her coils, looming over the tired-looking hellhound. “Yes, Cindra, I am quite certain. Those bandages and that unguent do not function the way your armor does. Do. Not. Shift.”
The way Sthuza glared down at Cindra and the twinkle in the hellhound’s eyes as she grinned back at the huge gorgon soothed Gabriel’s stressed, weary mind.
He sat back, laughing as the tension still pervading him evaporated.
“Is Packmaster feeling better?”
“Yeah, thanks, Cindra. You too, Sthuza. Now you two stay here; I want to check on Brynja.”
“I instructed the shamans to simply remove her armor piecemeal rather than attempt to restore it to jewelry form.”
“That’s fine. Cindra and… Reyna were able to help her strap it all back on easily enough last time. I’m sure we can handle it.”
“Cindra is always happy to help Birdsister.”
Gabriel smiled, then rose to his feet and walked over to where two unarmored minotaurs knelt on either side of his valkyrie bonded.
Brynja’s priceless mithril armor lay scattered about her prone form haphazardly. The thick vanguard plates with dozens of black leather bindings looked incredibly complex and elegant, despite all the dents and pockmarks inflicted during her frantic battle against the sk’raith leader.
The minotaur shamans had removed Brynja’s form-fitting black arming jacket and pants, leaving her in a set of the skintight, silky underwear his other bonded wore. That slick material looked almost identical to Sarzykx’s bodysuit.
There were several bandages wrapped around the valkyrie’s toned arms and legs. Greenish salve oozed from beneath the white fabric, standing out starkly against her pale skin.
Dropping heavily to his knees next to one of the healers. Gabriel kept silent for a moment as he watched them work their magic. While his education had covered traditional healing spells, briefly, most of his experience was with the unusual abilities he had gained since becoming a Dungeon Master.
With Magesight active, he watched as two shamans concentrated healing magic on the valkyrie’s head. Given she had been dropped by multiple shots to the helmet—a quick glance to the side confirming three divots pounded into the thick mithril helm—Gabriel assumed they were working to treat whatever head injury had knocked the stoic, highly capable warrior unconscious.
A quick check of his interface confirmed that all three bonded were stable, with both Cindra and Brynja already showing improvements in Blood Points and Health Points.
Mana 9%
Sthuza 27%
Cindra 11%
Brynja 35%
‘Looks like you were right, Sthuza. All three of you are way down on mana, though Cindra is by far the worst at eleven percent.’
‘Yes, Master. I had to use a sizable amount of my pool during the battle against the undead earlier. Combined with my transformation, I am more exhausted than I would prefer.’
‘Yeah, you’re down to twenty-seven percent yourself. Given how much that transformation takes out of you, I think you’ll have to stay shifted for a while.’
‘I fear so. Which means I will be unable to escort you into town for at least a couple days.’
‘We can worry about that later, Sthuza. Right now, just focus on recovering. I’ll talk to the shamans and see how Brynja is. Then I’m going to check these notifications I got through the Interface near the end of the battle. After that… final spell.’
‘That was a terrifying display of power, Master. And very reckless. I could almost feel the Swarm’s abhorrent presence clawing at your soul through our bond.’
Gabriel shuddered, recalling the experience. ‘Yeah, that was all sorts of disturbing, but I had no other choice. The sk’raith were winning. Even having drawn on the Swarm, my pool’s drier than Cindra’s.’
As he pulled his mind back to the present. He noticed the two shamans had finished their magic. “How is she?”
The gray-furred female met Gabriel’s gaze with a weary look, her large frame sagging from the strain of repeated healing spells. “Your noble bonded should awaken within minutes, Dungeon Master Grimm.”
That news had Gabriel smiling again, and he waited eagerly, watching the valkyrie’s sleeping face.
True to the shaman’s prediction, Brynja began to stir moments later. She squirmed and let out a low, pained groan before her eyelids fluttered open. Striking silver-blue eyes gazed up at Gabriel.
She lifted a hand, and he leaned in close, clasping it with his own.
“I assume you and my battle sisters were able to triumph over those preposterously durable intruders?” she asked, sounding groggy and weak.
“Yeah… yeah. We won. It was a little rough, but all three of you are safe. I barely got hit at all.” Gabriel gestured to the two minor discolorations on the center of his black and mithril brigandine.
“That is excellent news. I recall fighting a very skilled warrior. His sword moved almost too quick to track, even with your powerful magic enhancing me. I have not felt that outclassed in years.”
“I think all of us were a little underprepared for that fight, Brynja. The two I searched had mithril tags, so the leader you fought was likely the same or greater.”
The soft, pink glow of his bonded Dungeon Core brightened as Merideva drew closer. “Oh, speaking of that vulgar snake man who led his evil people in to slaughter my loyal followers. He dropped this after you shot him in the head there near the portal. Since you didn’t try to add it to your little collection, I guess you didn’t notice it?”
As Gabriel turned to face the Dungeon Core, there was a flash of brighter pink and something cold, hard, and metallic dropped into his free hand. Glancing down, he stared at a slightly scorched dark-red Adventurer’s tag. A harsh, flowing script he had never seen before today was etched into it.
Gabriel wiped at the black mess along one end. The grime came away, leaving flawless red carminium.
“Well, I guess he was Carminium-ranked. Damn.”
Gabriel tried to offer the adventurer’s tag to Brynja, but she gave a slight shake of her head. Her blonde hair was matted back from dried sweat, with a few traces of blood along one side. But her eyes were clear as she flashed him a pained smile.
“No, My Lord, I did not defeat that powerful warrior. Even if he had not blasted me into unconsciousness, I would not have lasted much longer. You defeated him. So please, you should add it to your collection.”
Gabriel flashed an embarrassed grin at the valkyrie’s amusement but did as she suggested and stuffed the high-ranking tag in the little pouch where he kept so many others.
“Excellent,” Sthuza said. There was a soft rustle of her scales across the stone floor. Gabriel turned and spotted his Prime assisting Cindra to walk over and join the pair.
“Now that Brynja is awake, Master, perhaps we should return to Lady Merideva’s Core Room. I have no doubt you would prefer to see her safely ensconced back home. And I imagine my sister bonded are just as eager to return to our rooms and get some much-needed rest.”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea, Sthuza. I know Syrkirus is here, but I’d rather not leave Meri outside like this. As long as you three are safe to move about, at least.”
The two minotaur shamans nodded when Gabriel glanced over. They worked to help the bandaged valkyrie sit up, then stand.
Cindra flashed Gabriel a happy smile and bobbed her head, though slower than her usual energetic motions. “Yep, Snakey is helping Cindra, but she said no carrying sword.”
“You do not need to be bending over or messing around at all for at least a few hours, Cindra,” Sthuza said in a weary tone that suggested it was not the first time she had explained the circumstances to the affable hellhound.
Gabriel chuckled as he rose to his feet and turned to locate the massive adamantite greatsword. “Listen to Sthuza. I can carry the sword for you this time.”
‘You sure about that, Fucker? I bet that thing weighs almost as much as me,’ Reyna muttered in his mind.
He flinched at the sudden reminder of his fallen bonded. ‘Reyna, are you okay?’
She let out an amused snort. ‘Course I am. You’re the one who just slaughtered some kind of apocalyptic doom squad using that horrid bitch’s soul-retching magic.’
‘Oh, you were awfully quiet after the battle started.’
‘No shit, monsterfucker. That seemed like a very dangerous time to be distracting, so I kept my mouth shut… Or whatever the fuck I’m using to speak.’
“I could stick it in the inventory and transport it up that way super quick and easy,” Merideva said, drawing Gabriel’s focus away from Reyna.
“No, Cindra wants Packmaster to hold shiny sword. Snakey gave.”
“Cindra, there is no reason for Master to strain himself after that battle. He may have used magic rather than muscle, but he still must be quite tired.”
“Don’t worry; I can handle this.” Gabriel walked over to where the eighty-pound adamantite sword lay. Squatting down, he gingerly gripped the long hilt and lifted.
“Well, that was easier than I expected,” he said. Shifting the weight up and bracing the sword over his shoulder took only a moderate effort despite his exhausted, weary state.
“Master, you seem… stronger. Noticeably more so.”
Gabriel shrugged and headed for the doorway leading back to Merideva’s Core Room. After only a few steps, he paused and turned to glance toward the group of healers still surrounding Arerax and Wannaga. “What about them?” He gestured toward the minotaurs with a tilt of his head.
“Oh, don’t worry about Wannaga and her son,” Merideva said excitedly. “Her healers are totally gonna take care of them. And then maybe we can make her my first floor boss!”
Sthuza let out a surprised hiss, but a bright smile spread over her face. “That is an excellent idea, Lady Merideva. After such a brutal encounter, perhaps a ceremony is exactly what is needed. And after having witnessed Wannaga’s prowess today, combined with all the work she’s done to maintain the Herd here, I can think of no better option for your first floor boss.”
“I-is that okay, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
“It’s fine with me. Meri,” he said as the glowing Core streaked over to slam against his chest. Gabriel caught her with one hand, stroking her crystalline orb. “I remember Sthuza briefly mentioning floor bosses, but I don’t have much of an understanding. That said, if you two think it’s a good idea, I’m all for it. But for now, let’s get back home so everyone can rest.”




Chapter Thirty-Six







The trip back through the labyrinth was uneventful. The stairs leading up to the fifth floor took longer than usual as they kept a pace that Brynja and Cindra could maintain without discomfort.
Gabriel had initially worried about Sthuza, but after the third time he caught her wincing, the wounded but mobile gorgon frowned and assured him that it hurt no more for her to move fast than slow, and he let it go.
They crossed the fifth floor and made their way through the wolf drake forest into Merideva’s Core Room. Once Syrkirus took up station at the reinforced door, Gabriel closed it.
His bonded continued through toward their lounge while Merideva settled down on her stylish cushion atop the black swirled marble pedestal.
Sthuza had explained the basic principles of a floor boss to Gabriel as they traveled. Technically, Merideva could choose almost any monster that was loyal to her and bind them to a specialized and very expensive magical construct, which made the bound monster effectively immortal. Every time they were to die, typically from being killed by adventurers, their soul would be captured by incredibly complex spell circles. Then the magical construct would restore their body, allowing them to retain dominion over whatever territory was assigned to them.
Given the immense expense of setting up and operating such an enchantment, it made sense to only use powerful monsters. Which was why Sthuza agreed that the minotaur matriarch, who had proven resourceful, capable, and fearless, made the perfect one for Merideva. Apparently, the sixth floor was the highest floor equipped with one of the specialized boss spawners.
Gabriel stored Cindra’s massive sword on the weapon rack in their spacious lounge before going and sitting on his favorite of the sofas his Prime had decorated the room with.
A mischievous look flashed across Cindra’s face, but Sthuza let out a warning hiss, and the hellhound pouted.
“There will be no mating today,” the gorgon said. “Both of us need to give the healing magic time to finish their work. Besides, I can only imagine how painful sex would be with so much of your skin burned, foolish Furball.”
“Aww, maybe Packmaster wants to do Spirit Sex?” Cindra flashed her devastating puppy dog eyes, and Gabriel grinned.
“We’ll see, Cindra. Right now, sex is about the last thing on my mind.”
“Agreed, Master. I think it best my fellow bonded and I each take a mana potion and get some rest. We can ill afford to be incapacitated for any length of time given the behaviors of that undead witch.”
Brynja nodded, making her way over to a darker-green sofa and stretching out across it.
“While you three do that, Sthuza, I’m going to spend a little time studying the scepter and checking on my notifications that pinged earlier.”
“Aww, Cindra could keep Packmaster company. I promise not to mess around.”
“Don’t be silly. I’ve never seen you look this tired before. Well… maybe right after the first battle with Yesera. If you behave yourself and listen to Sthuza, we’ll see about shifting over to the Astral Realm again soon. Then we can play around.”
Cindra flashed a huge, beaming smile and wrapped Gabriel in a tight hug, though it was nothing compared to the crushing strength she normally used. Even so, the hellhound let out a pained wince and looked slightly remorseful as she pulled back. “Okay, maybe Snakey is right. Cindra isn’t used to being burned.”
“I could scarcely think when I saw the damage Sarzykx inflicted on you. I’m so glad all three of you are alive. We’re safe now, and I want each of you to focus on resting and healing. We can worry about the undead and everything else tomorrow.”
After a quick hug from his Prime and Cindra, Gabriel settled back against the plush leather sofa and opened his Interface.
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Gabriel stared in shock at the sheer amount of changes in the extra information on display.
‘Sthuza, unless the Interface is malfunctioning. I gained over seven hundred SE since the last time I looked.’
‘Really, Master? And you are still checking daily?’ There was an almost fearful awe in Sthuza’s mind-voice.
‘I’m not sure I checked today, but at least before we went to town. On top of that, there are extra options under the dungeon abilities.’
There was a brief pause before Sthuza replied. ‘What sort of options, Master?’
‘There are five new ones, three of which I already have ranks in. Those are Psionic Prowess, Parallel Processing, and Astral Projection—which is at rank two. Then there are two more that don’t have any points in them. Those have me more concerned: Hivemind and Rend Reality.’
‘What does the Interface say they do, Master?’
‘I don’t know. Unlike the others, the enhanced descriptions for these new ones are filled with gibberish symbols and parts of letters. Completely undecipherable.’
This time, fear definitely bled across Gabriel’s bond with the experienced gorgon. ‘That is… concerning, Master. Do you believe it has something to do with how close you allowed Vesrah to get as you drew on that Swarm power?’
Gabriel sighed. ‘Yeah, I don’t see any other reason for the corrupted section. And we had at least considered the possibility that my having psychic powers at all is related to the Swarm in the first place, right?’
‘Yes. What do you plan to do about them, Master?’
He remained silent for a moment as he studied the barely legible names of the five abilities. ‘Well,
I have no intention of testing out Hivemind or Rend Reality.’
‘While I am hesitant to encourage you to meddle with any of those abilities, Master, I think you should at least add Astral Projection to the list you do not invest in.’
‘Why do you say that? I assume that’s how I’ve been able to bring us over to the Astral Realm during training and… fun times.’
‘Because the Astral Realm is a vast and incomprehensible subject that we have far too little information about, Master. You used your ability numerous times without intention before you grew familiar with it. Now we know that much is safe. But what if you upgrade the ability and something changes or endangers you or one of us?’
‘Right, good point Sthuza. Thanks. In that case, I might try putting two points into Parallel Processing and upgrading that. If my assumption is right, that may be why I can cast two spells at the same time.’
‘Really, Master? Are you perhaps hoping to cast three spells at once using your new arcane conduit along with both of the others?’ Sthuza teased, sounding more herself now.
‘Well, it’s worth a shot. Or at least two points. I have seventeen left. Ten of which are leftover from before. Without any pressing needs, I’ve been stockpiling them.’
‘Are you sure it is wise to invest in one of these poorly formatted abilities, Master?’
‘No, not really. Still, this seems like it could be a pretty good use for a few.’
Having said that, Gabriel focused and directed the Interface to spend two points on Parallel Processing.
Nothing happened.
He tried focusing simply on increasing the rank, wondering if perhaps it was more expensive. Nothing changed.
‘Is something the matter, Master?’
‘I can’t select Parallel Processing. It’s completely unresponsive. I’m not sure if all of them are busted or if that one is locked or just too expensive. It would seem much more powerful than any of the other options besides maybe Translocation.’
‘But so far, all of the abilities you selected took the same number of points per rank, correct, Master?’
‘Yeah. Let me try Psionic Prowess.’ This time when he focused on upgrading the ability, he felt a massive spike of pain blast through his brain. His vision grayed, and he bit his tongue. A moment later, the sharp ache dulled. He refocused on the Interface, which remained open.
‘What happened, Master?’
Gabriel groaned and rubbed his temples. ‘I boosted Psionic Prowess, and it gave me a splitting headache. There was a burst of intense pain. It’s already starting to fade.’ He checked his point total and found the ability had cost five instead of the three he had expected.
‘Looks like it was more expensive than normal options. Hopefully, it was worth it.’
‘Yes, Master. Perhaps you should refrain from attempting to upgrade the other one?’
‘Don’t worry, Sthuza, I’m not going to do that again anytime soon. For now, I’ll stick with the regular dungeon abilities.’
Gabriel shifted his attention back to the abilities list. He had twelve points left to spend but wanted to retain a few in case a sudden need arose.
Or I figure out how more of this works. Sthuza never saw Iylara’s, and talking about it with Meri is an exercise in frustration.
Given how often he was using Dungeon Sense, he spent three points boosting it another level.
He raised Creature Sense to two for another three in the hope it would help track down any more undead spies.
From the vague description, it sounds like Translocation would allow me to teleport within the dungeon. Even with Meri only ruling six floors, it can take hours to cross the full breadth of her Domain.
Could I bring my bonded along at higher levels?
Gabriel focused and unlocked the new ability. Brilliant white blinded him for several seconds, a spike of distilled agony blasting all thoughts from his mind.
‘Master!?’
Wincing at Sthuza’s mind-voice, Gabriel ran through a calming meditation as he waited for the pain to subside. Once he could think again, he messaged his Prime.
‘Sorry, Sthuza. I just unlocked Translocation, and the feedback was more intense than normal.’
‘But you are fine now?’
‘Yeah. Nothing to worry about… Oh, it cost five points as well. Hope it’s worth it.’
‘I am sure it will be, Master. Mistress Iylara was very fond of that ability.’
‘That leaves me with one point. Think I’ll save it for now.’
◆◆◆
 
After finishing his upgrade selections, Gabriel closed the Interface, his eyes flickering one final time to the massively inflated Soul Essence value displayed there. While he didn’t know exactly how Soul Essence increased a person’s power, he was beginning to suspect it enhanced all of his attributes.
Even if none of them were displaying as higher than what he had started with. That suspicion left him wondering if his magic would show a noticeable boost in power thanks to the sudden spike in Essence.
Growing stronger is great since it’ll help during the inevitable clash with Vesrah, but I can’t risk letting her in so close again.
Closing his eyes and running through a quick focusing meditation, Gabriel dove inward, not for the Interface this time, but seeking out that almost visual depiction of his tattered, patchwork soul he had first seen after the battle with Yesera when he had bonded Reyna and she saved his life.
The familiar ragged edges that he felt certain were caused by Estrial during the ritual where he had been sacrificed were still visible. Though the vibrant colors of his bondeds’ souls had mended—or at least reinforced—every tatter, preventing his soul from unraveling further.
Unfortunately, the large undulating splotch of Swarm corruption within his soul was at least as large as before. But now, there was a second splotch spreading tendrils far from where his other bonds protected him. This time it was not interweaving itself within the tattered remains of his frayed soul. Instead, it was weaving insidious tendrils through the healthy, clean fabric of his very Essence.
Well… that’s concerning.
Gabriel studied it for a while, reaching out with his magical senses until he finally breathed a sigh of relief, confident that at least it didn’t appear to be spreading beyond its current borders.
I didn’t have a choice if we were going to survive that battle. But it’s way too dangerous to risk again. Vesrah may be talking a good game now, but her very nature seems diametrically opposed to any life or freedom. I’ve got to avoid putting us in such a reckless position again. Meri and the others are counting on me, and I will not let them down.
As he brought his mind back to the physical, Gabriel opened his eyes and found his bonded right there with him in the lounge. Cindra carefully leaned against his left, her head resting on his shoulder and her eyelids drooping as she dozed in and out of sleep.
Sthuza was coiled before the sofa, her upper half resting against the cushioned back, leaning in against his right shoulder.
Brynja lay across the adjacent darker-green sofa. Her white wings were bandaged, the charred sections of feathers coated with a different, brownish-yellow salve slowly leaking out and hardening around them.
“Has Packmaster finished with head time?” Cindra asked sleepily.
Gabriel yawned. “Yeah, I’m done, Cindra. How come you three haven’t gone to bed yet?”
“It is still morning, Master. We were discussing plans for the next few days.”
“Oh? What sort of plans?” Gabriel asked, studying the varied looks across his bondeds’ faces.
Cindra had a tired but pleased grin, while Brynja looked almost embarrassed.
Sthuza gestured toward each of them. “Brynja was the one who remembered your agreement to meet Elaine again today to discuss the inspection results.”
Gabriel jerked upright, frowning.
“I apologize. I-I just would not like for others to doubt your word,” the valkyrie said, lowering her gaze to the floor.
“No, you were quite correct to remind us,” Sthuza replied.
“Yeah. Don’t apologize for helping. Besides, I agree with you entirely.” Gabriel paused and looked over his bonded.
There was no way Sthuza could travel into the city, given her massive naga form. And any spell to conceal her nature now would cost as much or more than her transformation.
Cindra hadn’t bothered to dress again after Kestria and the others finished tending to her wounds. Given the hellhound was wrapped up almost enough for a noble’s burial in the Kheniel Dynasty, Gabriel doubted she could get clothes on over all the bandages.
Brynja could pass without too much issue, save for the salves and bandages covering most of one wing and several splotches on the other.
“Okay, none of you are in any condition to go, so I’ll make a quick trip and see how it turned out. We can discuss it once I get back.”
“Absssolutely not, Massster!”
“I must agree with Sthuza in this case, Lord Gabriel,” Brynja added a split second later, her sharp silver-blue eyes blazing with intensity.
“Why not?”
Sthuza blinked her solid emerald eyes at him, several head-snakes pulling back and shaking side to side as though disappointed.
“Packmaster killed Sad Eyes’ pup, so Cindra isn’t sure he’d be safe without Pack.”
“Precisely, Cindra.” Sthuza huffed, crossing her upper arms over her well-endowed chest. “Honestly, Master. Even if Elaine is completely sincere in her efforts to revitalize Lostbarrow as an… homage to her late husband’s dream, it would be most unwise to tempt her into seeking revenge.”
“You’re right. She wouldn’t know how low I drained my pool, but I probably look exhausted enough to suggest a fight might not go my way.”
All three women smiled at him, and he settled back against the plush leather sofa. “But I still want to let Elaine know we’ll have to delay. If we’re going to work with her, she needs to trust my word.”
Brynja nodded sharply, a proud smile spreading across her face.
“Oh, Packmaster could go tell Happy Cook to pass message to Friendly Elf.”
Gabriel snorted. “I’m not sure someone like Leryane is going to stop by the Careless Queen every day, Cindra.”
The hellhound shook her head. “Fluffy Packfriends said Friendly Elf has been hanging around there lots. Cindra thinks she’s watching for Packmaster.”
“Hmm, Cindra’s idea has merit, Master.”
Gabriel yawned and stretched his arms overhead, wincing as his mana-fatigued body protested. He still had almost ten percent of his pool remaining, but the massive expenditure had been brutal on his internal leylines.
“Okay, I better head up now. Once I get back, we’ll all spend the day here and get some rest, agreed?”
“Of course, Master.”
“Ooo! Ask Sad Eyes for silver bars so Nice Shorty can make weapons.”
“Right; thanks for the reminder, Cindra.”
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel made his way out of their spacious lounge after giving the lovable hellhound a quick hug, then headed into Merideva’s Core Room.
“Hey, Meri, I’m going to head up to the city for a bit and send a message telling the baroness that we can’t meet her today. I don’t want to develop a reputation for flaking out.”
Merideva’s orb flashed a brighter pink. “Oh, if you want to send a message, you could have those two fluffy adventurer friends of yours do it.”
“Adventurer friends?”
“Yep, those white-furred inutari girls are back in my dungeon. Actually, they’ve been here all morning. Oh, well, they’re heading out now. I’m not sure if you can catch them.” Merideva’s glow dimmed. “They have a scrawny pantheran with them too. They seemed to be fine, so I didn’t say anything to you earlier.”
“That’s fine, Meri. And we already met Yalaen. I think it was Cindra who suggested that he join their party in the first place.”
“Oh, okay.” Merideva paused for a second, then continued, “Yeah, they’re headed up and out of the dungeon already. The first floor is kind of far for you to go, isn’t it?”
Gabriel grinned. “Maybe, but I did just upgrade and unlock Translocation, so this is a good opportunity to test it out.”
“Oh, cool! ED locked all those really fun dungeon abilities behind that silly leveling system to keep Dungeon Masters from blowing themselves up or ruining his stupid, grand game. So you can just teleport right up there next to them and surprise those goofy adventurers,” Merideva said.
“Yeah… no. I’ve got no intention of revealing Dungeon Master abilities to any outsiders, let alone a bunch of adventurers, Meri. On top of that, I only unlocked the first rank since it cost five points instead of one. Figured it was worth testing out before I consider investing more points that are looking increasingly valuable as new options unlock. It only lets me teleport within the same floor. If I shift over to the stairs, then run up, I can still get anywhere in your Domain within a few minutes.”
“Yeah, I suppose that would work.” Merideva’s glow shifted again, a few hesitant yellow swirls polluting her usual pink. “But… you’re still going to be my Dungeon Master, right?”
“Of course, Meri. Now stay here while I see about a message to the baroness.” With that, Gabriel stroked the glowing orb, causing her to brighten again before turning his attention to his new ability.
While the updated Interface gave a reasonable explanation of what the ability was supposed to do, Gabriel was still uncertain how exactly to initiate the Translocation.
Wanting to arrange the best conditions, he quickly focused his weary mind, ignoring the mild throbbing headache from mana exertion, then shifted his vision over to Dungeon Sense.
First, let’s just see where Callie and Claire are.
Scanning across Merideva’s Domain, Gabriel quickly realized that Dungeon Sense III allowed him to detect where every adventurer within her Domain was. He counted fifty-seven adventurers spread across the first four floors.
With a little more focus on an individual target, he was able to get a general sense of their ranking. It was a vague, comparative feeling until he wondered why it didn’t simply show their tag rating. At that point, the feedback shifted, and he got a coloration added to each presence.
With that newfound advantage, Gabriel quickly scanned the first floor and spotted only a single group with three bronze tags. Given Merideva had mentioned the twins having Yalaen along, they had to be his targets.
Shifting Dungeon Sense to give a view of the first floor, he zoomed in on the three adventurers. Sure enough, once his vision stabilized, he saw two white-haired inutari and the purple-furred Yalaen.
Okay, so I know where they are, and Meri’s right. There’s no way I would catch up to them before they get out unless I teleport. Now to try out the ability itself.
Gabriel shifted his Dungeon Sense back to the fifth floor, locating the staircase leading up. Concentrating on it, he triggered Translocation.
The whole world seemed to flip and spin. His inner ear went crazy as his body struggled to make sense of the flashing colors and sudden relocation. A moment later, he stood on wobbly legs right at the base of the stairs to the fourth floor.
Gabriel shook his head clear, swallowing against the urge to vomit as his stomach churned, then made his way up the stairs. The moment he stepped out of the staircase and onto the fourth floor, he brought up Dungeon Sense, selected the stairs over halfway across the expansive floor, and teleported again.
There was the same disorienting jumble as reality itself seemed to warp and twist before stabilizing. Blinking his eyes open, Gabriel found himself exactly where he intended.
Mana 8%
Okay doesn’t seem to use much mana, if any, despite teleporting hundreds of yards a second time. A traditional teleportation spell would have sapped a considerable chunk of my full pool if I was even willing to try out such a dangerous and expensive school of magic. Though, I should experiment with Umbral Leap from that sk’raith mage’s scepter when I get the chance.
Gabriel repeated the Translocation ability until he reached the first floor. Over a quarter of the adventurers in Merideva’s Domain were on that floor, so he made sure to double-check where everyone was before triggering a final hop and setting himself one room and a short L-shaped hallway back from Callie, Claire, and Yalaen. He took off at an uneven sprint as he shook his head clear and rushed to catch up with the trio.
The repeated shifts had jumbled his sense of balance, and his vision swam. But having checked his mana pool after each Translocation, he saw no other consequences or costs related to using the ability.
‘Sthuza, just wanted to let you know Translocation works fine and doesn’t cost any mana, though it’s a bit rough on the sense of balance.’
‘I am glad there were no complications, Master. And if I am not mistaken, any disorientation should fade in time. Mistress Iylara was a master of that ability. Sometimes she would not even bother walking, simply teleporting from chair to chair as she managed the dungeon. I have complete faith you will grow used to the ability in no time.’
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sthuza. I’ll go pass the message to the twins, then come back and join you ladies.’
Gabriel spotted the trio just as Sthuza assured him that everything was fine with his bonded and that they would be waiting when he returned. He rushed out, and all three Bronze-ranked adventurers spun on their heels at the sound of his pounding footsteps.
“Gabriel!” Callie squealed. “We didn’t know you were in the dungeon. Oh, where’s the rest of your party?”
“Hey Callie, Claire, Yalaen. Cindra and the others are a little busy today, so I’m on my own. I was hoping you could deliver a message to Leryane for me.”
“Oh! Actually, if you want to give Leryane a message, you should totally go with us for lunch,” Callie said. The inutari mage flashed Gabriel an eager smile, much like Cindra would when she desperately wanted him to do something.
Claire’s head bobbed. “Yep. You look dead on your feet. It’s important to get in plenty of rest, you know.”
‘I do not see any harm in you accompanying them to the Careless Queen, Master,’ Sthuza sent. ‘It would make more sense for you to deliver the message in person rather than through a third party and ensures that you have the best information available as we decide how to proceed.’
‘Yeah, I suppose you’re right. And Leryane’s not likely to try anything somewhere neutral like the inn. You three go ahead and get some rest while I endure lunch with Leryane and the overly energetic twins here.’
‘I am sure Darlene will make a fuss over you as well,’ Sthuza replied, her mind-voice ringing with laughter. ‘Do not concern yourself with us, Master. We are resting. This is an excellent opportunity to further establish your presence as a legitimate and influential adventurer within the city.’
‘Yeah, I know.’
Gabriel smiled at Callie. “Okay, sure, I’ll take you up on that offer. Thanks.”
Callie and Claire lit up, beaming as they rushed over and embraced him with crushing hugs that he felt more than the last time the inutari twins had glommed onto him.
As exhausted as I am, their grip feels almost as strong as Cindra’s.




Chapter Thirty-Seven







The trip to the Careless Queen was quick and easy. Gabriel walked alongside the inutari twins and Yalaen, drawing more than a few curious gazes. But it was nowhere near the level of attention he had garnered walking through the city streets with Brynja, Cindra, and Sthuza at his side.
Callie did most of the talking, the excitable mage going on about Yalaen’s stealth and Shadow Claws.
“It was totally awesome, Gabe. There was this third orc we didn’t see, but Yala slipped in behind the big muscly brute and stabbed him in the kidneys. Pow pow, like that,” Callie gushed, miming a series of quick thrusts.
“It wasn’t that big a deal,” the blushing pantheran protested. “You and Claire had almost finished off the others, and I’m sure your sister would’ve gotten into position before he could’ve attacked. It’s not like orcs are the most subtle monsters.”
Gabriel laughed along with the three adventurers, recalling a few of the more outrageous times when some of Merideva’s orcs grew unruly, only for Sthuza or Cindra to smack them down with brutal efficiency.
I don’t even want to know how many of those poor green bastards Cindra ate.
When they reached the Careless Queen, the twins had to let go of Gabriel to fit through the door. He was barely inside before Mrs. Spaulding called out, “Oh, hello, dearie, you’re just in time for lunch.” The rotund innkeeper beamed at Gabriel as the rest of Callie’s party followed him into the bustling tavern.
“Hey, Mrs. Spaulding,” Gabriel said, waving to the bright-eyed older woman.
Callie grabbed his arm and dragged him across the room toward the large corner table where they had sat the other night. “We found him on his own in the dungeon and invited him to join us for lunch,” she explained unasked.
“Oh? You’re looking a bit peaked. You didn’t have a fight with those lovely ladies of yours, did you?” Mrs. Spaulding asked, shooting Gabriel a harsh gaze.
Gabriel chuckled. “No, no. They’re just… busy. So I was doing a little light delving on my own. Don’t worry; I don’t attempt anything dangerous without them at my side. I promise.”
The innkeeper’s eyes narrowed as she studied him for a moment before her rosy smile returned, and she nodded. “That’s good. You be sure to keep those wonderful companions of yours happy. I feel much better knowing you’re in their company rather than that naughty elf.”
Having been practically dragged across the room, Gabriel finally noticed the single person seated at the large round table. The tavern was almost filled to capacity, with only a few empty chairs and stools scattered about the ragged but quaint room.
Except for the table where Leryane sat watching Gabriel and the three Bronze-ranked adventurers with an amused smirk.
The elf was dressed in her usual black bodysuit and short jacket. She had a half-empty mug of dark ale sitting before her on the stained oak table.
“Well, well, look who the puppies dragged in,” she said, smirk widening.
“Hey! I’m not a puppy,” Callie said in a huff. “Sis and I are fully mature women.”
Claire spoke up in vehement agreement with her twin, and the elf let out twinkling, mischievous laughter.
“I’m only teasing.” Her sharp purple eyes darted over to Yalaen, and her smirk widened. “I would’ve said, ‘look what the cat dragged in,’ but I rather suspect it was the two of you.”
Gabriel chuckled and let the inutari twins guide him to sit in a chair opposite Leryane. Callie and Claire grabbed the seats next to him and scooted closer, pleased grins on their mirrored faces.
“Yeah, I ran into them in the dungeon and asked about delivering a message. They mentioned meeting you here for lunch, so I figured it’d be easier to tell you directly.”
The elf’s relaxed expression vanished in an instant. Leryane stopped slouching in her chair, sitting up straight, eyes narrowing as her hands dropped down to grip the table edge. “What did you need to tell me? And what’s this about your companions being preoccupied?”
Gabriel raised a calming hand and sat back in his chair, forcing his posture to be relaxed. “We’re supposed to meet with Elaine today to discuss… business,” he said, drawing a slow nod from the elven adventurer. “A… an unexpected situation came up, and we’re unable to meet with her today.”
Leryane’s eyes tracked down Gabriel’s chest, and her lips pursed in displeasure. “Would it have anything to do with those scorch marks on your brigandine? And why you look like you just crawled out of a ix’lazi brothel?”
Gabriel winced. “Maybe? But don’t worry; we resolved the issue. It was a little more… taxing and intense than expected, so the others are taking the rest of the day off. Maybe tomorrow as well.”
“Oh wow, what were you up to that was so intense, Gabe?” Callie asked, leaning in and recapturing his arm.
“It wouldn’t make for an entertaining story.” Gabriel kept his eyes locked on Leryane’s sleek, angular face hoping to convey his absolute certainty. “But I assure you, the problem is solved and won’t crop up again.”
After all, we killed the sk’raith, and Meri guided me around closing all the portals. There shouldn’t be any more of them showing up.
“Oh? And I suppose that this… ‘unexpected situation’ is where you got that shiny new bit of jewelry?” Leryane stared at the adamantite-and-mithril scepter coiled around Gabriel’s forearm, the cobra’s head poised directly above his left hand.
“Something like that.” Gabriel reached over and brushed the polished metal with his right hand as the four adventurers stared at the detailed, almost sinister styling.
“Oh wow, that looks super cool. Is it enchanted?” Callie asked. She leaned in excitedly, pressing her bust against the table as she strained to get a closer look.
Seeing the calculating glint in Leryane’s eyes, Gabriel was hesitant to reveal anything about the new arcane conduit. But with the way the other three beastkin adventurers were staring wide-eyed, almost pleading for him to answer, he sighed and nodded.
“It’s an arcane conduit that can shift over to an ornate mace or scepter.” With the briefest of thoughts, Gabriel commanded the scepter to uncoil from around his arm.
It writhed and coiled, sliding along his bracer and up into his palm. Less than a second later, he held the lethal-looking weapon tight in his hand.
Yalaen and Claire leaned in, looking even more eager than Callie. “Didn’t you already have an arcane conduit?” Claire asked, her gray eyes studying Gabriel.
“Yeah, my sword’s actually my primary conduit. It was a gift from Sthuza,” Gabriel said with a fond smile.
“Aww, that’s sweet,” the inutari twins said at the same time. Both beastkin women forgot all about their excitement over Gabriel’s new magical item as they began rapidly chattering back and forth, discussing the meaning of such a gift and how special it must be to Gabriel.
As he, Leryane, and Yalaen sat there stunned, the sisters quickly transitioned to what kind of gifts they would want and the pros and cons of practical versus pure luxuries.
Yalaen especially looked overwhelmed as Callie asked for his insight multiple times, only to almost immediately override whatever he started to say.
Leryane sat back, drinking her ale, a smirk on her lips. But her sharp eyes focused on the scepter as Gabriel willed it back into the bracer-wrapping serpent.
Once the inutari pair began to wind down, Leryane fixed Gabriel with an inquisitive glance. “So, you said you needed to send a message? Was it just that you’re not going to be able to meet with El today? Because I was hoping to catch you here. Remember when I mentioned Triscol Blakemore was in the city? Well, he’s pitching a fit and causing El some trouble. So today wouldn’t be the best time for your meeting, anyway.”
Gabriel winced. “Actually, there were two other things, more like favors. First off, and don’t read into this request, but… would she be able to get ahold of a pair of heavy-duty shackles and restraints? The sort for dealing with unruly adventurers and mages?”
Leryane stared at him for a moment, then let out a long sigh, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I’m not going to ask why you need those. I’m far too afraid it will be directly related to your new jewelry. Yeah, we can handle that. I recall at least two sets we found while going through some of the dungeons. Okay, what’s your second request?”
Gabriel licked his lips and flashed an embarrassed grin. “Would you happen to know where we can get a supply of silver ingots? Torrik will be working with us as a smith to help with another issue. Completely unrelated to the first.”
Callie and Claire sat straighter in their seats and glanced at each other across Gabriel before staring at him. “Is this about those undead adventurers that you rescued us from the other day?” Callie asked.
“Yeah, there’s… a few more left to deal with, and I’m hoping to resolve that issue quickly. Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of silver weapons, and the merchants Sthuza checked with said their stocks have been taken by people headed to join the crusade against the Dark Lord.”
“Why would you need silver weapons to fight a bunch of those undead?” Claire asked. The look she shot him was one of curiosity, not suspicion. Sitting across from him, Leryane clearly did harbor suspicions, her eyes boring into him.
“It’s… complicated,” Gabriel said.
“Is there any reason to be concerned?” Yalaen asked. The pantheran’s light-blue eyes were wide, and his slender tail flicked behind him in sharp movements.
“No, no.” Gabriel met Leryane’s serious gaze as he spoke, “There shouldn’t be any danger of them coming up to the higher floors, but I want to deal with them once and for all. So, do you think she could get some silver for Torrik to work with? It might take a few days, but we can pay for it. The problem is finding any on hand.”
Leryane sighed again, then nodded. “I’m sure El can wrangle some up. She’ll probably borrow it from the Guild; they should have a decent stock in reserve.”
After the elven adventurer sat back and tilted her mug to drain the last of her ale, Gabriel relaxed as well.
Mrs. Spaulding walked over with a heavily laden serving tray before anything else could be said. The innkeeper looked harried, her graying hair dusted with flour and white handprints splattered across her well-worn apron, but she flashed Gabriel a cheerful smile. “Here we go, dearies. I don’t think you’ve had this one yet. I bought so much that I figured I’d make sandwiches for today’s lunch special.”
Gabriel and the others smiled and thanked Mrs. Spaulding as she distributed five large plates overflowing with thin-sliced fried potatoes and a heaping pile of cheese-covered dwarven grits. Each bore a sandwich of fresh dark bread with thick slices of fried fish between them. A light-orange sauce seeped around the edges of the meat, and Gabriel blushed as his stomach gurgled in eagerness.
“That smells delicious, Mrs. Spaulding,” Yalaen said, leaning in and inhaling deeply.
The twins bobbed their heads in agreement. Leryane picked up one of the fries and dipped it in the savory-sweet, reddish sauce off to the side of her plate. The elf moaned, her eyes lighting up, and she quickly grabbed more of the fried potatoes as the beastkin chuckled.
Thanking the innkeeper for his plate, Gabriel lifted his sandwich. It was large enough to require both hands. The bread was toasted and far fresher than he was used to from his time at the Academy.
Biting in, there was a delightful contrast of crunchy toasted bits and chewy goodness to the bread, followed by another satisfying crunch as he bit through crisp lettuce and the perfectly fried, golden-brown snapper filet.
The white meat was moist, tender, and fried to perfection. Gabriel chewed eagerly, savoring the blend of flavors. By the time he finished his first bite and swallowed, Mrs. Spaulding had distributed mugs for everyone.
“Here you go, dearie. I thought you might like to try this new dwarven stout we received yesterday. Don’t worry none. I’ve got plenty of that gnomish ale you love, too. That delightful Sthuza made sure I ordered more than enough. Though, it’s turned out to be surprisingly popular over the past few weeks.”
Gabriel picked up the mug and stared at the thick, almost black liquid within. Sniffing at the drink revealed a heady blend of hops and a slight fruity scent he couldn’t place. He took a sip, and a burst of rich flavor filled his mouth.
Swallowing the dense beer, he vaguely noted its higher alcohol content. He found it paired well with the salty, fried flavor of the fish, balancing out rather than overwhelming the slight tang of seasoning and sauce on the sandwich. “Thanks, Mrs. Spaulding. This is delicious. And you’re right; this stout’s as good as the ale.”
Leryane picked up her sandwich, which looked oversized against her slender, elven fingers. She glanced at the innkeeper and grinned, one eyebrow arching. “Darlene, this wouldn’t be fish from the other night, would it?”
Mrs. Spaulding snorted, then broke out in amused laughter for a few seconds before recovering. “Of course not. You know I’d never serve old fish. Perish the very thought.” She focused on Gabriel again, beaming. “Thanks to you and your lovely companions, I’ve got a contract with that delightful girl who delivered all the seafood you ordered the other night.”
“Oh. So you’ll be able to serve all your regular seafood dishes again? I think this is even better than what you had back when I first stayed here.” After he spoke, Gabriel grabbed his spoon and took a bite of creamy, cheese-covered dwarven grits. They had a smooth, cheesy flavor with plenty of butter and salt enhancing the simple grain.
Darlene nodded. “Exactly. Yenna was thrilled to establish a regular contract. Apparently, she just convinced her family to try selling directly at the market. They had been trading with one of those greedy merchants who took advantage of them being beastkin to underpay. With the baroness’ decree, it seems a lot of beastkin have been flocking the city.”
The adventurers at the table with Gabriel smiled at Darlene’s words. Even some of those at nearby tables smiled, and he noticed again that there were almost as many beastkin in the room as there were humans.
Leryane was the only elf he saw, but almost every party across the tavern had at least one beastkin sitting at their table. The most common were nyatari, but he saw three other inutari like the twins.
Darlene smiled, grabbing Leryane’s original, empty mug. “Well, you lot enjoy. And if you need anything else, let me know.”
As the innkeeper hustled off to her kitchen, Leryane stuffed a few more fries in her mouth, gobbling them up almost as quickly as Cindra would, then swallowed and sighed. “Damn, but these are just as good as the other night. Have to make sure I get a fresh batch for El before I leave.”
Gabriel blinked at the elf’s look of satisfaction. “You’re taking the baroness food from here?”
Leryane smirked and shrugged. “Why not? Darlene is a fantastic cook, and when El took over, she decided to do away with most of the fancy cooking, seeing as it’s just the two of us other than the staff and guards. And I have often been accused of lacking proper dignity and refinement.
“Besides, we adventured together for decades, and the delicious food I’ve been getting here is far better than we were used to.” Leryane sighed again, then sat back from her plate and reached up to touch an ornate earring decorating her right ear. “I should contact El before I get carried away with lunch. I’ll let her know what you need and see how long it will take.”
With that, she tapped a sapphire set near the base of the intricate mithril jewelry and began speaking softly. There was a faint hum of white noise instead of the elf’s voice, and Gabriel triggered Magesight, confirming that her earring was enchanted with a complex web of communication spells.
While the Mithril-ranked adventurer was distracted with her task, Gabriel and the beastkin trio set in with a vengeance on their meal.
◆◆◆
 
A few minutes later, Leryane smiled at Gabriel as she reached for her sandwich again.
“Okay, that’s taken care of. She’ll have Garlyn bring the magical restraints here. You’ll need to go to the Guildhall to pick up the silver. They have something like fifty pounds they’re getting ready for you. I hope that’s enough?”
Gabriel sat there stunned for a moment before nodding. “Yeah. That’ll be perfect, thank you.”
Eyes glancing past Gabriel, Leryane raised a hand, and Darlene called out that she would be over in a minute.
Just as the elf had said, when Darlene approached, she asked for a boxed meal to be prepared for the baroness.
“I still can’t believe you’re going to carry food back for her. Won’t it get cold by the time you get back to the castle?” Gabriel asked, munching on the last of his fried potatoes.
Leryane snickered. “No worries there. El and I both have dimensional storage designed to hold food. Honestly, that’s one of my favorite uses. Having been an adventurer most my life, I tend to pack light. But having piping hot food and fresh meat available on the trail makes all the other hardships much easier to bear.”
“Sis and I are saving up to get one of those mass-produced ‘adventurer packs’ the Guild sells,” Callie said, glancing over at Claire, who nodded.
Gabriel remained quiet as the other four at the table spent several minutes discussing the merits of various dimensional storage containers. Thanks to Sthuza, he already had access to several, including a large backpack. She had collected it from her lair on their first trip back, but it still sat in the lounge back with his bonded.
If I’d thought about it, that would’ve been useful for picking up the silver at the Guild. But I can’t justify going back into the dungeon and coming out with an enchanted backpack. Now that I think about it, I’ll need to use the hidden entrance to avoid drawing even more suspicion.
Gabriel finished his meal as the others chattered amicably, the topic shifting from the best gear choices to Callie and Claire recounting their latest delve into the dungeon.
It was their first time with Yalaen alongside, and they had pushed all the way down to the fourth floor, where they fought the three orcs Callie had mentioned earlier.
Her excitement was contagious as she pulled out a handful of off-white Magic Stones and displayed them to Gabriel and Leryane. Most were the tiny ones from goblins, but several were larger. Three brighter spheres among the pile stood out from the rest.
Leryane flashed a sincere smile. “Congratulations, you three.”
“I just hope you lot aren’t getting yourselves in over your heads,” Mrs. Spaulding said, bringing another round of drinks. She shot Gabriel a knowing look. “You got those lovely ladies to help you now, but that dungeon’s a dangerous place. All of you should be careful.”
Gabriel refrained from responding, but Leryane smirked as she took her ale and had a quick sip. “Even me, Darlene?”
The rosy-cheeked innkeeper scowled at the elven adventurer and nodded. “Even you. I know you’re experienced, but dungeons are unpredictable. It’s a shame how many lives are… ruined within their depths.” Mrs. Spaulding patted Gabriel on the shoulder, then turned and left in a rush, seeming melancholic.
Leryane was the last finish, and she had just washed down her meal with a fresh ale when the door opened. A vanguard-plated man burst into the still-crowded tavern. Gabriel turned to look, as did most of the occupants.
Captain Garlyn Albright had his helmet strapped to his belt but otherwise wore the full suit of repaired but battered-looking vanguard plate as he made his way straight for Gabriel and Leryane.
The man was unfailingly polite as he handed Gabriel a large, heavy sack. Inside was a well-polished set of shackles with more than enough enchanted chain to restrain anything up to an ogre.
A quick glance through Magesight confirmed the runes formed a magic-suppression effect Gabriel hoped would prevent Sarzykx from causing problems if she possessed any unrevealed talents.
Gabriel offered to pay for lunch, but Leryane insisted she would cover everything. Then she ordered Garlyn to accompany Gabriel to the Guildhall to pick up the silver ingots.
The armored guard walked alongside Gabriel in awkward silence. Between his own above-average stature and the captain of the baroness’ guards at his side, no one got in their way.
Reaching the massive Guildhall, they went inside. Guildmaster Olphelia rushed down the large staircase at the back of the grand hall.
It took several minutes for the agents she directed to bring the silver ingots up through a staircase that disappeared into the floor behind the main counter. But once they had the bars packed in a pair of large goblin grass duffel bags to spread out the weight, Gabriel grabbed them and thanked the Guildmaster and Captain Albright before heading for the hidden entrance outside the city.
He got a few strange looks as he passed the gates carrying the bulky bag of magical restraints in his left hand and two obviously loaded duffels slung over his shoulders. Soon enough, he was inside Merideva’s Domain in the hidden tunnel with the entrance closed and sealed behind him.
That was when he discovered the tunnel didn’t count as part of any of the floors. He used Translocation to teleport the entire length of the hidden passage and its descending ramp, then had to walk out through the concealed doorway behind another false wall on the first floor. Afterward, he teleported down and across each floor until he stood again in the center of Merideva’s Core Room.
Merideva’s pink glow brightened as she floated over to greet him. “Welcome back, Gabriel.”
“Thanks, Meri.” He set the bags down and reached out to stroke her brilliant orb.
“Oh, wow. You already got the silver and those restraints?” Merideva gushed as she rolled about beneath his touch.
“Yeah, Leryane had Elaine arrange everything for us while we ate lunch. I’m pretty sure those shackles should hold that sk’raith and suppress any magical talents she might have.”
“Awesome!” Merideva chirped. “And I’ll get Torrik to start on the weapon-making right away. He’s super useful, by the way. I’m really glad I told you to recruit him.”
Gabriel chuckled at Merideva’s less-than-accurate recollection, then turned as the door leading to his private wing slammed open.
“Packmaster’s back!”
To Gabriel’s surprise, it wasn’t Cindra rushing out first to greet him, but rather Sthuza in her massive naga form slithering across the stone floor.
The huge, four-armed gorgon had an almost manic smile as she lunged forward and captured Gabriel in a crushing hug. “It is so good to see you again, Master.”
Even as he struggled to recover from the surprise of Sthuza’s passionate embrace, Gabriel laughed. “Come on, Sthuza. It was your idea, and I was barely gone for two hours. Besides, I thought you said you’d take care of things while I was gone. Is everyone okay?”
Sthuza shook her head, dispelling the frantic tension that had lingered on her sharp features, then smiled. Her head-snakes rocked with a bout of hissing laughter that caused her to frown and glare at a few that drooped down in front of her face.
“No, Master, everything is fine. I-I do not care for you having to go off on your own as you did. I was… concerned.”
Shit. I bet a part of her psyche worried I might abandon her like she thinks Iylara did. Whether her head-snakes agree or not, I’ve got to discuss that with her at some point. But for now, we got another distraction to deal with, so I’ll give her a little more time.
“Well, as you can see, I’m fine. So how about putting me down?” Gabriel said, still chuckling.
Sthuza let out a light, relaxed laugh as she spun and carried him off into the large lounge that served as their common room. “I am afraid I must insist, Master. After all, the Furball refused to sit still until I promised I would bring you straight back to rest with us…” She paused for a second, gazing into his eyes. “As you said you would.”
Sthuza brought him over to where Cindra sprawled on the large, green sofa. The hellhound beamed at Gabriel as Sthuza carried him over and carefully deposited him next to her.
“Thanks, Snakey.”
Gabriel settled down on the oversized sofa, letting Cindra cuddle against his left side as Sthuza arranged her bulk to rest on his other without crushing him or the luxurious furniture.
He glanced over to where Brynja reclined in the special chair Sthuza had provided for the winged woman. While the valkyrie had demonstrated that she could position her wings and lay on her back, she had confessed that it was a less than comfortable position and had been thrilled when Sthuza presented the ornate red-and-black chaise lounge.
The colors clashed with the greens and grays that Sthuza had decorated most of the large lounge with. Nonetheless, the gold-trimmed, red-and-black chaise was just as luxuriously crafted as the rest of the furniture Sthuza had arranged.
What made the chair special was the large, I-shaped back with a plush padded front. It provided plenty of space for the valkyrie to rest her spine against the center, along with support at the hips and shoulders, while allowing her wings to stick out behind her in the gaps of the reinforced back.
Sthuza had explained it away as having been a chair Iylara kept on hand for frequent visits from an unbound erinyes she summoned on a somewhat regular basis.
Gabriel knew almost nothing about the winged warrior devils. They were well outside of his career goals at the Academy and almost unheard of in the Mortal Realm, so he hadn’t bothered studying any of the devils or other infernals native to the Realms ruled by Asmodeus.
Noticing the valkyrie turn the page of a small but thick book Gabriel called out, “How are you doing, Brynja? Enjoying your book?”
The valkyrie’s head snapped up, and she blinked owlishly at Gabriel, cheeks heating. She had jerked the book up enough to reveal the illustrated cover. The vibrant picture showed a half-naked man, larger than Gabriel’s dungeoncrafted body, holding a beautiful brunette close against his muscular chest.
Brynja opened her mouth several times to reply as Cindra and Sthuza giggled in amusement. “Yes, I am… excellent!” she replied. “And… this… this is an instructional manual Sthuza kindly provided to me so that I may broaden my skill set.”
Cindra’s laughter grew, but Gabriel refrained from teasing the obviously embarrassed valkyrie. “Well, as long as your resting, that’s all it matters. Hope you enjoy the book.”
‘Should I even bother asking, Sthuza?’
Sthuza let out a hissing laugh echoed by her head-snakes as she wiggled her scaled bulk to get more comfortable, then leaned her head down to rest on his shoulder.
‘No, Master. There is no harm in it, and I believe Brynja will find the book… educational.’
Gabriel enjoyed the relaxed mood as his bonded teased each other. Clearly, the book was something all three were aware of. He trusted each of them with absolute conviction and figured it was better to leave them to their amusement.
With no worries on his mind at the moment, Gabriel relaxed his weary body between his bonded and began to drift off into a foggy haze of sleep. A warm hand brushed down across his crotch, rousing him. He glanced over to find Cindra leaning close, her blue eyes glowing bright.
“If Packmaster is done for day, maybe Pack can go do Spirit Sex?”
As the pleading hellhound waggled her eyebrows alongside her infamous puppy dog eyes, Gabriel laughed and nodded. “Why not. It’s not like it’ll strain your injuries there.”
‘Gods dammit, Fucker! You’ve gotta start telling Boobs no. I swear, that girl would ride you to death if you let her.’




Chapter Thirty-Eight







Gabriel started the morning as he had grown accustomed to since securing Merideva’s Domain. He spent almost an hour meditating, soaking in more of the high-density Aether that Merideva seemed to exude in the areas closest to her Core Room.
Mana 28%
“Well, that’s a decent recovery, given how low I was yesterday morning. It’s far better than anyone discussed back at the Academy, even considering the mana potion. Hells, if we ever need money, I could just go back to selling excess mana to the Guild’s vault.”
“Hopefully, that will not be necessary, Master.” The rustle of Sthuza’s armored scales as she slithered over to coil beside him drew Gabriel the last bit out of his meditative state.
“Morning, Love,” Gabriel said, leaning over and kissing the beautiful gorgon.
Sthuza beamed at him and returned the kiss before pulling back and gazing at him with her solid green eyes. There was an even greater radiance than usual to her appearance at his comment, and Gabriel reminded himself to ensure the gorgon was fully aware of how much he loved her.
“Good morning indeed, Master. I trust your rest was satisfactory last night?”
Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah, though even with your help, it was hard to satisfy Cindra’s desire in the Astral Realm.”
A sultry smirk spread across Sthuza’s face. “Yes, the Furball is rather insatiable. Perhaps if you are unwilling to recruit new bonded purely for their power, you could look at a few more women to help handle the gluttonous hellhound.” Gabriel laughed but shook his head. “Not right now. But if she gets any more intense, I may admit you have a point.”
“What time did you schedule to meet with the baroness today?”
Gabriel winced. “It honestly slipped my mind, Sthuza. I suppose we should head up to the city before it gets too much later. We’ll need to get another message to Leryane to schedule a meeting.”
Sthuza giggled. “Why am I not surprised, Master? Still, given how eager Elaine appears to be in working with us for the betterment of Lostbarrow, I imagine she will make time for you without much of a wait.”
“Yeah, as long as whatever unexpected situation she had yesterday doesn’t spill over into today. Leryane mentioned something about an upstart minor noble.”
“Well, Master, there is only one way to find out.”
Sthuza hugged him with her left arms and gave him a quick kiss followed by several head-snake caresses before she pulled away and headed off to gather his other bonded.
Stepping out into the Merideva’s Core Room a few minutes later, Gabriel found it more crowded than he was used to. A sweaty, soot-covered Torrik was displaying a gleaming mace and a bundle of arrows to Sthuza. Brynja and Cindra were in the far corner discussing something in quiet tones.
While he had met the last two occupants of the room, Gabriel was surprised to find Rade and Wannaga seated on large, plain cushions near the Core’s black marble pedestal.
“Hey, Gabriel,” Merideva called out. “Come check out the super-awesome, amazing weapons my master smith crafted.”
Torrik rolled his eyes with an expression on his face that suggested the dwarf had already given up on correcting the excitable Dungeon Core. He met Gabriel’s gaze and flashed a wry smile. “I wouldn’t call ‘em amazing, and I’m sure as hells not a master smith, but given what you and the green lass said ya needed them for, I’m thinking these’ll work well enough.”
Gabriel walked over and accepted the mace from Torrik. He vaguely recognized it as having belonged to one of the adventurers the baron sent down what now felt like a lifetime ago.
It had a solid hickory handle and a flanged metal head. The last time Gabriel had seen it, those dull ridges ringing the bulbous head were iron. Now, they had an unpolished but even silver sheen.
“The mace looks familiar, but it wasn’t silver before.” Gable gave it a quick test swing, then handed it back to the dwarf, who chuckled.
“I guess it’s hard to forget weapons used by people trying to kill you, eh, Lad? But ya got a good eye. The crystal lass dumped a whole pile of those weapons she’s been collecting for you, and I figured the quickest way to get the kind of equipment you’re after was to just augment the simpler ones like that mace. I’ve got a couple of axes and four other maces ready and cooling in the workshop.”
Gabriel glanced at the silver-tipped arrows Sthuza was inspecting. “How about the arrows?”
Sthuza frowned as she rotated one of the plain-looking arrows. Given the undyed poplar shafts, they weren’t the black arrows the gorgon preferred to use. “They will suffice, Master. Torrik has done an admirable job given the time constraints we are operating under. But they will not be as accurate as mine. Hopefully, the advantage from properly imbued silver will allow the goblin and orc archers to destroy at least a few of those wretched undead.”
Torrik nodded. “Aye, Lass. It’d take me longer than you’ve got any desire to try an’ make arrows to match those gorgeous pieces you showed me the other night. But these should make themselves known to any silver-fearing beasties.”
“Yep,” Merideva chirped. “And Torrik’s making enough for the orcs too. I’ve got lots of awesome orcs just ready and waiting to go and stomp out all those filthy, evil undead that keep traipsing across my clean Domain.”
◆◆◆
 
After everyone finished inspecting the silver weapons, Gabriel collected Brynja and Cindra, then headed up to Lostbarrow. They took the secret tunnel and entered through the city gates.
Cindra drew less attention than the gorgeous valkyrie this time as she wore a set of mundane gray-and-brown leathers instead of the skintight armor damaged while fighting the sk’raith.
Will the repair enchantment on her suit be enough to restore it? Sarzykx did a number on her between the flamer and those damned energy claws.
They stopped in at the Careless Queen, but Leryane wasn’t there. After a quick chat with Mrs. Spaulding, they headed for the castle.
It was a little before noon, so Gabriel was unsurprised at the crowds hustling about the streets. What he had not expected were the extra guards stationed at the gatehouse.
Unlike last time, Captain Albrecht was nowhere to be seen. Two guards in polished breastplates and sallets bore Baroness Lostbarrow’s livery badges. In contrast, four others wore striking green surcoats over dark-gray gambesons and mail.
The two groups stood apart, and one of the baroness’ flinched upon spotting Gabriel and his bonded. She elbowed her partner, and after a quick exchange, both glanced at the other guards, then faced Gabriel.
“Greetings, Mr. Grimm, and party. Ah… the baroness is—”
“Come back tomorrow. The boss is busy ousting that priggish bitch,” one of the green-swathed men said. He stepped forward, then paused as his eyes fell on Cindra. Turning to Gabriel, he snarled, “What, are you some kind of beast lover?”
The blowhard’s companions snickered while Elaine’s guards blanched and surreptitiously backed away.
Gabriel clamped down on the primal urge to murder the mouthy guard. Instead, he scowled at the man. “Don’t say another word unless you enjoy pain.”
“Ah, did Jacob hurt your feelings, beast lover?” another guard in green and gray taunted.
Gabriel snorted, glancing at the two wearing Elaine’s badges. “Do these assholes or their ‘boss’ have any authority over Elaine?”
Bright green eyes flared wide as the female guard gawked for a second, then she flashed a shit-eating grin. “No, not at all. He’s a powerful mage and an unlanded noble, but nothing more.”
Jacob turned a harsh glare on the woman. “You better watch your mouth, Lena. I wouldn’t be surprised if Sir Triscol has already convinced that cocky bitch to transfer the barony to him by now. Things are going to change around here once she’s out.”
“Cindra doesn’t think Friendly Elf would let anyone take Sad Eyes’ lair. She’s very protective. Like Pack.”
The arrogant guardsman spun, gesturing wildly at the hellhound. “Shut your mouth, you fi—”
Gabriel’s hand clenched around Jacob’s throat, silencing his rant. The other three green-coated men gasped, their hands gripping sword hilts.
Gabriel ignored them, staring into Jacob’s blue-green eyes as he tightened his grip. Fingers digging into Jacob’s neck, he grinned as the man’s face began turning a delightful dark red. He flailed at Gabriel, but in his panicked state, his bare fists were no more annoying than a gnat.
The closest guard drew his arming sword and moved to strike Gabriel, but Cindra caught his raised hand in hers.
He wailed in agony, dropping to his knees, as the hellhound pulverized every bone in his hand against the sword’s unyielding grip.
“Don’t interrupt Packmaster’s lesson,” she said with a warning rumble.
Brynja intercepted the other two. They brandished gleaming dwarven steel swords, one drawing a blackened buckler with his left hand.
The valkyrie stood before them, unarmored and seemingly harmless. The buckler-wielder paused at the sight of Cindra’s victim, but his partner rushed Brynja.
She glared frostily at the approaching man but stood motionless until the last second. Bursting into action, she lunged forward, her Reinforcement talent flaring around her left hand as she deflected his sword wide.
The off-balance guard gasped and backpedaled, but Brynja followed in close, her left foot darting out to trip him.
He fell on his back, hitting the cobblestones and grunting in pain. She stomped on his sword hand, producing an audible crack before turning on the guard with the buckler.
“You are egregiously outmatched. If you do not wish to be crippled, you should drop your weapon,” Brynja said. Her silver-blue gaze stayed locked on the lone guard whose eyes kept darting over to where Gabriel continued to choke Jacob.
“Smart Dummy should do what Birdsister says.” Cindra stepped up beside Brynja, ignoring the sobbing man she had maimed.
The last guard gulped, then nodded. His sword clattered against the stone road, followed a second later by his buckler. Hands raised near his head, he stumbled back from the menacing pair.
Cindra gave a sharp nod, then flashed a fang-filled grin before dashing to Gabriel’s side. She wrapped her powerful arms around him, ignoring Jacob’s feeble flailing.
“Ah, My Lord. Perhaps the foul-mouthed cretin has learned his lesson?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie flashed Gabriel a soft smile, then inclined her head toward the purple-faced man.
Gabriel huffed. Part of him agreed with his bonded, but there was something… intoxicating about the feel of the pathetic worm squirming in his grasp. Perhaps he should claim the man’s soul.
Just in case.
It’d be such a tiny morsel. Surely there’s no harm in just a taste, right?
‘What the hells, Fucker?!’ Reyna growled.
‘Wait… what?’ Gabriel shook his head, his thoughts sluggish and hazy.
‘If you’re done channeling your inner sociopath, maybe you should take Birdbrain’s advice and drop that shitstick before you break him.’
Gabriel shook his head again, eyes narrowing as he stared at the limp man clutched tight in his grip. “Oh, shit.”
Jacob slumped to the cobblestones after Gabriel released him. Though unconscious, his chest rose as his lungs sucked in a much-needed breath.
“Damn. You don’t play around, do you, sir?” Lena asked.
“Didn’t mean to knock him out. But I won’t tolerate assholes like him insulting my b—my companions.” Gabriel glared at the other three, then sighed, glancing back to Elaine’s guards. “Are you two going to be all right?”
Lena nodded, still grinning. “Aye. Don’t you worry about us—or these imbeciles. After the way they’ve been running their mouths all morning, it was a delight to see them get schooled.”
She stepped over and kicked Jacob in the groin, causing the prone man to whimper and curl up. “Now that they’ve antagonized Her Ladyship’s honored guests, we’ve got a lot more leeway in dealing with them.”
“In that case, I’m happy we could be of service. Now, if there are no other issues, I’m supposed to meet with the baroness today.”
Lena and her partner nodded, the man rushing over to open the partially closed gate. “Of course, sir. Any of the guards or servants inside should be able to direct you to Captain Albright.”
Cindra clung to Gabriel’s left arm as they passed through the fortified gatehouse. Brynja walked on his other side, leaning close to whisper.
“Gabriel, I do believe those disreputable knaves were the men-at-arms of that ne’er-do-well Leryane warned us about.”
“Wait, what? Aww… shit. I totally forgot about that.”
“I suspected you might have.”
“Cindra doesn’t think Friendly Elf will be angry. Packmaster didn’t even rip out any bad-man souls. And Cindra and Birdsister didn’t kill anyone, no matter how stupid and rude they were.”
“You raise a valid point,” Brynja said. A serious look crossed the valkyrie’s face, the tip of her tongue peeking out between pink lips. “And as I recall, Leryane did not demand any oaths on the matter. Nor did she proscribe any particular actions.”
Cindra nodded emphatically, and Gabriel sighed as the pair worked up a narrative that bore little similarity to reality.
I don’t think Elaine or this Triscol Blakemore will care about who said what. Too late to undo things… And honestly, I’m not sure I’d restrain myself if I could go back and do it again. I’m tired of tolerating bullies and blowhards. Though… let’s try to remain civil with their boss.
More of Triscol’s guards lingered around the courtyard. But so too did dozens of men, and more than a few women, bearing Lostbarrow livery badges. Several laborers worked to clear debris, but even they seemed to spend much of their time glaring at Triscol’s thugs.
A pair of men wearing the white and blue of Lady Fayhallow’s household troops rushed over. The steely-eyed sergeant, an older man wearing a lavish, silver-trimmed tabard, introduced himself as Rodolf Middleton. He guided Gabriel and his bonded through the castle and up to the fourth-floor receiving hall.
A quartet of green-cloaked men stood guard to the left of the ornate double doors. Four of Elaine’s troops mirrored them on the right, the two groups appearing seconds away from brawling.
The leader of Triscol’s band, wearing an ostentatious jade-green surcoat over blackened vanguard plate, stepped before the doors and shot the sergeant a smarmy sneer. “Sir Triscol isn’t accepting petitioners at the moment.”
Everyone but the four men in green scowled, and the sergeant stomped up to the speaker, staring him down without hesitation. “Lady Lostbarrow’s standing orders are to escort this man to her presence… immediately. Now stand aside, Havel, before you get hurt.”
The vanguard-plated man glowered, and his three companions tensed, their hands going for their weapons.
Havel glanced around at the six hostile guards and Gabriel’s party before snorting. “Fine. Go ahead and interrupt them, but don’t bemoan your fate after Sir Triscol takes over and punishes your audacity.”
Rodolf arched a white eyebrow at the other man. “Is that so? Should I take your statement as evidence Sir Triscol Blakemore intends to move against the count?”
“What? N-no. Of course not. I only—”
“Shut up and move out of the way,” Rodolf snarled.
Havel stepped aside, though he recovered his arrogant bearing and glared as Rodolf led them past.
Stepping into the room, Gabriel paused, studying the unexpected occupants.
Leryane stood at Elaine’s side on the dais at the far end of the hall. But this time, a younger human woman flanked the baroness as well.
Her stylish white-and-blue gambeson, cape, and tailored pants marked her as another of the guards lent by Lady Fayhallow. She wore a mithril breastplate over her padded coat. The wand and spell tokens strapped to her waist suggested she was a mage, and the Gold tag hanging from an epaulet would normally announce her as one of the most dangerous people in a room.
Normally.
The subtle aura around Leryane suggested she was far more capable. Given she was one of the highest-ranked adventurers Gabriel had ever met, he wasn’t surprised.
But the sight of four more gleaming, silvery-blue Mithril tags, all belonging to well-dressed men, caused him to hesitate as he stepped into the receiving hall.
Everyone in the room had turned at the opening of the doors, and a spike of indignation rose within Gabriel as they saw him flinch. Three of the men scowled.
Sir Triscol Blakemore smirked, turning to whisper something to a bear of a man wearing the largest suit of vanguard plate Gabriel had ever seen, not counting the oversized sk’raith armor.
The ennobled mage wore a brilliant gold half-cape over a green silk doublet. His pants were flamboyant, puffy stripes of darker green and gray, tucking into well-polished black boots.
Arcanite and gold jewelry coated him. A long rapier with a gem-encrusted cup hilt swung from a gaudy belt bulging with spell tokens.
He shook his head, long, elegantly coiffed black hair whipping about his shoulders. “Who are you? And why did my men allow you through?”
Gabriel glanced over to meet Elaine and Leryane’s angry faces before smirking at Triscol. “The guards you posted outside the gates were… unimpressive. Besides, Havel rather undercut his position when he implied you were planning to attack Count Fayhallow.”
The Mithril-ranked mage flinched, then scowled. His dead, brown eyes stared off toward the doors for a moment. “I’ll have to deal with that idiot later. I have no intention of interfering with Lord Fayhallow, and I won’t tolerate anyone who runs their mouth like that on my staff. Regardless, you need to leave.”
He gave a jerky nod, and the armored figure at his side took a menacing step forward.
Blowing out a long breath, Gabriel focused on the baroness. “Who rules Lostbarrow? I’m talking about today, not in the future or anyone’s wild delusions. Who has official authority right now?”
A weary smile graced Elaine’s face. “I would have that pleasure, currently, in my late husband’s name. Lord Fayhallow is still weighing the merits of confirming me or installing a new baron.”
Leryane and the Gold-ranked mage glared over at Triscol and his well-equipped party. All but one of the men stared back with just as much hostility, the lone dissenter an older man draped in a crimson-and-white cloak. Religious sigils decorated his somber robes.
“There’s no chance Delaine will let you cling to power. Especially after it’s revealed you turned down my spell duel. Too bad Tobias died alongside Alberik.” Triscol turned to Gabriel, malice glinting in his eyes. “She’s an upstart, commoner whore who has no right to hold this seat. If her pathetic fool of a husband hadn’t been so desperate to breed magic back into the family line, she wouldn’t even be here. She’s a broken, washed-up mage, too scared to continue adventuring.”
Triscol sneered. “And now that her son’s officially dead, she lacks even the most threadbare of claims to this seat.” He turned back to the baroness and continued, “And you know it, don’t you, Elaine?”
The baroness shook with fury. Tears glistened in her eyes at the mention of her son. Her fiery gaze darted over to Gabriel, her face tightening further before she resumed glaring at Triscol.
Beside her, Leryane stood perfectly still. The jovial, easy-going elven adventurer stared unblinking at the mithril-ranked mage, a look of absolute focus and loathing marring her casual beauty.
“As if I need any further proof of how unworthy she is, there is this whole beast-loving crusade she’s begun.” Triscol gave a dismissive wave. “She’s almost as bad as that disgusting pervert Darren over in Stillcrest. That bastard’s powerful and had an impressive career as an adventurer. Hells, he’d likely have replaced Alberik here if not for his ridiculous infatuation with the furry mongrels.”
The sneering man grinned at Elaine. “At least that idiot husband of yours had proper noble bearing and dignity despite his pathetic daddy issues. Your efforts insult us all.”
Gabriel’s hands shook with rage as he worked to suppress a raw, animalistic urge to rip the man’s throat out. Every condescending word Triscol uttered strained his will. To his surprise, he felt more fury and outrage from Brynja than he did from the fiery hellhound.
Gabriel’s connection with Brynja was still less developed than his other bonds. Despite that, waves of outrage, disgust, and righteous fury burned across that bridge between them.
The honorable valkyrie was grossly offended by the pretentious man’s claims. And given what Gabriel knew about Brynja’s life back in the Dragonspine mountains, he figured she was of far more noble birth than Triscol.
His bond with Cindra was filled with warm excitement, love, and expectation. Cindra had already decided he would be putting the mouthy noble in his place soon enough.
Leryane’s hand clenched the hilt of her sleek saber. With Elaine looking increasingly distraught and overwhelmed, Gabriel suspected there would be no holding the deadly elven adventurer back if he allowed this farce to continue any longer.
“Okay, you can just shut your fucking mouth right now,” Gabriel said cavalierly.
As one, every head except Cindra’s turned to stare at Gabriel. He fought down the old instincts that had served him well in his years at the Academy when he’d been weak and vulnerable and had sought to avoid any conflict he could.
Instead, he forced a cocky smirk onto his face and maintained aggressive eye contact with the enraged noble.
“Who the hells do you think you are? I can’t believe even this dried-up hag would sink so low as to consort with your ilk. Bad enough you favor the impure like that brute Darren, but to show such disrespect to your betters goes too far.”
The two guards behind Triscol flashed sadistic grins, clearly anticipating the opportunity to punish Gabriel for his outlandish words.
“I’m a… friend of Elaine? And a mage, unlike Leryane. So fuck it, I’ll be Elaine’s champion. You wanted to settle the barony seat with a spell duel, right? I’ll bite.”
Several voices spoke up at once, but Cindra let out barking laughter that quickly silenced everyone.
Once it quieted down Triscol lifted his chin, trying to stare haughtily down his nose at Gabriel, an effort squandered by the fact he was at least two inches shorter. “As much as it might amuse me to teach you some manners and how to properly respect your betters, even my father would refuse to recognize the legitimacy of dueling for a barony seat if I’m beating up a mere Silver-ranked, would-be mage. How long have you even been out of the Academy?”
The mage behind Triscol, dressed in luxurious jade-and-silver robes, snickered. “With your size and ridiculous armor, you look more like a brutish fighter than a proper mage, anyway. Are you sure you could handle the basics to start a spell duel?”
At their disdainful words, Leryane’s tense grip on her sword hilt loosened, and Elaine let out a hiccuping laugh that soon turned genuine. “I hope my—that is… I never imagined…”
The elven adventurer grinned at her friend, then glanced at Triscol. “I’m pretty sure Gabriel’s been an adventurer for a little over a month.”
Both Mithril-ranked mages stared numbly at Gabriel for a moment. “Seriously? And you think you are worthy of facing me in a spell duel?”
Elaine managed to tamp down her amusement and caught her breath as she raised a hand beckoning for attention. “So your concern is that he is ranked more than one step beneath you, yes?” She asked almost teasingly.
Triscol huffed. “Even if he was Gold-ranked, once word of how inexperienced he is, no one would respect the spell duel’s outcome.”
“But they would if you fought a cripple instead?” Elaine snarled, all humor vanishing from her voice and face in an instant.
The arrogant noble sighed, then shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, I suppose you have a point. But it’s irrelevant since this delusional fool is only Silver. If I’m not mistaken, that winged freak over there with the outrageous armor is wearing a mere Dwarven Steel tag. How on Evora can you be so laughably weak while so well-equipped?”
Leryane and Elaine glanced at each other and shared wicked grins, their eyes sparkling with sinister amusement.
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about anyone casting doubt on his prowess. And… as it happens, the fifth vote needed to confirm Gabriel Grimm’s promotion to Gold arrived in town last night,” the baroness said, her grin widening.
Leryane met Gabriel’s startled gaze and winked as he processed that revelation. “Surprise.”




Chapter Thirty-Nine







Despite Elaine’s earlier offer, Gabriel still found the idea of promotion to Gold a little overwhelming. His adoptive mother, the Grim Lady, had been famous in the area surrounding Lostbarrow as one of the handful of Gold-ranked adventurers in the declining barony during his youth.
Even once he had been expelled from the Academy and forced to join the Guild, he never dreamed of reaching the same rank she had held.
At Silver, he was already considered the pinnacle of a regular mortal. Reaching it was a feat considered achievable by a determined, capable, but “mundane” individual, even if it took a lifetime.
Gold was the first rank that required an adventurer to be sponsored by at least five of their soon-to-be peers. It represented the lowest level capable of incredible feats beyond all but the most powerful mortals.
Most of those who held Gold tags or greater were spellcasters. High Soul Essence warriors capable of outrageous feats of strength, many of them viewed as freaks of nature, made up the rest. Brynja’s Reinforcement talent, combined with her martial skill, would be more than enough to push her to Gold and beyond.
From what Gabriel had heard, less than one percent of adventurers ever earned a Gold tag. Of those who did, most would never advance beyond it. Just breaking through into the upper half of the Guild ranking structure was enough to secure a person for a lifetime.
Elaine and Leryane swept Gabriel and his bonded along as they sent out messengers, leading their rather large party out of the castle.
As Cindra chatted eagerly with the women, Gabriel took the time to consider his impending duel against another Mithril-ranked mage.
‘Are you sure this is a wise course, Master?’ Worry flooded the gorgon’s mind-voice.
‘Yeah, I think it is. Surprisingly, Elaine has put in a serious effort to make up for Alberik’s behavior. And she dealt with that corrupt Guildmaster. If this prick drives her out and takes over the barony, all of that will go to waste. I get the impression he won’t be nearly as cooperative and reasonable as she’s been.’
‘And I suppose the vehemence of his disdain for beastkin, along with the blatant human supremacy stance of his guards regarding Cindra and Brynja, has nothing to do with your eagerness to face him head-on in a duel, Master?’
Gabriel felt the wry smile behind his Prime’s teasing remark. ‘Fine. Yeah, they really pissed me off. And yes, I realize this isn’t the safest decision. But if we can keep Elaine committed to strengthening Lostbarrow and shielding us from any unwanted influence or investigations, that would pretty well solidify our position here in the city.’
‘Yes, Master. Being able to guide the Guild’s assessment of the dungeon using the baroness and her connections would do a great deal to secure Lady Merideva’s long-term DE income.’
‘That’s my thinking. And eliminating the risk of conflict with the Guild and local nobility frees us up to focus entirely on dealing with these undead and then the Swarm.’
‘Just be sure that you are victorious, Master, and please, be careful. Your mana pool is already quite depleted after battling the sk’raith. And this Triscol Blakemore likely has a great deal of wealth and support. You do have a plan, correct, Master?’
‘I will, Sthuza. And yes, I’ve got a plan he has no hope of anticipating.’
The sk’raith mage Gabriel had slain the day before was the second Mithril-ranked spellcaster he had faced. Duyaris had been more than a match for him one-on-one, but he’d also had the advantage of a near-complete ambush to shift the odds in his favor.
They were both impressive casters. But other than the speed that sk’raith had thanks to the scepter, and his insanely durable armor, I think I could’ve bested him in a duel. Given Duyaris was rumored to be very powerful, it’s possible he was close to Carminium. There’s supposed to be a huge spread of ability between the lowest and highest at Mithril.
While most elite adventurers who reached gold never rose past that rank, quite a few could eventually rise to mithril thanks to decades or even centuries of experience, equipment, and connections. Carminium-ranked adventurers were supposedly a different breed altogether.
Like that sk’raith commander. Sizzik was a monster, and we were damn lucky that Brynja was able to keep him occupied for most of the battle. Given how hard he was to put down even after that horrific Swarm miasma, I know I wouldn’t have fared well against him one-on-one.
In addition to the three Mithril-ranked adventurers that had accompanied Triscol inside the receiving hall, a half dozen more vanguard-plated men-at-arms had fallen in around the pompous mage. The Gold mage in white-and-blue garb with the County seal led a dozen armored guards bearing the Fayhallow crest.
Leryane had mentioned that the countess was a friend of Elaine’s and had sent a detachment of guards to supplement her defenses after the loss of so many during the “hostile adventurer situation.”
All the Fayhallow guards glared at the warriors escorting Triscol.
The more heavily armored men marched with parade precision and bore tabards blazoned with a massive gold dragon. Twin wizard staves that looked similar to the curled, ebonwood staff carried by the duke’s son crossed over the majestic beast.
Their procession drew a crowd as they ascended the stairs into the Guildhall. The guard at the double doors limited each party to a primary and two escorts. Gabriel kept his bonded while Elaine had Leryane and the Gold-ranked mage. Two Mithril-ranked adventurers accompanied Triscol inside.
“Hey there,” a distinguished male voice called out.
Recognizing it, Gabriel scanned the opulent entry hall. Despite the almost cavernous room, the main entrance of the Adventurer’s Guild felt crowded as dozens of adventurers stared at the newcomers. Spotting a tall, powerfully built man in an understated, white silk shirt waving at them, Gabriel grinned and returned the gesture.
“Oh, it’s Tail Watcher. Do you have any of that tasty coolfire?” Cindra called out, her bright voice drowning out the murmuring of the growing crowd.
Sir Darren chuckled and flashed an amused smile while nodding. “I do indeed. Though, as I understand it, we have some pressing business to attend to here first. And then someone needs a lesson.” The Mithril-ranked adventurer’s jovial expression vanished as he glared at Triscol with an almost personal intensity.
“I wonder what’s got Aren so pissed,” Leryane murmured.
Elaine snorted. “I would be surprised if he hasn’t already had the displeasure of meeting Triscol. And you know how Aren feels about beastkin.”
At the mention of beastkin, Gabriel’s attention was drawn to a statuesque inutari woman in a spotless maid’s outfit standing just behind and to the right of the powerfully built nobleman from Stillcrest.
She had rich black hair pulled back in a tight bun, with furry ears jutting up. Unlike the exuberant Callie and Claire, the inutari maid’s dark-gray eyes appeared merciless behind a pair of wire-rimmed crystal glasses. She stood with a rigid correctness that would shame even Brynja’s impeccable posture.
The stern woman must have said something to Darren as the large man winced, then turned and began whispering into her canine ear.
“There you are at last,” a weary female voice said. “Let’s get this over with, Elaine. You’re really asking for a lot here.” The new Guildmaster looked as frazzled as Illanaya had back in Stillcrest the last time Gabriel had seen the overworked elven Guild Rep.
“I do apologize, Olphelia. I had not anticipated that Gabriel’s promotion would be needed so suddenly.”
The murmuring grew louder, and several people called out in surprise when the baroness spoke. Guildmaster Olphelia only sighed, shaking her head and brushing back unruly silver locks.
“That’s the way life goes. We rarely get to choose when momentous events crop up.” The short, silver-haired woman stepped out around the counter at the far end of the hall and headed for Gabriel and the others. “Normally, there would be far more pomp and ceremony for breaking through to Gold, but I only got Elaine’s warning fifteen minutes ago. And we’re somewhat busy here as my entire staff is preparing for a rather important duel.”
Triscol huffed. “Stop your whining and do your damn job. And make sure you do it right. Don’t try favoring your friend’s champion, or you’ll find out what it’s like to be on my bad side once this farce is finished and I claim my just dues.”
Darren paused his whispered conversation to meet the baroness’ gaze and arched an eyebrow. When Elaine returned a sharp nod, the distinguished-looking adventurer snickered, shaking his head.
Just as Olphelia said, there was no more ceremony or ritual to trading out his Silver tag for a new Gold one.
Gabriel activated the Soulstone, and the older woman had the updated statistics imprinted within his new plate.
When it came time for the tallying of votes, the Guildmaster herself provided one vote. Darren, Elaine, Leryane, and the gold-ranked mage guard, Sylvia, provided the other four votes needed to confirm his elevation.
The Gold plate was still warm as the baroness and Olphelia hustled Gabriel and his bonded right back out of the Guildhall’s main entrance.
Two crowds of armored guards reformed around their respective principals. Hundreds of people stared with interest and followed along as the intimidating combined force marched for the east gate.
As the procession made its way from the heart of the city, the Guildmaster and the baroness explained the setup being arranged and verified before a dozen Guild agents as witnesses that both parties were aware of the plan.
Once they passed through the huge gatehouse out onto the vast open fields surrounding the city walls, Gabriel was stunned to find a horde of Guild agents, mostly mages marking out a massive circle complete with complex spells being woven around its circumference to prevent outside interference during the duel.
While Cindra and Brynja looked around with the same curiosity as Gabriel, the hellhound’s attention was soon pulled away. Gabriel found her tugging him toward a row of food carts that had been parked near the wall by savvy merchants.
“Look, Packmaster, it’s the shorty with the super tasty meats. Remember? From Cindra and Packmaster’s date?”
It didn’t take Gabriel long to spot the friendly dwarven cook who was busy covering the hot grill of his cart with a variety of skewered meats. “Yeah, I remember, Cindra. Do you want some coins so you can go buy some?”
Cindra shook her head, thick gray hair whipping about. “Nope! Snakey gave Cindra monies.” She started toward the food carts, then paused and glanced over at Brynja. “Will Birdsister protect Packmaster while Cindra gets tasty meats?”
“Of course. It is my duty and honor to protect him.”
Cindra’s expression brightened, and she bobbed her head, grinning. “Ooo, Packmaster, can Wolfy come out and eat some tasty meats with Pack?”
Gabriel hesitated for a second, then relented before Cindra could unleash her devastating puppy dog eyes. He pulled one of the summoning crystals they had looted from Jessandra out of his belt pouch. To conceal his dungeon ability, he sent the barest trickle of mana into it while summoning his wolf drake Minion.
Gwenaelle appeared before him and let out a sleepy trill before Cindra called her name. The pair rushed over to the dwarf’s food cart, the crowd of onlookers dashing to escape the path of the furry duo.
“You had best not be planning any sort of trickery using summoning,” Triscol said. “I don’t care if it’s your specialization; this is a proper mage’s duel. Just you and me until the loser admits defeat.”
The Guildmaster cleared her throat. “Being ejected from or choosing to leave the circle once the duel has commenced also results in defeat.”
Leryane snickered. “And I’m pretty sure it’s a loss if you screw up and wind up dead inside the circle, isn’t that right?” the elf asked, her gaze sharp as she watched Triscol.
While death was always a possible outcome, it was rare, as most casters would yield once their Spell Mantle began failing. Only the most inept, outclassed, or desperate continued a duel at that point.
The nobleman scowled, but Gabriel ignored the sniping and posturing, his focus on the magical preparations.
It took another twenty minutes before the mages preparing the impromptu arena completed their spellcasting. Guildmaster Olphelia began announcing the details of the duel using a magically enhanced voice.
The crowd had grown noisy as hundreds lined the walls. Even more poured through the gate to form a sea of spectators blocking the food carts from view as they jockeyed for position to see what spectacle the Guild was arranging.
The constant din of murmured speculation rose to a fever pitch as Olphelia announced that Sir Triscol Blakemore had challenged Baroness Lostbarrow for the barony seat.
While Elaine and Leryane stood off from Gabriel, surrounded by over a dozen armored guards and mages, Darren stepped up to his side, wearing an amiable smile.
“Feeling nervous?”
“A bit,” Gabriel replied.
The older man nodded and turned to watch Triscol prepare himself, surrounded by his coterie of guards, adventurers, and mages. “Given you just made Gold, I’d say you’re trying to punch above your weight class. But then you were only Bronze when you put Jessandra and her thugs in their place.
“Elaine and Leryane seem rather confident you can take this guy down, and I sure as hells hope you do since I’m rather heavily invested in my little scheme to reinvigorate the barony. One which that Blakemore whelp wouldn’t approve of.”
Gabriel gave a nervous chuckle. “Well, truth be told, Triscol won’t be the first Mithril-ranked mage I’ve faced. Though I’ve never fought a proper one-on-one duel either.”
Darren snorted. “Yeah. A certain pointy-eared rapscallion might’ve mentioned your involvement with a certain someone who met an unfortunate end not far from the Kormyr border.”
The crowd grew louder still, shouting as the Guildmaster introduced Gabriel and Triscol.
Cursing, Darren glanced over to where his prim and proper maid stood beside the cluster of Elaine’s guards and scowled. “Look, Leryane hinted at your goal here, and I’m on board, assuming you can win the duel.”
The man’s sharp gaze drifted over to Cindra, Brynja, and Gwenaelle as the trio approached. “Don’t let any worries about spectators interfere in your performance, son. Just make sure you win. We can deal with the aftermath once the dust settles.”
The older adventurer clapped Gabriel’s shoulder, staggering him, before walking off toward his maid. Cindra munched happily at a double fistful of juicy, fresh-grilled meat sticks. Gwen chomped away at her own after Brynja held out another of them for the wolf drake.
“Okay you three, now remember, don’t even try to interfere with the duel itself. But keep your eyes open and be ready when it’s over, in case any of his companions decide to be stupid.”
“Do you think that is likely?” Brynja asked. Given Sthuza’s absence, her wounds, and the presence of the hostile guards, the valkyrie kept her armor fully deployed save for the helmet. That was still disguised as an ornate mithril circlet.
Gabriel shook his head. “No, it’d be a serious violation of Guild rules, and they’d risk their tags and reputations. Plus, even with four Mithril-ranked adventurers, they’d have no chance against Sir Darren, Leryane, and the higher ups in the Guild who would side with Elaine. But I doubt they’ve even considered the possibility of how this is going to turn out, and it’s always possible someone panics. I don’t want to take any chances. I’m counting on you three to watch out for each other and guard my back, got it?”
Both of his bonded nodded, and Gwenaelle let out a melodic trill. Cindra rushed over and pulled him into a tight hug, grinning before releasing them. “Packmaster, go slay Pack’s enemies. Then we can go to Happy Cook’s and have more fried fishies.”
Gabriel laughed and kissed the cheerful hellhound’s gray cheek before turning to head into the designated battleground. Reaffirming his plan, he unfastened the scabbard of his mithril sword and repositioned it on his right hip.
That should make this a little more comfortable.
As he walked over the elaborate ritual circle surrounding the simple white line that depicted the boundaries for the duel, he felt powerful circle-cast magic wash over him, verifying that he had no active spell effects about him and that all external magical connections were severed.
I’m glad the magic doesn’t detect my bonds to Meri and the others. I didn’t expect it to, but it would’ve been a major pain in the ass if something that simple could cripple a Dungeon Master.
Triscol strutted out to stand at the opposite point of the hundred-yard-wide oval arena. The noble had a cocky grin and appeared to be wearing even more arcanite jewelry than Gabriel had noticed before.




Chapter Forty







Guildmaster Olphelia called for quiet, her magically enhanced voice booming out across the fields and silencing the crowd in an instant. Hundreds of eyes turned to the petite, commanding woman.
Staryll Chaetoris, one of the elven mages Gabriel had encountered guarding the dungeon entrance, stood beside the human Guildmaster, a short staff raised overhead.
“This duel begins when Staryll’s spellblast detonates.”
Gabriel shifted his hands to rest at his hips, fingers and thumbs touching a pair of spell tokens in the silk webbing of his belt. While keeping his senses alert for the elven woman’s signal, he focused on his opponent.
Triscol held his ornate ebonwood and white-arcanite staff ready in his left hand, his right going to an enchanted holster strapped against his thigh.
That’s too short to store wands. Bet it’s an enchanted spell token holster, which is a little concerning, given he also has several lining his belt.
Seconds dragged by as Gabriel waited and watched. Triggering Magesight, he confirmed Triscol’s Spell Mantle was dormant but ready to activate, just as his own was.
Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a pulse of clean magic as Staryll sent a glowing green missile rocketing up into the sky above them.
Triscol twitched but held back from a false start. Half a second later, there was a sharp crack followed by a sonorous boom.
Both mages leapt into action.
A single thought activated Gabriel’s Spell Mantle, and the lamellar defense expanded to shield him. Given the complex, multilayered nature of the powerful defensive magic, the fact it took less than three seconds to reach full integrity was proof of how well-crafted his work was.
Though Gabriel had never fought a serious mage duel, he had participated in a few mock battles during his time at the Academy. Having witnessed seven over the years, mostly at seasonal festivals, he knew what was the most common opening move.
Instead of diving straight into his first cast, he drew two tokens, activating them as he moved, then snapped the thin metal wafers releasing the magic.
He shivered as the Haste spell woven into the last of his silver spell tokens washed over him. The magic heightened his speed and seemed to slow the world around him as his perception accelerated.
Haste wasn’t the most common spell used in a mage duel since physical combat was prohibited and the accelerated senses provided only a marginal advantage in spellcasting. Given the mana-intensive nature of the spell, most mages would view it as naïve and wasteful, even when triggered from a token.
As the magic infused Gabriel’s body, he pushed off the ground hard, leaping to his left and throwing himself into a roll. Without hesitation, he directed the magic from his other token, launching a volley of Aetheric Missiles that streaked out toward Triscol.
Gabriel spotted the look of surprised outrage on the man’s face in the split second where he could see the mage across the field. Then the glowing contrails of pink missiles cut off his view.
A bolt of compressed fire streaked out from in front of Triscol, crossing paths with Gabriel’s Aetheric Missiles near the halfway point of the arena.
The noble had done just as expected. Opening the battle with an offensive spell token in the hope of landing a hit before Gabriel’s Spell Mantle could fully manifest.
While it was rare for a duel to end that quickly, it was a low-risk opener and, against an inferior or careless opponent, could allow for a quick end to the fight.
Because spell tokens were precast—unlike the spells bound to Gabriel’s new scepter—they were impossible to aim via the Weave of Creation and instead had to be directed visually.
The bolt of fire curved toward Gabriel, but it was going too fast for Triscol to redirect in time after Gabriel’s unexpected, Haste-fueled evasion.
Gabriel rolled to his feet. His gaze tracked to his opponent as four of the six Aetheric Missiles struck the flamboyant mage.
The small magical projectiles exploded on contact. Three struck Triscol’s manifesting Spell Mantle, while the fourth did little more than leave scorch marks across his gaudy green doublet.
Gabriel shifted his feet, stabilizing his posture, and grinned at the outraged scowl Triscol sent his way.
“Your fancy footwork may have helped you make it through the opening exchange, but good luck trying to dodge proper magic.” After finishing his rant, the noble dove into casting. A glowing spell circle formed before him.
Gabriel didn’t waste time listening to his opponent’s taunt or formulating any reply beyond another spell. His right hand gripped the hilt of his mithril sword as he split off half of his focus to form a concealed spell circle using that familiar arcane conduit.
Casting concealed was a challenge at the best of times, and Gabriel suspected this would be harder than any of his previous attempts. Just spinning up the basic spell construct revived the dull throbbing from yesterday. But he wanted the spiteful bigot dead and knew he would only get one chance to pull off his plan.
As soon as he realizes death is a serious threat, he’ll yield. That’s how duels are supposed to go. And it’s not how I want this to play out.
Gabriel pulled another spell token and triggered it, a glowing blue shield flickering into being around him. The magical barrier was far less efficient than his Spell Mantle. But given his depleted mana pool after the hellish battle against the sk’raith, he wanted to minimize the drain on his pool and saw no better use for the tokens at present.
Triscol laughed and shouted another, no doubt snarky comment, but Gabriel ignored him.
Even a cursory glance at the other mage’s spell circle revealed the magic being woven with frightening ease, and Gabriel almost doubted his own eyes.
That was even easier and quicker than with the sk’raith or… anyone. Ever. It’s like I know what Triscol’s casting before he does.
Assuming his quick read was correct, Gabriel chose not to initiate a counterspell, instead drawing a wand from his thigh holster.
He kept his right hand tight on his sword hilt as he wove the first glyphs of an Aetheric Lance. It was slow going since he wanted to maintain secrecy on that spell.
Despite his efforts, he suspected a few of the spectating mages, including at least two Academy professors, would be able to detect the disturbance in the Aether about him.
He pointed one of the lightning wands taken from Duyaris’ party at Triscol and pressed the activation rune. A bolt of lightning leapt out in a jagged, blinding flash.
The accompanying boom of thunder cracked, and Triscol’s Spell Mantle flared into visibility as the magical lightning coruscated, arcing across the blue-gray magical barrier.
Gabriel hadn’t expected the blast to do anything more than blind the Mithril-ranked mage for a second or two at best. He held the wand ready as he focused on mentally tracing flawless glyphs to form the most powerful Aetheric Lance he had ever used.
Triscol finished his first spell and let out a shouted taunt as he released the magic. “Try dodging this!”
Already aware that the angry noble had tied the Aetheric Missiles to him through the Weave, Gabriel remained motionless and devoted all of his efforts to his own nascent spell.
Twelve glowing pink, eyeball-sized orbs streaked toward Gabriel, homing in with unerring precision. His blue shield flickered into visibility, soaking the blasts from ten missiles before shattering.
Two continued through to splatter impotently against his Spell Mantle. He blinked, flinching away as one detonated right before his eyes.
The blast in his face was disturbing, but Gabriel held tight to his magic, slowing down rather than losing the spell.
He retaliated by triggering another Lightning Bolt from the wand, emptying the item’s arcanite battery. Tossing it aside, Gabriel willed his wand holster to eject the twin to that one and drew it.
He loosed two more bolts of crackling lightning at Triscol, both with the same result as the first.
“Was that your grand plan? You think a hedge mage like you can beat me with a couple of wands? But… if that’s how you want to play this.” The mage paused his own spellcasting, another volley of homing Aetheric Missiles, and drew a black-and-red wand.
Gabriel risked as much time and focus working on his concealed Aetheric Lance as he dared, pausing his glyph weaving as the other mage hurled a spray of small, fast-flying, blue-white Fire Shards.
Diving into another shoulder roll, Gabriel kept his hand clenched around his sword hilt and returned to his feet after the first flaming missiles slashed by.
Triscol’s initial volley missed, but the noble continued to trigger more from the rapid-firing wand as he tracked Gabriel’s Haste-enhanced movements. “You may think you’re cute, running around like a peasant, but you’re going to run out of Haste and luck long before I run out of wands and arcanite.”
Two Fire Shards exploded against Gabriel’s Spell Mantle before he could resume, throwing up a cloud of roiling flames. He dove into another roll.
Having already dropped the second spent lightning wand, Gabriel willed another attack wand, drew, and fired as he came back to his feet.
A bolt of virulent, green acid shot forth. His aim was off, and Triscol sidestepped the sluggish missile. The globule of acid splattered across the field dozens of yards behind the mage, annihilating dry fall grass.
The crowd gasped at the sight of the destructive spells both mages were hurling with increasing frequency. There were shouted cheers for each of them. Gabriel felt more seemed to support him and the baroness, but he ignored the raised voices. Instead, keeping his attention split between his opponent and his nascent Aetheric Lance.
Anchored relative to Gabriel’s casting focus, the spell circle floated before him. Hidden to all but the keenest of Magesight-enhanced eyes.
Concealed spellcasting was taught at the Academy but was considered both elective and one of the most challenging practices. Given his plans to be a bureaucratic mage rather than a combat specialist, Gabriel had seen no reason to invest the time and effort in the feeble hope of gaining some level of acumen with the unusual talent.
I’m holding it together so far, but Triscol’s not wrong. He probably does have enough items to outlast me. So I’ve got to make this one spell count.
Gabriel shot two more Acid Bolts at his opponent as the mage tossed aside his spent wand and drew another.
A dozen small Aetheric Missiles shot forth in a near-constant stream from Triscol’s mithril-and-gold wand.
Since they weren’t anchored to him and almost guaranteed to hit, Gabriel dove to his right, avoiding over half of the initial volley. But the agile projectiles homed in as Triscol focused on guiding them.
The blasts were less impressive than those from the spell his opponent had cast earlier. But Gabriel still sensed the slight drain on his mana pool as five detonated against his Spell Mantle.
Mana 22%
Between the cost of maintaining his defenses and the mana he was weaving into his Aetheric Lance, Gabriel wasn’t sure how much he would have left by the end of the fight. He would never have even contemplated the duel if Merideva had not made his pool so massive.
As he climbed to his feet, another volley of swift Aetheric Missiles blasted the ground where he had just been. His left hand twitched toward the necromantic rod Jessandra had used on him before he reached for another wand.
Let’s save that for in case my plan doesn’t work. I’d rather not rely on Soul Flense since that would make it almost impossible to claim his death was an accident. Besides, strong as his Spell Mantle appears to be, he might have wards enough to negate the magic outright.
Gabriel shot an Aetheric Missile wand dry, spraying the low-powered projectiles at Triscol as the man rushed through a spellcast.
Deciphering the glyphs for Fireball without effort, Gabriel grinned and split as much focus as he dared on weaving a counterspell using the adamantite scepter as his arcane conduit.
Triscol proved every bit as quick as Duyaris in weaving the more complex spell. He filled the entire spell circle within seconds, then reached out through the Weave and anchored the magic to Gabriel’s blazing presence.
There’s no telling how easy I am to locate right now, but I’ve got to be a tempting target, given I’m actively weaving two spells at once.
Grinning at the thought, Gabriel imagined Triscol would take that obvious target as further evidence Gabriel was nowhere near his equal. He rushed the final glyphs for his countermagic, then tied the spell off and released it a split second after Triscol launched a foot-wide sphere of roiling orange-white flames.
Gabriel’s counterspell lacked the visual splendor of the Mithril mage’s powerful attack. The small, almost transparent ball of air compressed within a spiky lump of crystallized Aether intercepted the swelling, pyrotechnic sphere forty feet in front of Gabriel.
The almost invisible missile caught the Fireball. Compressed air exploded out, hurling the shards of charged Aether into Triscol’s spell. Those empowered splinters punctured his magic, shredding the containment the other mage had woven to direct the lethal payload to his desired target.
A massive wave of flames burst from the roiling sphere. Globs of almost physical fire splattered out in a huge spray, setting dozens of small fires across the dry grassy field. One clump struck Gabriel’s spellshield and clung there, burning.
The ruptured Fireball swelled into a fiery maelstrom nearly thirty feet tall as it roared, incinerating everything within its blast radius. A surge of cheering and cries of surprise thundered across the plains from the huge crowd watching the duel.
Triscol snarled in frustration but dove into a new spellcast even before the blazing inferno died down enough for the two mages to see each other again.
As before, Gabriel had no trouble discerning the noble’s glyphs. He realized Triscol was casting Ice Javelin, a spell he’d seen Estrial use multiple times.
Triscol wove twin spell circles, appearing focused on the sheer number of projectiles and spreading them out to ensure Gabriel wouldn’t be able to easily dodge.
At the same time, the Mithril-ranked mage drew two different spell tokens from opposite sides of his belt, one a brilliant disk of inscribed gold, the other a shiny jade wafer.
Kind of wish he’d focus more on casting spells tailored for our fight instead of these tokens and wands. I can’t guess what he’s wielding the way I seem able to lift the glyphs right from his mind.
The most direct counter Gabriel knew for Ice Javelin involved weaving two simplistic barriers staggered so the first would cancel out the magical reinforcement making the ice strong enough to punch through stone and steel. Then, a second wall of fire could turn the mundane ice to steam as it passed through.
Weaving the two-layered counter would’ve been a snap for Gabriel with his ability to split his focus, but he didn’t want to risk losing the Aetheric Lance at this point.
He was finishing up the final glyphs to manifest the basic missile. His plan was to overlap the penetration glyphs needed to punch through Triscol’s Spell Mantle with enough explosive potential to ensure the mage’s death.
That left him only the scepter with which to work his counter. Given he had been trained with the expectation of only casting a single spell at a time, he buckled down and rushed through the first layer with almost reckless haste. His mana flowed through the stylized cobra wrapped around his left forearm with the same natural ease he had with his mithril sword.
Considering the impressive speed and precision Triscol demonstrated, his glyphs blazing bright and clean, with almost no wasted mana despite the rate at which his spell was progressing, Gabriel doubted he would’ve been able to match the mage in a “fair” fight.
Good thing Mother taught me never to seek a fair fight. “If it’s worth fighting for, it’s worth winning. Otherwise… use your words.”
Realizing he wasn’t going to finish in time, Gabriel shifted more of his focus away from his Aetheric Lance and into his multilayered counterspell, the sheer intensity of his effort as he split it between the two separate spell constructs amplifying the dull throbbing inside his skull.
Triscol let out a triumphant roar as he sealed off his spell and released it.
Sixty blue-white javelins crystallized into rows of glittering, razor-sharp, magical death. The Mithril-ranked mage gave a dramatic wave that sent the icy projectiles streaking across the open plain, converging in on Gabriel.
Seeing the three-foot-long hoarfrost missiles tearing through the space between them, Gabriel was sorely tempted to abandon his counter and attempt to dodge as many projectiles as possible.
He fought that instinct down and growled as he rushed the final glyphs out in a frantic scramble that sent a spike of white-hot pain through his brain.
The first few Ice Javelins pierced the disruption field before his magic took effect, but he activated it in time to weaken all but six of the frozen projectiles.
Those six punched inch-wide holes through the dense sheet of compressed magical fire ten feet in front of Gabriel. Pouring all of his concentration into holding his vulnerable spell safe, Gabriel threw himself to one side, trying to evade the six icy missiles now dripping molten flames.
He dodged three. The others struck his Spell Mantle, two right over his chest, the last clipping the edge just outside his left arm.
Damn, that was close.
The rest of the missiles were vaporized by his defensive screens. Gabriel canceled them with a wave of his hand as he climbed to his feet, the magic fields flickering before vanishing.
“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra shouted, her voice booming out over the raucous crowd. Hundreds of spectators cheered and whooped as he stood and grinned at Triscol, beckoning with his free hand.
The green-garbed man glared at Gabriel from across the field. “Well, you finally demonstrated some actual skill. Let’s see how long you can keep that up.”
Even before he finished speaking, Triscol activated the jade spell token. A swirling, whitish globe of viscous goop manifested before him.
“Shit!” Gabriel snarled as he pivoted on his back foot before setting off in a dead sprint to his left.
The crowd gasped as the head-sized, undulating orb shot forward, slowly arcing toward Gabriel. Then it exploded into thousands of slender, sticky strands of magical webbing.
Gabriel’s Haste-enhanced sprint almost carried him out of reach of the viscous strands as they began to descend from fifteen feet in the air to spread across a thirty-foot radius.
Unfortunately, one tendril caught his right shoulder, and as it hardened on contact, it twisted him about. Several more viscous, amorphous strands splattered across his Spell Mantle, latching on and gluing themselves to his barrier’s surface.
Gabriel knew there were ways to enchant a Spell Mantle to make it impossible to gain traction on, or even to attach a hostile aura that would burn or shock anyone attempting to grapple or grasp the protected target. But it had been his first time crafting a Spell Mantle, and his schooling hadn’t covered any magic designed for such scenarios.
Not like I planned on ever weaving a Spell Mantle. Shit! Come on… gotta break out of this before that asshole really lays into me.
The webbing hardened into elastic cables as strong as steel. A brief struggle confirmed Gabriel had no chance of ripping his way out of the tacky, fibrous mess.
If I drop my Mantle, this crap might lose its hold on me now that it’s hardened. But that may be exactly what the bastard’s counting on. Think!
Gabriel felt another surge of mana altering the surrounding Aether before he heard or saw Triscol’s attack.
The world flashed white, stealing his vision. Gabriel screamed in surprise. It took almost a second for his brain to catch up to reality, and he recognized the jagged arcs of electricity dancing across his blazing Spell Mantle as the result of a lightning spell.
The multilayered defense held but drank heavily from his pool as the raw energy arced back and forth across it.
That’s a nasty piece of magic. Must’ve been the golden spell token.
“Feel free to yield any time you want, fool,” Triscol said, sounding as though he had already won. “If you wait too long and let your defenses fail, you may wind up dead. Wouldn’t that be such a shame? But, it won’t be my fault.”
The pompous noble let out a laugh, then dove into a spellcast. His pronunciation of the arcane syllables used to help anchor and solidify glyphs alerted Gabriel. Though, between the substantial drain on his mana pool and the struggle to hold his concealed Aetheric Lance, he wasn’t willing to waste time speculating on his foe’s next spell.
Triscol’s token-cast magic was much more than a standard Lightning Bolt. The blazing tendrils of lightning refused to wink out of existence after striking. Instead, they continued to dance and arc along the strands of the webbing, causing them to surge across Gabriel’s multilayered defenses over and over again, damaging the Spell Mantle which replenished by draining his pool.
Gabriel felt worry and concern from his bonds and knew that each of his bonded could sense his own fear.
Between Haste and his split focus, it seemed like time slowed to a standstill as Gabriel pondered why he was afraid. For that matter… why was this battle so important?
He could yield, letting Triscol drive Elaine out of Lostbarrow, and there would be no meaningful consequences to him or his bonded. With the expanded Domain they had already claimed for Merideva, she was almost guaranteed to be safe from the city above. Even the most arrogant and self-centered nobles would wish to reap the benefits of adventurers delving the dungeon.
Fuck it all! I want to win because he’s an asshole. And at least Elaine wants to make Lostbarrow a better place for everyone, not just herself. Her plans can benefit Meri.
Even as Gabriel made that decision, declaring to himself that he was going to succeed, he felt a surge of support across all of his bonds.
All four of them.
‘Come on Fucker, can’t you do that magic shadow shit like that scaly shitstick you soul-fucked yesterday?’




Chapter Forty-One







Gabriel laughed at Reyna’s brash mind-voice.
‘I haven’t tested any of the spells. But there’s no time like the present.’
Gabriel held tight to his Aetheric Lance, unwilling to risk losing the almost completed spell. Then he threw the rest of his concentration into the arcane conduit coiled about his left arm.
It took a fraction of a second to select Umbral Leap, and a blazing, unencrypted spell circle took form. He struggled not to gawk at his own spellcraft as his mind raced through tracing the complex glyphs with fantastic speed and precision.
Cries and shouts from the spectators drowned out Triscol’s response. Gabriel ignored them all. Grasping at the knowledge imbued within the scepter, he sought how to target the teleportation effect.
Myriad possibilities boggled his mind. Gabriel picked the simplest solution, then triggered the spell.
Everything turned dark. A swirling torrent of inky, purple-black shadows filled his vision. Infinite, impossible movements assaulted his mind.
His stomach churned as the world seemed to spin and tilt. Blinking against the disorientation of the near-instant relocation, he stumbled as all the resistance from the electrified webbing vanished.
The overwhelming assault to his senses loosened his grip on the complex, double-circle Aetheric Lance, and Gabriel felt the spell construct begin to fray. He growled and wrapped his full attention around the magic, re-solidifying his control before it slipped away.
A powerful hush washed over the crowd, leaving the thundering of Gabriel’s heart loud in his ears as his body and mind struggled to settle back into the Mortal Realm.
“How the hells did you do that?” Triscol shouted.
Suppressing the urge to fall down and wait for the world to stop teetering, Gabriel faced the Mithril mage and flashed the cockiest grin he could muster. “What’s wrong? Did I cast that too fast for you to see?”
Triscol let out a strangled scream, then drew another wand. “Maybe you’re not as incompetent as I expected, but this farce ends now. I’ve got big plans, and the sooner I get that dried-up cunt out of my castle, the sooner I can move forward.”
Recognizing the overly ornate orichalcum-and-mithril wand capped with crimson arcanite as more expensive than those discarded around the wealthy adventurer, Gabriel drew another spell token. He triggered it, spawning a new spellshield while maintaining enough focus to keep his Aetheric Lance from unraveling.
Triscol speared Gabriel with a hate-filled glare and activated the wand. A massive arc of roiling flames spread out before the noble, then surged forward at Gabriel like a tidal wave of fire.
Unable to physically dodge away from the onrushing wall of magical power and still unsettled from his recent teleportation, Gabriel dove back into the scepter’s prepared spells and rushed through Shadow Construct.
That wall Skrek formed looked pretty solid. Hope this works.
Gabriel completed his spell and slashed forward with the adamantite scepter as though trying to bat away the oncoming fiery flood.
A thin, wedge-shaped wall of inky shadowstuff manifested before him, solidifying into reality. It broke the oncoming magical attack, forcing the flames to surge around as Gabriel huddled behind the impromptu barrier.
Triscol directed the fiery tsunami to slow. Conducting with the ornate wand, he sent it surging back the way it came, but Gabriel cast the same spell a second time.
With hardly enough space for him to stand between the two shadowy barricades, Gabriel hunched in as the fiery storm crashed against the sloped Shadow Construct, flowing over one and then the other.
The magical fire cooked the air inside, threatening to scorch Gabriel’s lungs as he baked within his Spell Mantle. The wave’s momentum and viscous nature prevented the full brunt of the magic from seeping within.
Mana 18%
For three snapcast spells, including a teleport, that was cheap. But I can’t let Triscol control the fight like this, or he’ll bleed my pool dry and overwhelm me with sheer number of items.
After his success using the adamantite scepter, Gabriel decided to test out the Shadowbolt spell the sk’raith had used.
Just as with the previous two spells, the glyphs for Shadowbolt almost leapt into his consciousness. His mind traced them out in rapid sequence under the artifact’s impressive guidance. Magic that would’ve taken him a good ten seconds to cast was ready in less than two.
Surrounded by a magical inferno and trapped between tangible shadows, Gabriel directed the spell to manifest further before him and reached out through the Weave to target Triscol.
Locating his opponent via magic was child’s play as the nobleman was deep into another spellcast while also directing the Firestorm still sweeping and surging about.
All Gabriel could see was the swirling, purple-black of his Shadow Constructs and a roiling sea of fire as it assaulted the weakening barriers. Anchoring his Shadowbolt, Gabriel tied it off, then loosed.
The spell circle sucked more mana through the scepter, altering Aether into a shadowy missile and sending it streaking at Triscol.
A raucous cheer went up from the spectators. Gabriel fist-pumped when he sensed the magical projectile strike its target, and the crowd let out an even louder cry of excitement.
The noise was deafening and continued for seconds. Unable to see past the flames or hear himself think, Gabriel focused his full attention on enhancing his Aetheric Lance, weaving in more penetration glyphs as he pumped more and more mana into the spell construct.
Until he sealed the active spell, he could, at least in theory, drawback most of the mana invested. In actual practice, the stresses of combat would make that rather challenging.
I’ve invested a good five percent of my total pool already. Given how vast it seems and how drained I am, can’t afford to screw this up.
As the sounds of the spectators dwindled down from thunderous cheering and booing to a general murmur, Gabriel heard Triscol curse.
A second later, the massive Firestorm dissipated. Cinders dancing about and the scorched earth all around Gabriel were the only evidence the Firestorm had ever existed.
The ornate, powerfully enchanted wand lay at Triscol’s feet, discarded. The Mithril-ranked adventurer held his staff before him, clenched in both fists as he worked at a twin spell circle construct.
He rushed the cast, his glyphs less sharp and precise than earlier. The spell was one Gabriel had never seen, but he recognized enough glyphs to discern its general nature. A lingering acid-based attack with multiple enhancements that left him worrying whether his Spell Mantle would withstand the attack long enough to yield, even if he wanted to.
Enough of this.
Gabriel dropped all pretense of concealing his Aetheric Lance. Twin spell circles blazed into visibility, triggering another surprised gasp from the crowd.
A few spectating mages shouted. Gabriel ignored them. With his focus still split, he fired off another Shadowbolt to keep Triscol distracted, then poured everything he could into his Aetheric Lance.
There were more heated voices, from closer by this time, as the Guildmaster and several mages argued.
Gabriel shut them out, his entire reality shrinking down to the almost blindingly bright, empowered spell circles as he ensured the perfection of his final, explosive glyphs and reached out through the Weave to anchor the magic to Triscol.
The other mage had thrown himself just as wholly into his own spellcast and raised no defenses against being targeted through the Weave. Gabriel narrowed his focus and affixed his magic to the concept of Triscol’s heart. Sealing the spell off, he forced another breath through a parched throat and released the magic.
Head throbbing, he snapped his eyes shut, groaning in pain as a brilliant, strobing purple-pink light seared his retinas. His legs gave out, and he fell to his knees.
Sympathy and fear washed over him as his bonded sensed his pain through their connections.
Gabriel barely noticed as the crowd went silent.
The only sounds were Triscol’s frantic chanting and the vicious tearing of air as Gabriel’s massive Aetheric Lance rocketed across the field toward his opponent.
Dismissing Magesight, Gabriel wrenched his eyes open in time to witness the five-foot-long, glowing javelin of hardened Aether strike Triscol square in the chest.
The man’s blue-gray Spell Mantle flared into visibility, blazing brighter than any previous hit. The tinkling of shattered glass rang out, and Gabriel held his breath, his Haste-fueled perception dragging a split second out.
That same crystalline sound chimed again and again in rapid succession as the massively augmented Aetheric Lance bored through Triscol’s masterfully woven Spell Mantle.
The man dropped his spellcasting and looked across the battlefield. Gabriel met his gaze. Fear and disbelief spread across Triscol’s face, chased soon after by righteous fury that promised Gabriel hadn’t seen the last of the arrogant adventurer.
It felt like tens of seconds as his Aetheric Lance punched into Triscol’s Spell Mantle, but it was less than one before it blasted through, the whole spell collapsing under the weight of the massive attack.
Then the augmented missile exploded.
Hundreds of voices screamed out in pain as the cataclysmic blast threatened to blind every spectator.
The overwhelming visual display, along with the accompanying sonic boom and rush of air washing over him, reminded Gabriel of the first time he had overcharged a spell.
‘That was rather terrifying, Master. The sheer amount of mana you can invest into a single spell is awe-inspiring. If what you used on Triscol is anything like what you did to those poor orcs that first time, I believe you have won this duel.’
‘Yeah, I really hope so. If that didn’t kill him, I’m going to surrender. I do not want to meet anyone who could survive a blast like that.’
The pained groans of the crowd quieted. Everyone waiting for the spectacular display to dim and the dust to settle.
On his knees, panting for breath as he worked to recover from the massive spellcast, Gabriel kept his senses alert, and his Spell Mantle fully charged despite his depleted pool.
Mana 11%
Reaching out through the Weave, he couldn’t sense anything more than what he could see with his own eyes. The sheer intensity of the arcane blast had disturbed the Aether to the point he was just as blind there.
The dust thinned, and the worst of the spots in his vision faded. Gabriel stared at the spot where Sir Triscol Blakemore had stood seconds earlier.
Nothing moved.
At first, he doubted his bleary eyes as the distorted landscape became visible. He stared numbly for several seconds before spotting the Mithril-ranked mage.
At least, what was left of him.
A three-foot-wide crater marked ground zero. Bloody bits and chunks of the man, preserved by his magical defenses, lay scattered across a blasted hellscape. Nothing but scorched, uneven dirt remained within ten feet.
Gabriel stared in fascination at the horror he had created. His mind took a perverse pleasure in reassembling the dismembered mage like a macabre puzzle.
‘Holy hellhound tits, Fucker! What the hells did you do to that bastard? His legs landed on opposite sides of the damn field!’
Gabriel’s stomach heaved, acid climbing into his throat, but he fought down the urge to vomit as he stared at Triscol’s gory head and upper chest near the blast crater.
Voices cried out, first in ones and twos, then by the score. Gabriel turned toward the noise and spotted Darren, Elaine, Leryane, and his bonded all turning toward the other Mithril-ranked mage who had been with Triscol.
The blond adventurer glared at Gabriel, then snarled something. But Gabriel couldn’t make it out between the distance and the crowd’s roar.
He felt a foreign pulse of intense outrage, quickly mirrored by over a dozen others. They spiraled together, demanding his attention.
Terror and danger flared within his mind. He struggled to turn his battered, weary consciousness to identifying the source.
Nagging worry spiked into a flurry of lethal intent, and Gabriel flashed a wordless warning across his bonds. At the same time, he spun, finding his gaze drawn to Darren.
He’s the target?
Most of the spectators still stared numbly at the devastation Gabriel had wrought upon Triscol. Even his bonded and the others clustered around the baroness seemed to move in slow motion, not having reacted in the slightest to whatever startled Gabriel.
Shit!
Trusting his gut instinct, Gabriel raised his left arm, pointing the adamantite scepter toward the white-haired former adventurer. He dove into the spells stored within, channeling as much focus and mana as he could muster, and conjured a Shadow Construct behind Darren.
A purple-black glow flared as the shadowy wall blinked into existence. It was still solidifying when something smashed against it, punching through with impossible ease.
Before Gabriel realized the barrier had been attacked, powerful magic surged through it and obliterated the snapcast spell. He stared in disbelief as his magic was shattered, seemingly by nothing.
Darren wasted no time. The well-built man threw himself forward. Against Gabriel’s heightened perception of time, he seemed to be diving through gelatin.
A bright spray of crimson erupted from his back. Everyone near the powerful adventurer burst into action as a jagged gash opened up from his spine to his shoulder.
Gabriel’s eyes were glued to the jovial noble he had met in Stillcrest. The man finished a graceful front roll and rose to his feet.
But the figure who stood and spun in the blink of an eye wasn’t garbed in the understated, white silk shirt and black pants Darren had worn seconds ago.
The former Mithril-ranked adventurer was fully encased in a tiger-themed suit of dwarven steel vanguard-plate armor. The ruthless look on his face in the split second before his helmet finished forming shared more with the feral tiger’s maw that covered it than the relaxed, easy-going smile he usually displayed.
Gabriel’s gaze shifted to the baroness. Leryane and Sylvia stood protectively at her right, while Cindra and Brynja were close by on her left.
The hellhound had just leaned in as though to whisper something to the noblewoman. But her blue-on-black eyes stared at Gabriel, and her powerful body tensed as she prepared to burst into action.
Another spike of malicious intent flared bright, and Gabriel turned toward the jade-robed mage who had accompanied Triscol.
The cold-eyed man ignored Darren’s bloody display, raising his hands from within the folds of his lavish robes. He glared at the baroness with blatant hostility and intent.
Gabriel’s bonded stood far too close to the female noble.
“No!” Gabriel screamed. He drew the mithril-and-orichalcum rod from his belt, pointing it at the mage whose hands slipped free of his robes, one brandishing a wand, the other with three spell tokens spread between his fingers.
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Magic flared around the Mithril-ranked mage as he snapped one of the tokens.
Gabriel triggered Soul Flense, and an inky-black glow spiraled up to the soul-malachite capstone. A beam of shadowy energy shot forth and streaked out at the hostile adventurer.
“They’re after the baroness!” Gabriel cried.
The green-robed mage uttered a horrific shriek of agony as the necromantic ray struck him before his shield solidified, and the torturous spell went to work, flaying his soul.
Sylvia swept her arm toward the baroness, and a glowing blue-white barrier sprang into visibility. Her other hand dove into a pouch at her belt.
More spectators panicked after Gabriel’s frenetic burst of action, and several people close to Darren cried out in terror.
The tiger-striped metal behemoth moved with impossible speed spinning on one foot, reaching behind him. His clawed gauntlet closed over what appeared to be thin air. Then he braced his feet, shifted his hips, and performed a perfect throw as if he had been holding onto an attacker’s arm.
A loud gasp pierced the roar of the panicking crowd. It transformed into a tortured scream of pain before a slender, dark-armored figure flickered into sight as the assassin lost concentration and their invisibility spell failed. A glistening black rondel dagger fell from the pinned man’s hand.
“That was a mistake, son,” Darren growled. Then, still holding on to the stunned assassin’s arm, he put a massive boot on his foe’s back and tugged.
An even louder scream erupted from the downed man’s throat. Arterial blood geysered out in an arc as Darren ripped the assassin’s arm from his shoulder, then tossed it at the closest of Triscol’s armored guards.
‘Fucking hells! I thought he was just a friendly old pervert who liked to horn in on beastkin. Remind me not to fuck with him,’ Reyna muttered in Gabriel’s mind.
He nodded in complete agreement, staggering to his feet as chaos ensued.
Now all of the spectators were screaming and rushing about. Gabriel’s bonded and Elaine’s forces were moving to square off against the remaining adventurers and guards who had accompanied Triscol to the duel site.
But a casual glance confirmed that while most of the spectators were stampeding away as violence erupted outside of the arena, dozens of cloaked figures charged headlong toward the baroness and her defenders.
Which meant they threatened Gabriel’s bonded.
Head throbbing and his body trembling from the stress of the taxing duel, Gabriel started toward the growing melee. Time seemed to speed back up, though he could feel he was still Hasted from the spell token.
The one-armed assassin at Darren’s feet twisted out from under the powerful adventurer despite the grievous injury. His remaining hand thrust into a pouch strapped to his thigh.
“Heh… no,” Darren said as he stomped on the prone assassin again.
A massive vanguard plate sabaton crashed down on the man’s leather-clad head like a dwarven nutcracker. Brains and bone shards sprayed as Darren’s armored foot smashed clear through to the hard-packed dirt.
“Packmaster want to kill all the bad guys?” Cindra called out. The muscular hellhound drew her massive greatsword and took an aggressive stance.
“Yes, Cindra. And try not to kill any of the ones guarding Elaine.”
His canine bonded let out a threatening rumble, then leapt at the closest of the adventurers who had joined Triscol outside of the castle.
The man wore gleaming vanguard plate and proudly displayed a gold tag mounted on his gorget. He brandished a large kite shield and a short-hafted spear. But given Cindra’s greater height and giant sword, Gabriel doubted the man held any meaningful reach advantage.
Brynja flapped her wings feebly. A twinge of pain flashed across their bond as the valkyrie deployed her shield and spear before dashing forward to join her sister bonded in facing off against a half dozen armored adventurers, all Gold-ranked or higher.
Combined with Triscol, the other mage, and that assassin, they must have had two parties.
Gabriel split his focus, intensifying his headache, and began tracing a Haste spell and anchoring it to both of his bonded as well as everyone he knew among their allies.
Mana 10%
I’m running a lot lower than I planned. That’s a tomorrow sort of problem, though. At least the scepter spells are efficient.
Having successfully cast three new spells from the adamantite scepter, Gabriel decided to continue the trend and selected Binding Shades. He began the rapid spellcast, picking out another of the Gold-ranked fighters rushing in to try to swarm Cindra.
The hellhound had her first opponent overwhelmed, the man’s formerly pristine plate armor already gouged in a half dozen places. His shield arm hung limp at his side, blood pouring from injuries beneath the mangled remains of his kite shield.
Cindra lunged in with a powerful strike he failed to parry, but a third warrior swept in from her left, his sword leading point first.
Panic spiked Gabriel’s heart rate further. But before his fear could become real, the hellhound spun gracefully, throwing herself away from the newest attacker.
She rolled across the already bloody, hard-packed ground and sprang to her feet, sword back in the high guard position Brynja had instilled in her.
Damn, Cindra’s really improved both her skill and her situational awareness.
Brynja waded into four of the elite vanguard-armored fighters, her spear extended to full length, though not the thick lance she often used. She lashed out with her shield, bashing anyone who closed within reach. The glowing field of her Reinforcement talent flared bright, enhancing her blows and staggering the warriors.
She swept her spear through graceful arcs. There was a captivating beauty to the motion as the mithril blade thrust and slashed between and into heavy armor. More than once, her swift strikes bit into the flesh beneath, drawing pained cries.
Gabriel fired off Binding Shades. He watched long enough to see shadowy tendrils erupt from the ground beneath the charging warrior. They caught his armored legs in a viselike grip, causing the man to overbalance and crash down face-first, just inside of Cindra’s reach.
The hellhound didn’t miss a beat. She crouched, sprang away from the two men facing her, and landed on the downed man’s thighs. Her half-ton bulk drew a groan of protest as armored plates crushed the limbs beneath. Sword raised high, point down, she thrust. Sinking the blade through the back of the man’s neck, she destroyed his gorget and severed his spine.
Gabriel repeated Binding Shades, targeting another warrior charging toward Elaine and the mage standing guard at her side.
The spell went off just as quick and was just as effective. Gabriel began a third cast while finishing his Haste spell, then released it and winced at the additional drain on his mana pool.
He felt it anchor to both his bonded and five of the six targets he had selected among their allies.
Sir Darren was the one I failed to connect with?
Looking to where the “retired” adventurer strode into melee against what appeared to be a dozen armed soldiers, many of whom had tossed cloaks to the ground behind them, it quickly became apparent the older man had no need of enhancement.
Darren moved faster than Gabriel’s bonded despite their Haste. He lashed out with spiked gauntlets and sabatons, striking the mail-armored soldiers with devastating blows that often sent them flying back several feet to crash in unmoving lumps across the battlefield.
The man in the tiger-styled armor held the black dagger he’d looted from the assassin. He seemed to stroll through the crowd of hostile soldiers en route to a pair of Mithril-ranked adventurers in vanguard plate who laid siege to the ring of guards surrounding Leryane and Elaine.
Leryane brandished her sleek saber in her right hand. Again, a polished ironwood tonfa gleamed against her left forearm, a blunt spike jutting out past her clenched fist. Thanks to Gabriel’s Haste, she moved in a blur of motion he could barely track. She carved crimson streaks across three lightly armored assailants, holding them back from the baroness.
Two more attackers already lay dead or dying at her feet as she danced among the trio facing her.
Elaine and Sylvia were just behind the elf. Glowing spell circles surrounded both women as they rushed magic.
Following their focused gazes, Gabriel spotted a group of seven robed figures working together on a single, circle-cast spell. A few more mages stood nearby, casting their own magics.
Fiery Aetheric Missiles rained down from above that group, crashing against a glowing, blue-white dome floating over the baroness and her closest guards.
Gabriel glanced toward the gates of the city as he jogged closer to the action, throwing out Binding Shades as quick as he could manage.
How many of these assholes are there?
At least fifty more soldiers had poured through the open gates, dressed in the same green-and-gray tabards over mail hauberks as the attackers currently assailing them. Several wielded wands with reckless abandon, racking up an incredible body count against the panicked crowd.
A dozen more stood a rearguard action, holding the narrow passage of the stone gatehouse against a growing number of city watch and Lostbarrow house guards.
Gabriel stopped thirty feet from the closest fighters and switched from Binding Shades to Ephemeral Ribbons as he targeted the group of circling mages.
For the moment, no one seemed to be paying him any mind, so he devoted his full attention to firing off a potent cast of the wide-area attack spell.
Some of them passed straight through my Mantle. Hopefully, they’ll do the same here.
Just as with every other spell cast through the scepter, it was ready almost in the blink of his weary eyes. The glyphs blazed bright before Gabriel as he directed the attack toward the seven mages and released it.
It was an unimpressive display of sinuous, glowing purple-black ribbons of shadowstuff that erupted from his spell circle.
They crossed the space between with a casual disdain for speed and straight lines, seeming almost lazy as they homed in to within feet of his targets.
Then the five innocuous strands of ephemeral shadows burst, spraying out in a wide cone. Dozens, then hundreds of the immaterial tendrils streaked in at each of the unsuspecting mages.
Shields flared around four of the mages while the other three let out agonized shrieks and screams as their bodies were assaulted by the shadowy ribbons.
Two of the shielded mages cried out a second later as at least a few of the eerily beautiful strands phased through their shields and tore into flesh.
“Javier, deal with that asshole!” The circle leader shouted without turning from guiding the attack against Elaine and her guards.
Darren closed with one of the Mithril-ranked fighters, and the pair were clashing in a furious ballet of earth-shattering strikes against unyielding, enchanted armor.
Gabriel glanced to where Cindra and Brynja fought near each other, watching each other’s backs and preventing the growing horde of soldiers from surrounding them. Including the veteran adventurer facing off against Brynja, Gabriel accounted for all but one of the members of Triscol’s party.
The old priest seems to be staying out of it, I flensed the mage’s soul, and Brynja and Sir Darren have two of the fighters. So where’s the one in blackened vanguard plate? Was he Javier?
Gabriel scanned again for the warrior but saw no sign of him either among the dozens of bodies littering the field or the cluster of warriors fighting his bonded and Elaine’s guards.
He tried to push away his concern and refocus on the circle of spellcasters who seemed to have recovered and were now operating with five members. Two robed figures lay unmoving on the ground.
A spike of danger flashed through Gabriel’s mind. The focused, violent intent of a hungry predator stalking. He spun a full circle, searching for the threat but found nothing.
He triggered Magesight and looked again. There was a flicker of distortion that could have been a slight imperfection in an otherwise excellent spell. His stomach dropped as he realized where the last fighter had gone.
The shimmering form lunged forward. A massive two-handed ax appeared mid-swing, blade glowing.
Diving to his right, Gabriel landed awkwardly, jamming his shoulder, and bit his lip against the pain. His frantic dodge shifted him out of the direct path, and Javier’s ax caught his Spell Mantle over his left shoulder instead of his head.
His defensive barrier flared up as dozens of the small hexagons forming the physical protection layers shattered and buckled beneath the powerful enchanted weapon. The impact rattled him, his Mantle unable to dampen all of the kinetic energy from the blow.
“Fucking battle mages,” Javier spat. “You fuckers just never wanna make it easy, do you? The hard way it is, then.”
The man lunged at Gabriel swinging his ax again in a wide, vicious chop. Despite Haste, it was all Gabriel could do to dodge the second strike, then a third overhead that again clipped his Spell Mantle. The blow drained more of his precious mana as it shattered and gouged through all but the final layer of protective enchantments.
Mana 5%
Gabriel had his sword in hand without conscious thought. He parried the next two blows, deflecting them away, but the powerful strikes left his hand stinging and his arm screaming in pain.
Shit! This guy’s going to be a problem.
Drawing a copper disk from his belt, Gabriel parried another powerful strike, then triggered the Aetheric Missile token. A half-dozen bright pink missiles sprayed out and slammed into Javier.
The Mithril-ranked fighter growled, then seemed to surge forward, swinging his ax even faster.
Repeated strikes drove Gabriel’s guard higher and higher. After all his sparring with Brynja, he knew enough to keep watch for the inevitable reversal as the powerful warrior would go low to take advantage of his out-of-position blade.
Just when he thought Javier was going to whip his ax around and strike low, Gwenaelle leapt on the man’s broad, armored back. The screech of her claws against enchanted metal pierced Gabriel’s ears, covering up her angry howling.
“Get off me, you damn mutt.” Javier bucked, but the wolf drake wedged several flesh-rending claws in the joints of his vanguard plate.
“Gwen, get back! You can’t hurt him.”
Gwenaelle ignored Gabriel’s command. She snapped and trilled as she attempted to breach Javier’s rugged armor.
Fear for his furry Minion spiked, and Gabriel surged back into the fight. He landed three slashes against the huge warrior, but even his mithril blade failed to do more than carve shallow furrows in the thick plates.
Javier roared in frustration. Then he rotated his weapon and whipped his ax at his back.
Time seemed to slow further, and Gabriel knew that powerful magical blade would shear straight through Gwenaelle’s scales.
He slashed at Javier’s gorget while also dismissing his Minion, hoping to prevent her from dying. Though his Minions would come back, it could take a week or more. And they couldn’t afford to lose any more combat strength at the moment.
Javier’s ax caught Gwenaelle just as Gabriel triggered his ability. The wolf drake whimpered as the blade blasted through her dark scales and tore into muscle.
Before the Mithril fighter could cleave her in half, Gabriel dismissed her. She vanished in an instant, leaving behind an exploding mist of blood. As she disappeared, he directed Kestria and the others to tend to her wounds.
Javier grunted when his blade smashed against his backplate. “What the hells?”
Gabriel’s only response was a powerful strike at the larger man’s exposed underarm. His aim was perfect. The mithril blade cut through enchanted mail and the gambeson beneath.
Blood sprayed as Gabriel’s sword bit into Javier. Grinning, he reset his footing, feeling more confident now that he had wounded his foe.
I don’t have to beat him. Just last long enough for Cindra or Brynja to finish theirs.
Intent on playing for time, Gabriel was shocked when the armored warrior tossed his ax aside and lunged in tight. His ridged pauldron caught Gabriel in the gut.
The blow was lessened by his Spell Mantle, but still blasted the wind from his lungs as the massive warrior slammed him onto his back against the hard-packed ground.
“That fancy spell of yours may keep me from ripping you to shreds for the moment, kid. But let’s see how long it holds up under pressure.”
Javier held tight to Gabriel, his armored gauntlet digging into the damaged sections of Gabriel’s Spell Mantle. His other oversized fist slammed down again and again, crashing against the small tiles guarding Gabriel’s head.
Instinctively, he triggered the Force Helm from his circlet. It formed beneath the Spell Mantle. Javier just grumbled and kept pounding with ruthless efficiency.
Outclassed by the experienced warrior, Gabriel reached into the scepter and triggered Umbral Leap. Even with the enchanted conduit, forming the glyphs taxed him, but he completed the spell and focused on escape.
Everything vanished into shadows, a fiery burst of purple-black suffusing Gabriel’s vision. The transition back almost seemed less disorienting than previous shifts.
Then a massive armored gauntlet crashed down at his face, shattering more glowing hexagons.
“Impressive trick, kid. But not good enough.” Javier straddled Gabriel’s prone form, raining down punch after punch.
Mana 4%
I’m not even sure my Spell Mantle will hold up long enough to drain my pool at this rate. This brute’s way too strong to grapple with.
Gabriel slashed at Javier with his sword. The angle was terrible, and he was tucked in too close to stab. Panic gnawed at his focus, but then he recalled the rondel dagger he’d begun carrying due to the undead attacks.
Releasing his arcane conduit, he grabbed for the round disks that formed the grip of the specialized dagger. Locating them, he slipped his left hand between the metal plates and ripped the blade from its sheath.
He blindly stabbed at the armored man above him.
His right arm was all but useless, numbed from parrying the powerful blows with his sword, but his left was fine. He pumped it back and forth, jabbing and thrusting at Javier’s hip. Wiggling the tip, he caught the triangular blade in a seam and slammed it home.
The armored adventurer grunted as the dagger carved into flesh but refused to flinch back. He shifted about, forcing the blade from his armor, and resumed his attack.
Pulse thundering in his ears loud enough to drown out the frantic cries and crashes of battle, Gabriel grasped for another spell. Anything to help.
Alter Gravity drew his attention, and he threw his mind into the scepter again. He formed the spell in seconds, despite the brutal assault, then released it, all without slowing his desperate stabbing.
A strange sensation similar to using his levitation ring washed over him. He felt light as a feather, and the crushing weight of the massive, armored man atop him lessened.
“Shit. The fuck did you do?” Javier threw another punch, but he seemed to float up with the windup. His massive gauntlet landed with less power when it struck Gabriel’s faltering Spell Mantle.
The warrior tried three more punches in rapid succession before growling and grabbing Gabriel’s shoulder with one hand. Then he resumed pounding against the magical barrier, his blows as strong as ever.
Gabriel bucked his hips wildly, trying to dislodge the bulky, armored figure from atop him.
Javier was too experienced at grappling and too strong to escape from, but Gabriel managed to shift enough to fully free his left arm. He cocked it back, then focused on stabbing and thrusting at the ornate, blackened steel gorget protecting the adventurer’s neck.
The dagger’s tip deformed from slamming against the enchanted steel of Javier’s armor. Gabriel ignored the protesting blade and kept going, his arm pumping like a tireless golem.
A blackened steel fist shattered through the second physical barrier, straining Gabriel’s Spell Mantle almost to the breaking point. Behind the crystal viewport of the man’s thick helmet, dark-green eyes lit up with the rush of victory.
The relentless warrior shifted his grip, wrapping his armored fist around Gabriel’s neck, crushing and squeezing at the Spell Mantle until it began to choke him.
The multilayer defensive enchantment was rugged, but the Mithril-ranked warrior’s grip would have crumpled dwarven steel.
Come on!
Gabriel’s desperate strikes grew more frantic as spots formed in his vision.
Javier whooped when more glowing hexagons shattered like spun glass. His fingers dug into the soft flesh of Gabriel’s throat.
The warped tip of the silver dagger caught between thick plates. Gabriel slammed his fist home with all the strength and rage he could harness.
Yes!
Javier gasped, then let out a pained scream as the specialized dagger punched straight through the soft armor beneath, tearing into the man’s throat.
The crushing power of Javier’s clenched fist vanished. Gabriel sucked in a much-needed breath as he twisted and jerked on the dagger’s sturdy hilt. The air filling his lungs was thick with the taste of blood, but the twin disks kept his hand steady as blood rained down upon him.
Javier threw two more halfhearted punches, fragmenting and cracking more of the hexagons forming the shield over Gabriel’s face before leaning back, trying to pull himself off of the blade lodged in his throat.
Gabriel snarled and followed Javier, rising up to crash down atop the man as he held tight to the dagger’s hilt with his left hand. He used what strength remained in his right to grip the armored man’s pauldron.
Pretty sure that’s a lethal injury, but fuck this guy, right now.
Once he straddled the man’s armored chest, Gabriel wrenched his mangled dagger out and took his time lining it up again before slamming it home a few inches to the other side of the man’s throat. Twisting and jabbing, he ripped open flesh and scored bone.
Javier gurgled, blood splattering across the transparent viewport of his rugged helmet.
Gabriel ignored the man’s feeble protests and worked his dagger in twice more before it stuck tight, lodged in the man’s spine.
Letting go of the hilt, he collapsed off the Mithril-ranked warrior and turned toward the battle and his bonded.




Chapter Forty-Three







Darren had finished off his vanguard-plated opponent, the dead adventurer missing a head. His lifeless body slumped on its knees as though praying. Having claimed the man’s longsword, Darren was now scything through the ranks of lighter-armored soldiers like a farmer through wheat.
All Gabriel cared about at that moment was his bonded. He turned his burning, bleary eyes to where Brynja and Cindra stood.
The two warrior women were only a few feet from where he had seen them last. But the crowd of hostile soldiers had been reduced to a trio of desperate men huddled behind shields and jabbing pointlessly with short spears at the armored valkyrie as she and Cindra circled the group.
Cindra stomped forward with a loud growl but checked her swing at the last second. Two of the cowering soldiers flinched, and Brynja’s bloody spear darted forward, taking one in the knee and sending the man down to the ground, wailing.
Cindra surged ahead again, following through this time. Her massive adamantite great sword crashed down and cleaved the man in twain. She danced back before either of the dead man’s companions could even think of retaliating.
Realizing his bonded were mopping up their battle, Gabriel looked for the baroness. Elaine stood beside Sylvia, both female mages looking strained and alert but no longer as focused.
A vengeful smirk colored the petite mage’s face as she stared at the circle of spellcasters who had been bombarding her and the baroness moments ago.
The last of them fell with a brief scream that was cut off as Leryane severed the woman’s head with a precise slash of her glowing saber.
The rest of the mages lay dead and dismembered around the menacing elf. A trail of eviscerated bodies led back to where the last of Lady Fayhallow’s guards stood watch around Elaine.
The final sounds of battle were distant, and Gabriel turned toward the city gates.
Four of the green-and-gray armored soldiers were putting up a valiant yet hopeless defense against a seething mass of guards surging from the city.
Captain Albright led the charge at the forefront of Elaine’s troops, cutting down one of the defenders, then shield-slamming another.
The last three soldiers barely survived another ten seconds before being cut down. Without pausing, the guard captain started toward Elaine, a small army at his back.
“Ooo, Packmaster!” Cindra yipped just before her powerful arms wrapped around Gabriel, picking him up from where he had collapsed, panting for air.
“Hey, Cindra, go easy on me. I’m exhausted,” Gabriel said as the hellhound held him in her arms and spun about in excitement.
She lowered him back to his feet, ducking her face in close to his. “Did Packmaster see Cindra’s fight?”
Starting back to where he had slain Triscol, Gabriel chuckled and nodded. “Yes, Cindra, I saw. You were amazing. I’m glad you didn’t let yourself get lost in bloodlust and taken unaware again like in our first battles.”
Cindra’s head bobbed rapidly. “Yep! Cindra learned everything Birdsister taught.”
“And you performed admirably, my battle sister.” Brynja met them near the blast crater, her impressive helmet retracting to expose her face while still protecting the rest of her head. “That was a truly perilous encounter. Who were these foul cowards who dared defile our lord’s noble duel?”
Darren stomped over to join them. When he reached the trio, his snarling tiger helmet melted away to a thin band of dwarven steel resting on his crown. “Hey, nice spellwork, son. And clutch timing with that shield. Not sure I would’ve steered clear of that on my own. Hells, you were faster on the draw than he was.”
Leryane sauntered up to the group, hand on the hilt of her scabbarded sword. “You were as quick as any mage I’ve ever seen. Very impressive. And as to the identity of these thugs, I’m betting they’re a mercenary company Triscol hired.”
“That tracks,” Darren said, shaking blood from his gruesome spiked gauntlets. “If he was planning to drive Elaine out and usurp the barony, he’d need enough men to maintain basic law and order until he was officially recognized. Tossing her out and driving the city straight into chaos would ruin his chances.”
Leryane kicked the largest hunk of corpse at her feet, glaring at the dead noble. “I can’t believe that stupid, arrogant son of a bitch had the audacity to plan something like this. Shit, I wonder if the assassin was meant for El.”
“Are you sure Triscol intended for his guards to attack like that?” Elaine asked as she and Sylvia strode over to stand with them. The baroness stared down at the mutilated remains of the Mithril-ranked mage who had been trying to usurp her seat, a strange look in her angry eyes.
“Oh yeah, this was definitely organized. There’s no reason that shitty little assassin would’ve had all those spells active if they hadn’t been planning a contingency.” Darren flashed a wicked grin at Gabriel and continued, “Though, I doubt Triscol had any serious concern that the fight would go that way. I can’t remember the last time a mage duel was ended by an Aetheric Lance.”
Elaine’s sharp gaze shifted to Gabriel, and he fought down a sudden spike of anxiety that had him contemplating lashing out. She smiled. “Yes, that was a most impressive display, Gabriel. And given you just publicly humiliated a decently talented Mithril mage, I suspect you won’t be keeping that Gold tag for very long after all.”
“Ha, I know I sure as hells wouldn’t want to take one of his Lances head-on like that. I don’t recall ever seeing such a simple spell enhanced with enough power and penetration to blast through an intact Spell Mantle before. I hate to think what it would’ve done to my armor.”
Darren twitched, and the gory sheen coating his armor fell away. His armor melted into a set of bracers, greaves, a thick steel belt, and a braided dwarven steel chain about his neck.
“Well, if it’s all the same to you, I would much prefer to remain friends and not test myself against your rather outlandish speed and power.” Gabriel grabbed Cindra’s arm as the grinning hellhound tried to lean in and lick his face, but her large tongue brushed against his Force Helm.
“Aww, Cindra can’t kiss Packmaster.”
Gabriel chuckled, his cheeks heating. “This is hardly the time for kissing or licking Cindra. Now let me go. I think we need to have a conversation after all this.”
“You have a gift for understatement,” Elaine said, sighing.
“You all right, El?” Leryane asked.
The baroness nodded, though her face looked weary and drawn. Dark bags beneath her bloodshot, green eyes made her look like she’d gone a month without sleep. “I’m fine. I just cast more magic than I’ve done in a long time. That was a rather serious coup Triscol just launched. It makes me wonder what he would’ve done if you hadn’t killed him.”
Gabriel shrugged. “I have no idea. That was about the last outcome I would’ve expected. I mean, how much wealth did he squander on this attempted coup? Mercenaries of their caliber can’t be cheap. And even if it worked, would Count Fayhallow have accepted him as the new baron?”
Darren shook his head. “Doubtful. If he had to resort to violence and killed or imprisoned Elaine, it would likely doom any chance she could retain the seat herself. But there’s no way his father would be willing to invest the political capital needed to smooth such borderline treason over and then force one of his vassals to accept the arrogant upstart.”
Leryane nodded. “On the other hand, if you had lost the duel as El’s champion, then Triscol would’ve had all the claim he needed to usurp the barony, at least from her.”
“Yes,” Elaine replied, sighing. “And I’m sure that was his plan, though he must have arranged some degree of a backup scheme in case the duel didn’t go his way. I just can’t see those others doing this on their own initiative.”
Gabriel crouched beside what remained of Triscol’s upper body and dug through the open neck of his gore-soaked, enchanted doublet.
The sunlight reflected off one of the onyx studs along his bracer as he located the dead man’s Mithril tag and gave a sharp tug, snapping the gold chain from which it hung.
“I wasn’t expecting to see ‘the collector’ gathering tags in person,” Leryane said.
Gabriel glanced up at the slender elven adventurer. She flashed a teasing smirk made far more sinister by the splash of blood across her cute nose and pale cheeks.
The baroness giggled at her friend’s joke while Darren looked on in confusion for a moment before a sly grin crossed his chiseled face. “Right, I heard about that from Illanaya. Do you still have Jessandra’s tag?”
Leryane snickered as Gabriel reached into a pouch at his belt and pulled out a handful of gleaming adventurer tags.
While he wasn’t sure what to expect, he was surprised when all three stared at his hand with shocked expressions.
“What? I thought you knew I was collecting them.” When they didn’t immediately respond, he glanced down.
Mixed in among the pile were the sk’raith adventurer tags.
He thumbed the Carminium tag to the top of the pile. Flipping it to his right hand and rolling it over his knuckles along with Triscol’s Mithril one, he grinned.
Darren looked more cautious as he watched the sunlight flicker across the polished metal tags. “Anyone I’d know?”
Gabriel shook his head. “No. I guarantee you never met the bastard I got this from.” He met Leryane’s gaze and saw understanding in her eyes as he said, “There was an… unexpected development, but we took care of it… Permanently.”
“Yes… Gold is definitely not your color,” Elaine murmured almost to herself. She took a deep breath and stood taller. “Well, let’s see how bad this actually was.”
Gabriel accompanied Elaine and Darren as they surveyed the aftermath of the pitched battle.
Cindra clung to his right arm, holding him close. Brynja followed just behind and to his left, clearly still focused on guarding him against additional unseen threats.
‘After what just happened, Master, I believe Brynja’s caution is more than warranted.’ With the battle over, Gabriel had caught his Prime up on the unexpected outcome of the duel. She had seemed almost desperate to obtain an active connection with him.
Knowing how upset with herself she must be at her absence during the savage battle, he was more than eager to keep her in the loop as they surveyed the scores of dead and dying strewn about the fields just outside the city’s east gate.
‘I know. And I’m very appreciative of how all three of you… all four of you work so hard to keep me safe. But at least for the moment, I think the dozens of guards and mages escorting Elaine should be able to handle any more unforeseen attacks.’
‘I would hope so, Master. Still, Brynja is fulfilling the role she agreed upon. Remember that she swore to serve as your bodyguard for a full year.’
Gabriel grinned at the smug tone in Sthuza’s mind-voice as he recalled her certainty that the valkyrie would seek to bond with him long before her one-year tour of duty concluded.
◆◆◆
 
Cindra crouched beside Gabriel as he stripped the tag from the second Mithril-ranked mage he had killed today.
The robed corpse of the man who had tried to blast Cindra and Brynja at the start of the frantic battle lay twisted, a look of unadulterated terror and agony etched into his previously flawless face. Blood crusted his lips, and his eyes stared out in sightless testimony to some unspeakable horror.
Given his own experience on the receiving end of the necromantic spell, Gabriel shivered.
Darren led the others closer, staring down at the tortured corpse in morbid curiosity. “What the hells did you hit him with, anyway?”
“I didn’t quite catch it either. At the time, I was more concerned with making sure no one got to El.”
Elaine’s sharp eyes locked onto the ornate rod tucked back in Gabriel’s spell belt. “I do believe that was Jessandra’s Soul Flense rod, was it not? It is a rather noteworthy and revolting spell.”
Gabriel grinned and nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t think it would be appropriate to use in the duel. And I didn’t want to waste it given the odds he probably had a necromantic ward in his Spell Mantle.”
Darren nodded, his face tense as he seemed to think back to some past moment. “That would explain an awful lot.”
“What explains what?” Cindra asked. “Ooo, and do you have any of that coolfire drink with you? Cindra thinks it would taste great with newest victory.” She flashed an overly sweet grin that made the older man chuckle.
“Not on me, but I left several bottles in the castle. Elaine mentioned you’d spoken of a fondness for it, and I find it is not commonly kept in stock in this region. But as to what I was referring to, we discovered several pain-wracked bodies around Stillcrest over the past six months without any easy explanation of their cause of death. We suspected murder, but there were no poisons or identifiable wounds.”
Elaine scowled. “Magic like Soul Flense would make it rather challenging to nail down the cause of death. Especially if you lacked the priests or truthsayers who could recall a victim for questioning.”
Darren gave a sharp nod. “Exactly. Not that we have to worry about her anymore. Thanks to our friends here, the rotten woman lost most of her power and face. Literally. Adding to it, they provided the evidence needed to get her blacklisted from the Guild. Last I heard, After that whole fiasco played out, Count Maddis placed his daughter under house arrest in a villa up near Kormyr.”
Brynja stood taller at his words, a tight, vindicated smile on her regal face. “I am most pleased to hear it. That foul, deceptive… witch had no business in an organization as powerful and influential to society as the Adventurer’s Guild.”
Darren nodded. “Absolutely right. I was thrilled just to have the rotten skank out of my town. And by the by, I’m glad to see that you appear to have prospered since last we met, Miss Vadisdóttir.”
The valkyrie inclined her head to the smiling man but kept herself tall and proud. She stood just to Gabriel’s side, her spear back in its smaller mace shape but ready in her hand as she surveyed the swelling crowd around them.
Many of the spectators had panicked and stampeded away when Triscol’s mercenaries launched the sudden attack. Now they were all pressing in closer, with more joining in and swelling their numbers to a truly massive surge of onlookers.
Two dozen guards, including several of those the countess had lent, were doing their best to hold back the wave of living bodies. Cindra stepped away from Gabriel and pushed through the line without effort, the crowd parting before her like magic.
Guild medics worked their way through the injured, several of whom had been innocent bystanders. Not counting Triscol’s forces, at least a hundred wounded lay scattered about the field. Guards dragged the worst of them to lie beneath tents as they waited for healers to tend to them.
From the looks of things as dozens of adventurers continued to pour from the city gates, Guildmaster Olphelia had summoned every adventurer in Lostbarrow.
Headmaster Rilynt had likewise turned out all the faculty and most of the senior students to help triage and tend to the wounded guards and spectators.
“Ooo, Packmaster!” Gabriel turned toward the voice and found Cindra dragging a vaguely familiar-looking older man in crimson and white by the collar.
The priest had accompanied Triscol in the baroness’ receiving hall. Focusing his weary mind, Gabriel recalled the man remaining motionless as the other guards launched a surprise attack. His shimmering elven silk robes were elegant and pristine, with a kaleidoscope of black sigils Gabriel was pretty sure represented one of the more common pantheons.
“So why didn’t you join in the fight, Kelvin?” Elaine asked as she glared at the older man.
Kelvin scowled briefly, his eyes flickering to the eviscerated corpse of the noble spread across the ground nearby. “Because, unlike my foolish companions, I respect the sanctity of a Guild-approved duel. Triscol had no right to order Jason and the others to murder the four of you if he somehow lost the duel.”
“So Kelvin, what do you plan on doing now?” the baroness asked.
“Well, seeing as your companion just killed my very foolish employer, I suppose I’m going to look for someone new to serve. I’ve grown rather accustomed to a steady paycheck and have no interest in returning to traditional adventuring.”
“You are a healer of the Radiant Sun, yes?” Elaine asked.
Kelvin nodded.
Leryane frowned. “Then what the hells are you doing here? I thought all of you and your overzealous brethren would be up in Kormyr fighting the Dark Lord.”
The priest frowned, his brows furrowing. “Not all who serve the Radiant Sun are so energetic about conflict with the King of Kormyr.”
“Oh?” Darren said.
“The Radiant Sun is a pantheon with nine divine beings. The… unpleasantness in Kormyr is…” The man sighed and shook his head. “It does not matter. It is inappropriate to air one’s dirty laundry in public. Not that I could harm our reputation much more than some of my brethren have been doing of late.”
“If you are not headed north, perhaps we could come to an arrangement,” Elaine said.
The priest blinked at the baroness.
“Seriously, El?” Leryane muttered.
The baroness grinned at her scowling friend. “Why not? With Tobias dead, the barony has far fewer magical resources. And priests tend to make better healers than mages in the first place.”
“How about the fact that five minutes ago, he was on the side that tried to murder you, me, and everyone else here?”
Kelvin winced at Leryane’s acidic tone but nodded in agreement. “I must say, even I find it a bit suspicious. Something too good to be true, perhaps.”
Suddenly the relaxed adventurer was gone, replaced by a stern, commanding noblewoman who fully expected her words to be enforced. “Oh, it would require a Geas on your part before I officially accept you into service here. But all I require is that you stay out of any political meddling beyond sending a sworn statement as to exactly what occurred here and the instructions the departed fool issued.”
“What’s a geese ass?” Cindra asked, tilting her head and staring at Elaine.
“A more powerful version of a Soul Oath,” Gabriel said. “A Geas can actually compel behavior, regardless of intent.”
Darren nodded. “And they require serious magic to enact.” He glanced at the baroness. “I assume you’ll have Olphelia provide a circle to handle it?”
Leryane glared at Elaine. “She had better.”
Kelvin frowned, his intelligent brown eyes taking in each of the other adventurers’ gazes before he sighed and nodded. “I suppose I could accept that, Lady Lostbarrow. Honestly, from what I gleaned during our brief time here, it seems your city and the dungeon are experiencing something of a resurgence. Perhaps I could best serve my faith here.”
Darren chuckled. “Yeah, that’s why I swung by. I’m eager to hear how the investigation team’s report was received.”
The baroness and Leryane exchanged smug smirks but kept silent. Instead, the pair glanced over to where Guildmaster Olphelia stood, commanding a growing crowd of Guild agents. Several mages cast spells while others wearing Guild livery collected the bodies of the dead.
Gabriel watched as a trio went around holding fist-sized gems. “Looks like she’s got every memory stone in the city out here.”
Leryane snorted. “Ha. Doubtful. But you can bet your well-toned ass Olphelia is collecting sworn statements from everyone present and ensuring they’re sealed properly by Guild mages.”
Cindra tilted her head to the side, staring down at the elf. “Packmaster’s ass is great. But what does it have to do with those shiny gems?”
“I am curious as well,” Brynja said. Her gaze focused on a petite older woman channeling a complex spell as she stood before a squad of guards, the crystal in her hand pulsing with light in response to the guards’ words.
“Unlike with Jessandra, who had more than worn out her welcome already,” Darren said. “Triscol Blakemore is a far more prominent and troublesome individual. While he may be his father’s fourth son, that leaves him a conceivable heir to the Duchy of Mornstead. And unless anyone’s heard different, I think he’s still in his father’s good graces. Though, that may change now that he’s been killed in a spell duel by a freshly elevated Gold adventurer.”
Leryane snickered. “Especially when Viktorin sees the reams of evidence damning his brat’s behavior here.”
Elaine nodded, her eyes flashing with a satisfied glint. “I must thank you again, Gabriel. While I know you have your reasons for assisting me, I am nonetheless grateful that you stepped up so admirably. By the time Triscol is resurrected and recovered, I have no doubt Lord Fayhallow will have confirmed me to the seat of Lostbarrow.”
“Will Packmaster loot the rest of stupid bad guys?”
Gabriel chuckled but shook his head. “No, Cindra. Given the circumstances here are very different than when we fought Jessandra, I don’t think plundering Triscol’s corpse and his guards would be wise.”
“Would that not include their adventurer tags?” Brynja asked.
Gabriel shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so.” He glanced over to where the Guildmaster was approaching the group. “I’m assuming, given the highly illegal ambush and multiple murders they just committed, that a lot of them are going to be blacklisted from the Guild, right?”
The older human woman nodded, a scowl creasing her weary face. “Damn right. I don’t care whose son he is or what claim he might have on a title. No one is allowed to behave like that in public. Especially during a sanctioned duel.”
“Thank you, Olphelia,” Elaine said.
“Oh! Then maybe Packmaster should gather rest of the shiny plates,” Cindra suggested grinning. She rushed over to where the assassin lay. Or rather, what remained of the dead man lay where Darren had finished with the dark-garbed man.
“Hold up, Cindra, I didn’t kill that guy,” Gabriel said.
Darren chuckled. “Feel free to take that one too. Like I said, that slimy bastard would’ve severed my spine if you hadn’t cast that spell when you did. As it was, he still tore a chunk out of my back.”
Leryane snickered. “Aren, you do realize that blade was almost certainly poisoned?”
Darren laughed. “Oh, it was definitely poisoned.” The older man tapped a bangle beside his steel bracer. “But not enough to get past my defenses. Thankfully it wasn’t Janarra Aleanarn.”
Leryane winced at the name. “Gods above, amen to that. I hadn’t considered that possibility. And I just heard that bitch is on a fresh contract.”
Gabriel didn’t recognize the name, and Darren must’ve noticed his confusion. “She’s an Orichalcum-ranked assassin. If she had gotten me like that, even a grazing blow would’ve been enough to at least cripple, if not kill, me outright.”
Elaine frowned. “She is rather notorious for being quite expensive and well worth the money. As I understand it, she either is or has access to a skilled necromancer, and her weapons are heavily enspelled.”
Gabriel brushed a hand against the expensive rod tucked into his belt. “I’ve had more than my fill of Necromancy already.”
Darren frowned at Gabriel’s words. “That reminds me. You got that rod from Jessandra, right? Unless I’m mistaken, didn’t she use it on you?”
Three women blinked, staring with shocked expressions at Gabriel.
“Ah… she might have.”
“Might have?” Leryane parroted.
“Yep, Ugly Bitch shot Packmaster, and it hurt bad. Packmaster growled really loud, then beat Ugly Bitch into submission. Also made her outside as ugly as her inside.” Cindra finished off with a fang-filled predator’s grin.
Gabriel winced as the four veteran adventurers stared between him and Cindra, doubt visible across their faces. “Just trust me, Soul Flense is a brutal magic, and anyone spending the resources needed to make a rod like this is sadistic.”
The talk turned to the wounded and the recovery effort as Elaine discussed the details with the Guildmaster. Gabriel’s bonded escorted him as he collected Mithril and Gold tags from the dead adventurers.
Kneeling beside the assassin, Gabriel noticed the sunlight glint oddly off the onyx of his bracer.
That must’ve been a trick of the light. Looks like my left arm lit up even though it was in my shadow… Whatever. Burned out as I am, I could just be seeing things.




Chapter Forty-Four







Given the importance of the day’s events and his original plan, Gabriel decided to wait there until Leryane and the baroness were finished. It took almost thirty minutes for Elaine to be satisfied that Guildmaster Olphelia had the situation in hand.
By that time, her guards had been supplemented by three dozen adventurers whose tags ranged from Iron to Silver. The motley crew of armed and armored adventurers served as a strong deterrent to keep the unruly crowd from trying to approach the battle scene. Guild operatives and mages rushed about, finishing their work.
The baroness invited Gabriel, his bonded, and Darren back to her castle, a trip they made surrounded by what Gabriel suspected was at least half of the remaining guards in Lostbarrow.
Sylvia, who commanded the detachment from Countess Fayhallow, had grown twitchy as she watched over Elaine after the battle, clearly vigilant for any further assassination attempts.
The breastplate-wearing mage looked greatly relieved once their large group was back inside the castle walls. Guards dropped the portcullis and sealed the gates after Gabriel’s party entered, and he felt Brynja and Cindra tense.
They made their way inside and up to the fourth-floor receiving hall. The black-furred inutari from earlier waited for them there beside a large trunk.
Darren winced as the matronly beastkin frowned at him. “My bad, Molly. I’d only meant to watch the duel, but then some idiots decided to try murdering us, and one thing led to another. Sorry I left you waiting here for so long.”
Leryane and Elaine both giggled. Cindra joined in with equal amusement. Gabriel refrained from laughing at the embarrassed flush on the powerful adventurer’s face.
“Of course, Sir Darren,” the inutari maid said with a hint of exasperation. “Will you be needing my services now, or do you intend to resume your meeting in private?”
Darren glanced around at the others before smiling and shaking his head.
“I think we can all fit in Elaine’s study.” He paused, his eyes tracking back to Cindra, and grinned. “Actually, would you go ahead and crack open a bottle of that icefire I packed? Just drop it off on the table, and we should be good for a while. Thanks.”
“Of course.”
The busty inutari moved with incredible grace and refinement as she opened the large trunk, dug through what was obviously a spatially enchanted storage box, and withdrew a large cut crystal bottle.
Leryane was the first one into Elaine’s study, with the others trooping in behind the baroness. Gabriel took the same seat he had previously.
Grabbing a chair, Cindra dragged it right next to his before sitting down and capturing his arm. Brynja sat on his opposite side, her upright posture and noble bearing far more demure than the excited hellhound.
Molly entered the study, and Leryane helped her distribute weighty elven-wrought glasses, which were quickly filled with the gelid icefire.
As the inutari maid stepped away and exited the study silently, Gabriel gazed down into the rich elvish whiskey. Wisps of fog swirled up.
Darren raised his glass, and once everyone had mirrored him, he grinned. “To another day of victory and surviving the petty schemes of the small-minded.”
They all drank, several satisfied sighs echoing as each enjoyed the delicious and expensive whiskey.
“This is just as good as last time, Packmaster,” Cindra yipped happily. To Gabriel’s mild surprise, the hellhound once again refrained from chugging the frosty alcohol.
Elaine looked around at the others, her gaze lingering on Gabriel and Darren. When both men nodded, she flashed a tight smile. “Well, as I said earlier, thank you, Gabriel. That worked out in my favor far better than I had any hope of expecting. When Triscol came in yesterday with his challenge, I was rather worried I would be unable to fulfill my end of our agreement. As well as the one I have with you, Aren.”
Darren gave a somber nod. “Yeah, you know I would’ve loved to help put that little shit in his place. Him and his whole human supremacist ilk have done so much harm to the country. It’s all I can do to keep Stillcrest safe and stable. When I heard about your edict regarding slavery and beastkin… I have to admit, that substantially inclined me to work with you. You’ve made a lot of people happy with your bold stance.”
“Yes, well we all know my late husband had a rather horrible relationship with the beastkin here. One which I hope to make amends for.” A dark, almost depressed look washed over Elaine’s tired face. Leryane leaned in to whisper something in her ear.
“Is there something more wrong, Elaine?” Darren asked.
The baroness sighed, her shoulders slouching as she took another long sip of the icefire. “There have long been allegations and rumors that Alberik was abducting young beastkin women from the city itself.”
Gabriel sat up alert at the mention of stories even he had heard of.
Darren nodded. “Yeah, no offense, but I had a hard time stomaching his reputation.” The well-built man flashed an apologetic glance at Brynja.
Leryane patted Elaine’s hand as the baroness closed her eyes for a moment. When they snapped open, her gaze was sharp and focused despite the dark bags beneath. “While my husband’s behavior was completely unacceptable, he never abducted anyone.”
‘That’s bullshit!’ Reina growled in Gabriel’s head. ‘That shitstick—’
“Alberik frequently bought beastkin slaves. It was a disgusting habit he developed after his father. So whenever young women went missing, it was only natural that their friends and family would blame the most visible suspect.”
Gabriel frowned. “What brought this up?”
The baroness sighed again. “It is yet another of the things currently weighing on my mind. I’ve done everything I can to invite more adventurers to the city and to make beastkin feel more welcome.”
Darren nodded. “And that’s why I was able to encourage so many to head this way. I’ve been training as many young beastkin hopefuls as I could find. They make up far less of the Guild here in Ailannor than neighboring nations.”
“Yes, and I am quite grateful. The difference can already be seen. Olphelia said they are being well received within the Guild. Unfortunately, I’m worried about more attacks as two such women have vanished in the past week.”
Cindra frowned. “Bad men kidnapping adventurer pups?”
Elaine met the hellhound’s intense gaze and nodded.
“That’s an issue that will require settling,” Darren said darkly. “But for now, I’d be more interested in hearing about the inspection team you sent. I understand they went down to the fifth floor?”
Leryane nodded as the baroness studied Gabriel.
“Yes, Aren,” the elf said. “Harkon and his crew were thorough. They’ve confirmed Magic Stones from goblins, kobolds, orcs, and even a pair of minotaurs. The quality of all four were ranked as average to superior over at the Guild yesterday. Given the initial results, Harkon decided they should stay for at least a week and explore further.”
Elaine grinned. “Olphelia is rather eager to get more of the fresher adventurers spreading out across the newly mapped regions.”
“So it’s true, the floors are larger?” Darren asked, looking suspicious.
Gabriel winced, but Leryane shook her head. “So far, the explored area doesn’t suggest an increase in size. They’ve got a couple cartographers looking over the old records. And I think they’ve got plans to send a team of their own down to create the best map they can and confirm. But right now, it looks as though abandoned sections of the original floors have begun spawning monsters again.”
Darren practically lit up. He tossed back the last of his icefire, then grabbed the bottle and poured another round for everyone. “That’s great news. With more space and more monsters spawning, this plan could work even better than I’d dared dream.”
Gabriel, Brynja, and Cindra sat back, drinking their elven whiskey as the veteran adventurers discussed minor details of dungeon delving. The Dungeon Master sighed, his thoughts turning back to the fiasco that had been the past few days.
‘While I was quite concerned during both your duel and the battle afterward, Master, you won, and we are all safe. Why do you doubt yourself at this point?’ Sthuza’s mind-voice was calm now, though the gorgon had been rather frantic in the immediate aftermath as Gabriel caught her up on what had happened.
‘I don’t know. I… it just feels like we haven’t made any progress. After the past week or so of undead attacks, I was looking forward to hunting down that necromancer and ending her threat. Now… now I’m burned out. Cindra is the only one of you who’s anywhere near battle ready. And her armor’s possibly ruined. So that whole plan goes out the window. We’re right back where we were before the sk’raith attack. Maybe even worse off.’
‘Hmm. I am afraid I must disagree with you there, Master. Yes, the activation of the portals was unexpected. And defeating those intruders proved costly. But adding the minotaurs and the entire sixth floor to Lady Merideva’s Domain means she will be much stronger.’
‘Maybe. But I’ve wasted a lot of time up in Lostbarrow over the past few days. And while encouraging more adventurers to delve will help long term, it’s the short term that’s the biggest concern at the moment.’
‘You also recruited Torrik, who has proven himself a relentless worker. And while the sk’raith incursion was an unfortunate setback, your duel with Triscol strengthened ties with Elaine. The silver she provided, worked by Torrik’s hands, will make Lady Merideva’s monsters far more effective against the undead we must face next.’
‘But we’re going to need a week or so to recover. Can we afford to wait that long to deal with this “Mistress”?’
‘We will find a way to persevere, Master. I trust you to lead us. You have risen to every challenge so far, and we are still better off than we were a few weeks ago. Lady Merideva is secure for the time being. I am confident she will push her monsters to pick up the slack until we recover.’
Gabriel reached out to the Dungeon Core, sensing Merideva’s determination and her fervent faith in him.
‘Fair enough. You’re right; it’s not as bad as I thought. I just hate feeling like we’re falling behind. Vesrah is down there somewhere, scheming. And the fact we can’t stop her fills me with dread.’
‘I understand, Master. But, for the moment, she seems more interested in converting you than launching an attack, Yes? Then you must stand firm and resist her temptations. You have held true so far, and I trust you will continue to reject her.
‘Both the Swarm and the necromancer are fights for another day. For the moment, finish dealing with the aftermath in the city and trust us to handle things within the dungeon.’
‘That’s right, Fucker. Focus on one problem at a time and deal with it. Just cause you can split your mind and do loads of terrifying magic at once doesn’t mean you have to solve everything at the same damn time.’
‘Thanks, both of you.’ Even as Gabriel sent the words, a flicker of uncertainty flared across the bond with his Prime.
The gorgon still doubted his connection with Reyna. But the lycan’s mind-voice was so bright and lively he didn’t want to consider her being anything less than real.
‘Hey, even if I am a figment of your bat-shit crazy mind, I can still help you fight off that repulsive bug-bitch.’
‘Thanks, Reyna. I’ll be counting on you, on all of my bonded. While I don’t regret my decision, casting that corrupted magic let Vesrah sink her talons even deeper into my soul… I can’t afford to get caught out like that again. If I screw up against this undead “Mistress” and she forces me to rely on Vesrah’s power, I’m not sure I’ll survive.’
‘Oh, have no fear, my dear Gabriel Grimm. We would never destroy you. You will see in time. That horrible woman will continue to despoil your cute little Core’s Domain until you stop her. But she is powerful. More so than you realize. Let us… let me help you.’
‘Never! Get out of my head!’ Gabriel snarled.
Vesrah let out a dark, throaty laugh that sent shivers down his spine. ‘But my destined one, I am in your very soul. We shall never be apart. In time, you will come to accept the same fate we have. Your Essence will resonate with ours for all eternity.’
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Hello! Thanks for reading Dungeon Bound 4. I hope you enjoyed it.
If you did, please consider leaving a rating or review. Even a brief sentence or two would mean a lot to me personally, and helps show Amazon the book is worth reading. One of the biggest things you can do to support any indie author is to leave positive reviews and ratings.
My apologies for the long delay and lack of communication. I won’t bore you with excuses, but I’m determined to prove more consistent in the future.
Dungeon Bound isn’t dead. Book 5 is coming by the end of 2023. I’m currently 74k words into it and will publish it this year.
I want to make Paperbacks available in 2024, but writing book 5 comes first. Same goes for the several short stories I have mostly ready. The first short story—Brynja and Cindra: Unsupervised—should be out to my mailing list by the time this book is live.
The best way to keep up to date on future releases is to join my mailing list. I also promise I’ll actually post some updates on Facebook this time around.
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? Please 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. A bunch of amazing authors and readers hang out there, eager to talk all things harem.
Haremlit
Harem Gamelit
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